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The \employer—employee relationship is\underpinned by a psychological contract, which refers ro
employee beliefs about the exchange of employee contributions and employer inducements. However,
there is limited understanding of how employers can shape psychological contracts to meet employees’
needs and aspirations. Meeting these needs starts with an understanding of employees’ preferences for
psychological contract contributions and inducements. We propose that career stage models can be
used to achieve that understanding. Using the career stage models of Dalton, Thompson, and Price
(1977) and Super (1957), we derive insights into the preferred contributions and inducements,
respectively, at various points of an employee’s career lifecycle. These insights will help organizations

lobally, attracting and retaining capable

employees is a(perennial challenge (Barrick
& Zimmerman, 2005, p. 534). One recom-
mended approach to overcome this challenge is
for employers to make it attractive for employ-
ees to stay by meeting their psychological con-
tract preferences (Zhao, Wayne, Glibkowski,
& Bravo, 2007). Rousseau (1995) suggests that
employees’ psychological contracts represent
their beliefs about what they need to contribute
to their organizations and what inducements they
will receive for contributing. An expectation of
being able to contribute in desirable ways (e.g.,
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create\desirable psychological contracts and retain valued employees.

Keywords: career stages, employees, inducements, psychological contract

‘work independently’) and attractive inducements
(e.g., (‘advancement opportunities’) will make
it more likely for employees to stay with their
organizations.

While psychological contract literature has
given (considerable attention to the consequences
of psychological contract changes (Coyle-Shapiro
& Conway, 2005; Coyle-Shapiro & Kessler,
2000), it has only started to explore antecedents
to their formation (e.g., Raja, Johns, & Nralianis,
2004). In particular, there are insufficient/theoret-
ical and ¢émpirical insights into how organizations
can create psychological contracts that match
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employees’ preferences on psychological contract
contributions and inducements.

This paper suggests adopting a career stage
perspective as theoretical (lens for identifying
desirable psychological contracts for employees.
Two key developments in the literature (inspired
this suggestion. Firstly, there have been calls to
link employees’ mental models to their forma-
tion of psychological contracts (Meckler, Drake,
& Levinson, 2003; Rousseau, 2003). Secondly,
career stage perceptions continue to feature promi-
nently as mental models that influence employees’
attitudes and behaviors at different points of their
careers (e.g., Ng & Feldman, 2007). Therefore, it
seems (plausible that employees’ (perceived career
stages (as their mental models for work-related
decision-making) should be related to their pref-
erences for certain psychological contract con-
tributions and inducements. In the following
sections; we introduce the psychological contract
approach to the employer—employee relationship,
and then relate it to the career stage perspective.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACT
Rousseau (1995, p. 9) defines the psychological
contract as ‘individual beliefs, shaped by the orga-
nization, regarding terms of an exchange agree-
ment between individuals and their organization’.
The norm of feciprocity underpins these beliefs
(Coyle-Shapiro & Kessler, 2002), where employ-
ees make inferences about what employers have
promised them, in return for the contributions
they have promised employers in the exchange
2001). While

promises can take the form of lexplicit exchange

relationship  (Rousseau, such
agreements (e.g., those written in employment
contracts), the literature has largely regarded psy-
chological contract promises as implicit (Suazo,
Martinez, & Sandoval, 2009) and existing only in
employees’ minds (i.e., in the ‘eye of the beholder’,
Guest, 1998, p. 652). However, as individuals
cognitive (biases and limitations prevent them
from specifying all (contingencies and conditions
in advance when making promises (Rousseau,
2001), employees tend to selectively make and
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perceive psychological contract promises accord-
ing to how they interpret work situations (Rosen,
Chang, Johnson, & Levy, 2009). For instance, in
a workplace where hard work is seen to (precede
promotion (a work situation), an employee may
form the belief that promising and delivering
hard work ebligates the employer to promise and
offer him or her better ladvancement opportuni-
ties (Ho, 2005).

The psychological contract can be viewed from
its feature-, evaluation- or/content-oriented angles
(Bellou, 2009; Mclnnis, Meyer, & Feldman,
2009; Rousseau & Tijoriwala, 1998). The (€28
ture-oriented angle looks at the psychological
contract’s(attributes; such as its(tangibility, scope;
stability and (time frame (Battisti, Fraccaroli,
Fasol, & Depolo, 2007; Mclnnis et al., 2009).

Theevaluation-oriented angle examines the psy-
chological contract’s degree of fulfillment; change
or violation (Mclnnis et al., 2009; Robinson &
Morrison, 2000). From this angle, most studies
have focused on employees’ perception of psycho-
logical contract breach on the part of the employer,
and its impact on employee attitudes and behavior
(Mclnnis etal., 2009). These studies have generally
associated psychological contract breach with neg-
ative employee attitude and behavior (e.g., Bordia,
Restubog, Bordia, & Tang, 2010). Schalk and
Roe (2007) added the view that employees would
first assess the severity of employers’ psychologi-
cal contract breaches before reacting. They/dpined
that employees might tolerate contract breaches,
and (withhold fetaliation, up to a certain point.
However, the literature usually cautions employ-
ers against (breaching psychological contracts,
given the negative effects of breach (e.g., Bordia,
Restubog, & Tang, 2008; Restubog, Bordia,
Tang, & Krebs, 2010).

The content-oriented anglelitemizes the psycho-
logical contract’s terms. From the employees’ per-
spective, those terms refer to their contributions to
the employer and the inducements offered by the
employer (Coyle-Shapiro & Kessler, 2002; Shore
& Barksdale, 1998). To date, some 30 psychologi-
cal contract contribution items (such as facilitate
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staff cooperation’, ‘help (subordinates solve work
problems’, ‘make suggestions to improve organi-
zation’, ‘take (initiative to carry out new and chal-
lenging (assignments’ and ‘work independently to
produce quality work’; Coyle-Shapiro & Kessler,
2000; De Vos, Buyens, & Schalk, 2003; Hom
et al., 2009; Tsui, Pearce, Porter, & Tripoli, 1997)
and about 40 psychological contract inducement
items (such as ‘advancement opportunities’, ‘career
guidance’, ‘extra health care benefits’, job security’,
‘performance-based rewards’, ‘teamwork’, ‘non-
stressful work’ and ‘work-life balance’; Bellou,
2009; Cross, Barry, & Garavan, 2008; Herriot,
Manning, & Kidd, 1997; Kelley-Patterson &
George, 2002; Kickul, Lester, & Finkl, 2002;
Rochling, Roehling, & Moen, 2001; Rousseau,
1990) have been identified.

However, there is little agreement across stud-
ies regarding psychological contract terms; and
the use of contribution and inducement items,
out of those identified so far, varies with each
study’s investigation contexts (Conway & Briner,
2009). The studies’ use of different contribution
and inducement items supports the notion that
the psychological contract exists in the ‘eye of the
beholder’ (Guest, 1998, p. 652), and what the
beholder sees, in turn, depends very much on his
or her local context (Conway & Briner, 2009).
By varying the use of contribution and induce-
ment items according to investigation contexts,
studies adopting the content-oriented approach
have generated a wealth of contextually relevant
insights.

EMPLOYEES’' PREFERENCES ON
PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACT
CONTRIBUTIONS AND INDUCEMENTS

The content-oriented angle has tended to exam-
ine three aspects: employees’ perception of the
extent to which they are contributing various
items (e.g., Coyle-Shapiro & Kessler, 2002),
employees’ perception of the extent to which
employers have provided various inducement
items, and their satisfaction with various induce-

ment items (e.g., Irving & Montes, 2009).
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However, these studies provide only limited
insight into what psychological contract ele-
ments employees desire. Studies which examined
psychological contract contributions have only
asked employees to report what they have con-
tributed. They do not allow insights into what
employees wanted to contribute in their psycho-
logical contracts; in fact, there were cases where
employees contributed certain items unwill-
ingly (e.g., salesmen who promoted radically
new products reluctantly; Kauppila, Rajala, &
Jyrimi, 2008). Similarly for psychological con-
tract inducements, employees’ perceptions of the
extent to which inducement items have been pro-
vided do not reflect their desires for those items
(De Vos & Meganck, 2009). Meanwhile, studies
which investigate employees’ inducement satis-
faction present employees with different subsets
of inducement items to assess satisfaction, but
they do not measure employees™ preferences for
the inducements (e.g., Lambert, Edwards, &
Cable, 2003). By not considering what employ-
ees prefer in their psychological contracts, the
research has only highlighted what employees
perceive as promises they have made to their
employers and what their employers have prom-
ised them. It does not present a detailed picture
of what contributions the employees would
have willingly promised their employers and the
inducements which they believe should have
been promised to them in the first place.

There is thus a lack of insight into employees’
preferences for different psychological contract
How
employees form those preferences, or modify

contribution and inducement items.
them over time, has also received only scant atten-
tion. Although recent studies have described how
various antecedents are related to employees’ psy-
chological contract formation, those efforts have
kept their analyses largely to the higher order
contract categories (e.g., short term economic
exchanges referred to as transactional contracts
vs. long term social exchanges referred to as rela-
tional contracts; Conway & Briner, 2009). For

instance, Raja et al. (2004) linked employees with
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high conscientiousness and self-esteem to the
tendency to form relational psychological con-
tracts, and Richard, McMillan-Capehart, Bhuian,
and Taylor (2009) highlighted the negative cor-
relation between clan organizational cultures and
employees’ formation of transactional psycho-
logical contracts. These studies did not examine
psychological contract formations at the level of
specific facets (e.g., ‘work independently’ and
‘non-stressful work’) that made up employees
psychological contracts.

EMPLOYEES’' CAREER STAGE
PERCEPTIONS AND PREFERRED
PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACT ELEMENTS
In this paper, we propose that employees’ per-
ceived career stage may influence their prefer-
ences for psychological contract elements. The
literature provides two theoretical mechanisms to
explain the relationship between career stages and
psychological contract preferences.

The first is provided by role theory, which sug-
gests that organizations” expectations of employ-
ees’ roles can influence employees’ attitude and
behavior (Biddle, 1986). According to Biddle
(1986), organizational expectations can become
an environmental norm for employees, which in
turn shapes their beliefs about workplace realities.
Therefore, as employees communicate with each
other, observe each other’s behavior and interact
with organizational agents when constructing
their workplace realities, they may form certain
psychological contract preferences aligned to
those organizational expectations (Rosen et al.,
2009). For example, if the organizational expecta-
tion is for Divisional Directors to make certain
contributions (e.g., facilitate cooperation and
unity across divisions), employees who are in
that position may indeed form a preference for
making those Director-level contributions, given
that it is the norm. Organizations’ expectations
for employees’ contributions can vary according
to the employees’ career stages (Neale & Griffin,
2006). It follows that, when employees per-
ceive themselves in different career stages, they
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may align their preferred psychological contract
contributions to what organizations expect of
employees at those career stages. For instance,
organizations will expect fully trained employees
(i.e., in a more advanced career stage) to assume
greater responsibilities than those still undergoing
on-the-job training (Elfering, Semmer, Tschan,
Kilin, & Bucher, 2007). Seeing these role expec-
tations as the norm, the employees may thus pre-
fer contributions involving greater responsibilities
(e.g., adopting team leadership responsibilities).

Secondly, employees’ career stage perceptions
and preferences for contributions and induce-
ments can be linked using the idea of the self-
concept. Individuals seek to implement their
self-concepts, which represent their self identifi-
cations and consciousness of how the individu-
als fit into their social systems (Hartung & Taber,
2008). Employees’ self-concepts include their
work (e.g., as a manager) and life (e.g., as a par-
ent) domains, and evolve at different career stages
(Gibson, 2003). Employees will prefer induce-
ments and contributions that are consistent with
the self-concept and that help implement the self-
concept (Duarte, 2009; Thatcher & Greer, 2008).
For instance, consider an individual who identi-
fies the mid-career stage as a time where she has
gained valuable working experience and attained
sufficient career stability to spend more time with
her children. As she sees herself in the mid-career
stage, she may develop self-concepts of being a
knowledgeable employee and an effective mother.
To reinforce her ‘knowledgeable employee’ self-
concept, she may want to provide mentoring and
work advice to colleagues (i.e., a preferred con-
tribution), and to reinforce her ‘effective mother’
self-concept, she may like work-life balance to
acttend to her children (i.e., a preferred induce-
ment). As employees’ self-concepts are inter-
twined with their career stage perceptions, we
expect their psychological contract preferences to
be influence by the career stages.

Despite nomenclature differences, career stage
studies have generally identified four distinct stages
in employees’ careers (i.c., a ‘trial’ stage where new
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employees explore their workplace, an ‘advance-
ment’ stage where employees become proficient
and seek hierarchical progression, a ‘stabilization’
stage where employees have gained much experi-
ence and reassess their careers, and a ‘final’ stage
where employees either remain active at work or
place significantly lesser emphasis on work; Gunz
& Peiperl, 2007; Rode, Arthaud-Day, Mooney,
Near, & Baldwin, 2008). Each carcer(stage acts as
a significant careerisegment where employees’ atti-
tudes towards their employer—employee relation-
ships are different (Carlson & Rotondo, 2001;
Ng & Feldman, 2007). The literature offers two
main (schools of career stage models, (typified by
Dalton et al.’s (1977) and Super’s (1957) models.

Dalton et al’s (1977) career stage model
depicts employees’ roles and contributions to their
organizations at different career stages (Carlson
& Rotondo, 2001; Sargent & Waters, 2004). We
thus find Dalton et al.’s (1977) model relevant
for gaining insights into employees’ preferred
psychological contract contributions. Super’s
(1957) career stage model (portrays employees’
developmental and personal needs at different
career stages (Ng & Feldman, 2007), which can
be addressed by organizational inducements. We
therefore use Super’s (1957) model for making
inferences) about employees’ preferred psycho-
logical contract inducements. In the following
sections, we describe the career stage models and
develop (propositions linking the career stages
with psychological contract preferences.

DALTON ET AL.’S CAREER STAGE

MODEL AND EMPLOYEES' PREFERRED
PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACT
CONTRIBUTIONS

Dalton et al’s (1977) model advocates that
employees go through four career stages as
they progress through their careers, namely, the
‘apprentice’, ‘colleague’, ‘mentor’ and ‘sponsor’
stages. Each career stage is defined by employ-
ees perception of organizational expectations of
how they should contribute to the organization at
that career stage. Note that Dalton et al.’s (1977)

Volume 17, Issue 6, November 2011

JOURNAL OF MANAGEMENT & ORGANIZATION

A career stage perspective

model does not (constrain carcer stage defini-
tions to employees’ age, organizational (tenure or
occupational tenure. For example, organizations
hiring experienced employees for more senior
positions may expect them to contribute as ‘col-
league’ stage employees, instead of ‘apprentice’
stage employees, when they enter the organiza-
tion (Williamson & Cable, 2003). Employees
with sufficient occupational tenure may also have
the self-concepts of ‘colleague’ stage employees
when they make organizational, not occupational,
transitions (Duarte, 2009). Dalton et al.’s (1977)
model can thus(bypass the challenges of{general-
izing age- or tenure-defined career stages (Pogson,
Cober, Doverspike, & Rogers, 2003), if its career
stage definitions are treated as employees’ psycho-
logical segmentation of work circumstances.

Apprentice stage
Employees in the apprentice’ career stage are new
entrants to their organizations (Dowd & Kaplan,
2005). Organizations are likely to place these new
entrants under (probation; and have them work
under closer supervision (Carlson & Rotondo,
2001; Laudel & Glaser, 2008; Sargent & Waters,
2004). Organizations expect creativity and initia-
tive from such employees only if they are exercised
under more senior colleagues’ guidance (Carlson
& Rotondo, 2001). To help new employees hone
their knowledge and skills, organizations may
assign employees the more routine and detailed
work-related activities; and train them on the
job by asking them to provide support to other
colleagues (Carlson & Rotondo, 2001). As new
employees are anxious about gaining acceptance
in their organizations, they are more likely to
assimilate such organizational expectations as the
workplace norm (Cable & Parsons, 2001; Gibson,
2003; Kim, Cable, & Kim, 2005). It is also likely
that this workplace norm will shape new employ-
ees self-concepts (Neale & Griffin, 20006).
Therefore, employees who identify themselves
as apprentices will believe in making apprentice-
ship-type contributions (Gibson, 2003). Studies

on organizations expectations of apprentices
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(e.g., D’Abate, Eddy, & Tannenbaum, 2003),
and research on employees’ self-concepts of how
apprentices should contribute to their organi-
zations (e.g., Fried, Grant, Levi, Hadani, &
Slowik, 2007), allow us to infer various psycho-
logical contract contributions relevant for the
‘apprentice’ career stage. These contributions
may include ‘work under guidance of other
colleagues’ (D’Abate et al., 2003), ‘do most
of the routine work’ (Fried et al., 2007), and
‘exercise directed creativity and initiative’ (Bird,
1994). We propose that employees who perceive
themselves in the ‘apprentice’ career stage will
align their beliefs with organizational expecta-
tions for new entrants and prefer making such
contract

apprenticeship-type  psychological

contributions.

Proposition 1: Employees who perceive them-
selves at the apprentice’ career stage will have
greater preference for those psychological contract
contributions that are routine (e.g., doing the
detailed work) and directed (e.g., ‘work under
guidance of other colleagues) than employees who
perceive themselves in other career stages.

Colleague stage

At this stage, employees have gained sufficient
proficiency to work independently in their orga-
nizations (Laudel & Glaser, 2008; Sargent &
Waters, 2004) and as such, organizations expect
them to rely less on supervisory guidance (Carlson
& Rotondo, 2001). Organizations will also assign
greater responsibilities to these employees, for
example, by having them work on a/definable por-
tion of work projects and go (in-depth to resolve
work problems (Peluchette & Jeanquart, 2000).
As predicted by role theory, employees may also
agree with this workplace norm for employees
at a more mature career stage to assume greater
responsibilities. In addition — perhaps lowing to
employees’ self-concept of being more proficient
workers at this career stage — employees will likely
wish to be treated as (peers to other colleagues
(Gibson, 2003).

JOURNAL OF MANAGEMENT & ORGANIZATION

As peers, employees at the ‘colleague’ career stage
will seek greater workplace eredibility and respect,
and will want to produce(sustained work outcomes
that (establish their (track records; hence; they may
appreciate heavier and challenging workloads
(Catlson & Rotondo, 2001). Such employees may
also ask for more challenging tasks because they
see those tasks as opportunities to generate greater
results and advance in the organization quickly
(Fried et al., 2007). Furthermore, it is likely for
employees at this career stage to willingly sacrifice
their non-office hours to produce significant work.

Therefore, we propose that employees at the
‘colleague’ career stage will prefer to make psy-
chological contract contributions, such as, ‘work
independently to produce quality work’ (Tsui
et al., 1997), ‘take initiative to carry out new or
challenging assignments’ (Hom et al., 2009), ‘vol-
unteer to do tasks that are strictly not part of the
job” (De Vos et al., 2003) and ‘work duringnon-
office hours if necessary’ (De Vos et al., 2003).

Proposition 2: Employees who perceive them-
selves at the ‘colleague’ carcer stage will have
greater preference for those psychological con-
tract contributions that allow them to establish
their track records, such as ‘taking initiative to
carry out new and challenging assignments” and
working independently to produce quality work,
compared to employees who perceive themselves at
other career stages.

Mentor stage

According to Dalton et al.’s (1977) model, orga-
nizations expect employees in the ‘mentor’ career
stage to (broaden their skill-sets by mentoring
junior colleagues. Mentoring involves investing
time and effort in sharing useful experiences and
providing career and (psychosocial support to(pro-
tégés (Kram, 1983). Organizations regard mentor-
ing as a way for capable employees to pass on their
knowledge to more junior colleagues (Allen, Poteet,
Russell, & Dobbins, 1997). The literature tends to
apply this career stage to employees in managerial
roles, who have formal or informal supervisory
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responsibility for others (Friday, Friday, & Green,
2004). As supervisors, the employees are required
to perform the additional task of (grooming their
subordinates, besides continuing with various
‘colleague’ stage core tasks, such as working inde-
pendently (Carlson & Rotondo, 2001; Friday
etal.,, 2004). If employees believe that becoming a
mentor is the norm for employees with sufficient
knowledge and experience, they may form the
belief that playing the mentor role is alrite of pas-
sage for employees who have reached this career
stage (Neale & Griffin, 20006).

In addition, employees who think that they
are ready to (assume a mentoring role may also
have self-concepts that portray themselves as
capable enough to take on the additional men-
toring role at work, and may choose to do so for
various reasons; for instance, employees may treat
mentoring as a way to increase the value that they
bring to their organizations (Joseph, Simmons,
Abramowicz, & Girardi, 2002).

As such, we propose that employees who per-
ceive themselves at this career stage are keen on
mentoring others, formally or informally, in addi-
tion to performing their core tasks. They will pre-
fer making psychological contract contributions,
such as ‘providing subordinates with opportunity
to fully use their abilities’, ‘helping subordinates
solve work-related problems” and ‘taking the ini-

tiative to help subordinates improve knowledge
and work-related skills (Hom et al., 2009).

Proposition 3: Employees who perceive them-
selves at the ‘mentor’ career stage will place
greater preference on those psychological contract
contributions where they can mentor others in the
organization, such as ‘helping subordinates solve
work-related problems’ and ‘providing subordi-
nates with opportunity to fully use their abilities)
than employees who perceive themselves at other
career stages.

Sponsor stage
Dalton et al’s (1977) ‘sponsor’ career stage
depicts upper management employees (Carlson &
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Rotondo, 2001; Friday et al., 2004). Employees
at this stage may still be performing parts of their
earlier ‘colleague’ or ‘mentor’ tasks. In addition,
they are expected to set the direction for their
organizations, and exercise considerable power to
initiate or influence actions (Carlson & Rotondo,
2001; Mackey, 2008). At the larger strategic
level, employees at this stage may even be held
accountable for finding ways to more effectively
achieve their organizations’ targets (Ling, Simsek,
Lubatkin, & Veiga, 2008).

Based on role theory, when employees reach
this career stage, their expectations of what
they should be doing will be similar to what
was expected of them as the norm (Carmeli &
Schaubroeck, 2007). Furthermore, such employ-
ees’ self-concept will inform them that they are
the leaders in their organizations (e.g., Chief
Executive Officers and Directors) and they play
a key part in shaping their departments’, or even
organizations’ future. As such, they have to obtain
intra- or inter-departmental cooperation, and
align those departments to their organizations’
goals in order to implement that self-concept
(Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009; Colbert,
Kristof-Broiatn, Bradley, & Barrick, 2008).

Therefore, we propose that employees who
perceive themselves at this career stage will
place greater preference on psychological con-
tract contributions like ‘facilitating coopera-
tion and unity among staff” (Hom et al., 2009),
‘making suggestions to improve organization
(Coyle-Shapiro & Kessler, 2000) and ‘directing
work to achieve departmental or organizational

objectives’ (Kark & Van Dijk, 2007).

Proposition 4: Employees who perceive them-
selves at the sponsor’ career stage will place greater
preference on those psychological contract contri-
butions where they manage and direct depart-
ments (e.g., direct work to achieve departmental
objectives’ and facilitate cooperation and unity
among staff in the department), compared to
employees who perceive themselves at other career
stages.

JOURNAL OF MANAGEMENT & ORGANIZATION
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SUPER’S CAREER STAGE MODEL AND
EMPLOYEES' PREFERRED PSYCHOLOGICAL
CONTRACT INDUCEMENTS

Super’s (1957) model demarcates an employee’s
career into four stages, namely the ‘exploration’,
‘establishment’, ‘maintenance’ and ‘disengage-
ment’ stages. According to this model, employ-
ces(harbor different concerns and needs (befitting
specific career stages (Ng & Feldman, 2007). For
instance, employees in the ‘maintenance’ career
stage will perceive themselves as having reached
their careers’ plateaus and needing to hold on to
previous achievements (Ng & Feldman, 2007).

The employees™ self-concepts also evolve with
each career stage (Savickas, 1997). Examples of
such self-concepts include ‘fresh entrant to the
organization’ (befitting the ‘exploration’ stage)
and ‘go-getter (vying for promotion’ (befitting
the ‘establishment’ stage). Super’s later work
emphasized that employees’ self-concepts should
be viewed in the totality of their work and life
domains (Super, 1980). Employees’ non-work
concerns (e.g., getting married, having children,
caring for aged parents) are (played out through
their careers. Their self-concepts covering both
the work and life domains evolve as they explore
possible selves, decide on the salience of their dif-
ferent roles, and adapt to changes (Oyserman,
Bybee, & Terry, 2006).

Therefore, as employees perceive themselves at
particular career stages, their self-concept imple-
mentations should (manifest both their work and
non-work concerns and needs at those stages.
For instance, young female employees may be
associated with an early career stage where they
want to establish themselves in their workplaces.
However, when these young employees have just
given birth, they may place more salience on their
parenting roles (Super, 1980). Instead of seeing
themselves in the ‘establishment’ career stage and
secking career advancements, they may see them-
selves in the ‘maintenance’ career stage as they
seek that stage’s workplace stability to look after
their children (Marshall & Tracy, 2009). These
employees’ career stage perception may change
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when their children have reached a more manage-
able age. They may then perceive themselves to
be in the ‘establishment’ stage again and (rekindle
their interest for career advancements (Super,
Thompson, & Lindeman, 1988). The four stages
and their relative émphases on psychological con-
tract inducements are described next.

Exploration stage

Based on Super’s (1957) study, employees at this
career stage are trying to better understand them-
selves and the world of work. When they first
take on the job, what they know about the job
may perhaps be based on (preliminary informa-
tion from other working individuals, their own
part-time work experience or media publications
(Gibson, 2004). As this stage represents a time of
‘trial and error’ for the employees, organizations
will expect this stage’s employees to try out the
work at hand and assess if it is interesting (De Vos,
De Stobbeleir, & Meganck, 2009).

From the employees’ perspective, they are also
trying toerystallize their workplace self-concepts
as they explore their jobs and organizations. In
psychological contract terms, employees who per-
ceive themselves at this career stage may expect
their organizations to promise them inducements
that allow them to realize their firs¢ impressions of
their workplaces and the self-concepts they seek
to implement.

The typical inducements that are relevant to
these ‘exploration’” stage employees include ‘inter-
esting job’ (Kelley-Patterson & George, 2002;
Kickul et al., 2002) to help them (sustain their
liking for their new jobs; ‘clear job description’
(Kelley-Patterson & George, 2002) and ‘clear rules
and (procedures’ (Kickul et al., 2002) to remove
job ambiguity that may (jeopardize their impres-
sion of their organizations; ‘career guidance’
(Herriot et al., 1997) and ‘coaching’ (Roehling
et al., 2001) to guide them on their career paths;
and ‘opportunity to develop new skills’ (Kelley-
Patterson & George, 2002; Rousseau, 1990) to
enhance their capabilities to work effectively, thus
realizing their self-concepts.
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Proposition 5: Employees who perceive them-
selves at the ‘exploration’ career stage will have
greater preference for those psychological contract
inducements that clarify their job suitability, such
as clear job description, ‘coaching, and ‘oppor-
tunity to develop new skills, than employees who
perceive themselves at other career stages.

Establishment stage

At the ‘establishment’ stage, employees will see
themselves as having adapted to their organiza-
tions (Super, 1957). They are expected to place
greater importance to their work domains and
pursue career progression (Super et al., 1988).
The employees’ self-concepts will thus incorpo-
rate a desire to grow in their organizations and
fulfill more mature roles in the workplace.

As this stage’s employees want to get ahead,
they are likely to place more emphasis on recogni-
tion for their work and will probably appreciate
an equitable workplace to compete fairly for pro-
motion, such as an organization where employees
are promoted by meritocracy and not favoritism
(Finegold, Mohrman, & Spreitzer, 2002; Werner
& Ward, 2004). In addition, for employees at this
career stage to manage their increasing responsi-
bilities, they will need the support of their col-
leagues (Super et al., 1988).

From extant lists of psychological contract
inducements, such employees may be particu-
larly sensitive to ‘advancement opportunities’
(Kelley-Patterson & George, 2002; Kickul et al.,
2002) as they desire a more mature work role;
they may feel that they deserve ‘effort recognition
by supervisor’ and ‘gratitude for special contri-
bution’ (Herriot et al., 1997) since they are pro-
filing their competencies; they will want ‘equal
opportunities for all’ (Herriot et al., 1997) and
‘performance-based rewards’ (Kelley-Patterson
& George, 2002; Roehling et al., 2001) if they
believe the organization is an equitable work-
place; and they may find the availability of ‘team-
work’ (Kickul et al., 2002) appealing, if they
believe the organization will help them manage
their increasing responsibilities. We propose
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that employees who perceive themselves at the
‘establishment’ career stage will place greater
preference on the above psychological contract
inducements.

Proposition 6: Employees who perceive them-
selves at the ‘establishment’ career stage will have
greater preference for those psychological contract
inducements that help them to consolidate
themselves and move ahead in their careers (e.g.,
advancement opportunities, ‘effort recognition
by supervisor’ and ‘increasing responsibilities),
than employees who perceive themselves at other
career stages.

Maintenance stage

Super’s (1957) ‘maintenance’ stage depicts a
period when employees’ job performance typi-
cally levels off and stabilizes (Ng & Feldman,
2007). Super’s model posits that employees at this
career stage perceive their workplace as relatively
more stable, as compared to the ‘exploration’ and
‘establishment’ career stages (Ng & Feldman,
2007). The stability offers this stage’s employees
the chance to re-evaluate their self-concepts in
both the work and life domains (Williams &
Savickas, 1990). Employees who do not wish to
remain in this career stage may decide to change
their organizations or occupations, where they
may re-experience the earlier career stages (Clarke,
2007). However, employees who are satisfied with
staying in the ‘maintenance’ career stage will want
to protect its stability and minimize disruption as
much as possible (Ng & Feldman, 2007).

In terms of organizational expectations,
employees who are in the ‘maintenance’ career
stage should be quite enmeshed in their current
positions, satisfied with their career statuses and
express less interest in career progression (Ng &
Feldman, 2007). Since employees who perceive
themselves at the ‘maintenance’ career stage will
want to hold on to their past accomplishments
and preserve career stability (Ng & Feldman,
2007), they will keep up with, and prevent,
any changes that may disrupt their career status
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(Super et al., 1988). They are also more likely than
employees in other career stages to want informa-
tion about potential changes that may affect them
(e.g., whether their skills will become obsolete
due to new organizational developments; Ng &
Feldman, 2007). Furthermore, perhaps owing to
this stage’s relatively greater stability, employees
can more effectively pursue their self-concepts in
the non-work domain and better balance their life
roles by devoting more time to family or leisure
(Parkes & Langford, 2008; Super, 1980; Williams
& Savickas, 1990).

The following are examples of inducements
that may meet the needs of employees who per-
ceive themselves at the ‘maintenance’ career stage.
These employees may believe that the organiza-
tion is obligated to share with them ‘constant
information on corporate issues’ (Kelley-Patterson
& George, 2002) so that they are aware of
changes that may affect their career maintenance.
Moreover, they may expect ‘involvement in deci-
sions affecting self” and ‘involvement in deci-
sions affecting organizations” (Kelley-Patterson &
George, 2002; Roehling et al., 2001) so that they
feel in control of how they can minimize disrup-
tions to their career status. Furthermore, they will
desire ‘job security’ (Herriot et al., 1997; Kickul
et al., 2002) since they see themselves as main-
taining the status quo. Finally, consistent with the
self-concept of being in a relatively more stable
career stage that allows the pursuit of non-work
interests, these employees will appreciate the
‘autonomy to do job in their own way’, ‘work-life
balance’ and ‘ability to take leave at a time that
suits them’ (Kelley-Patterson & George, 2002;
Kickul et al., 2002; Roehling et al., 2001). Thus,
we propose that employees who perceive them-
selves in the ‘maintenance’ career stage will show
greater interest in psychological contract induce-
ments that share information about potential
changes and offer them the chance to pursue non-
work interests, such as those listed above.

Proposition 7: Employees who perceive them-
selves at the ‘maintenance’ career stage will
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place greater preference on psychological con-
tract inducements that share information about
potential changes (e.g., constant information on
corporate issues and ‘involvement in decisions
affecting organization.) and offer them the chance
to pursue non-work interests (e.g., ‘take leave at a
time that suits self” and ‘work-life balance) than
employees who perceive themselves at other career
stages.

Disengagement stage

The ‘disengagement’ stage has been described as
the period near retirement, where organizations
see employees gradually detach themselves from
their workplace (Ng & Feldman, 2007; Super,
1957). In terms of self-concepts, this stage’s
employees may see themselves as less capable of
overcoming the occupational challenges that
they have previously handled more easily, such
as developing new skills (Maurer, 2001). As far
as possible, employees at this career stage want a
smooth and stress-free transition into retirement
(Cairo, Kritis, & Myers, 1996).

Employees who stay with the organiza-
tion till they reach this career stage are likely
to perceive that the organization has implicitly
promised to help them transit into retirement
effectively. Therefore, psychological contract
inducements, such as ‘non-stressful job’ (Kelley-
Patterson & George, 2002), ‘safe working envi-
ronment (Kelley-Patterson & George, 2002;
Kickul et al., 2002), ‘extra health care benefits’
and ‘retirement benefits’ (Kickul et al., 2002)
are likely to appeal to employees at this career
stage.

Proposition 8: Employees who perceive them-
selves at the ‘disengagement’ career stage will
have greater preference for psychological contract
inducements that help them to transit smoothly
into retirement (e.g., ‘non-stressful job’ and safe
working environment) than employees who per-
ceive themselves ar other career stages.

The eight propositions are summarized
in Tables 1 and 2. They show the predicted
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TABLE 1: PROPOSED RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN EMPLOYEES' PERCEIVED CAREER STAGE (DALTON ET AL., 1977) AND PREFERRED
PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACT CONTRIBUTIONS, THROUGH THE IMPLICATIONS OF ROLE EXPECTATION AND SELF-CONCEPT

Perceived
career stages

Role expectations Self-concepts

Apprentice Employee should | am a fresh entrant who
do entry level work is under probation and
has much to learn on
the job
Colleague Peer who can | am a proficient
handle a definable  contributor who
part of work deserves the respect of
projects and peers in the organization
produce significant
results
Mentor Employee with | am knowledgeable and
valuable knowledge can act as a coach to
to impart to others others
Sponsor Upper | am a leader who charts

management with
significant influence
in the organization

the organization’s future

Preferred psychological contract
contributions

Do most of the detailed and routine work
Exercise creativity and initiative under
direction

Work under guidance of other colleagues

Take initiative to carry out new and
challenging assignments

Work during non-office hours if necessary
Work independently to produce quality
work

Volunteer to do tasks that are not strictly
part of the job

Help subordinates solve work-related
problems

Provide subordinates with opportunity to
fully use their abilities

Take initiative to help subordinates
improve knowledge and work-related skills

Direct work to achieve departmental/
organizational objectives

Facilitate cooperation and unity among
staff in the department

Make suggestions to improve organization

relationships between employees’ perceived career
stages and their preferred psychological contract
elements, through the implications of role expec-
tation and self-concept.

DiscussioN

Past research has focused largely on the conse-
quences of psychological contract changes and
left much room for investigations into the con-
tracts frontend aspects (Dulac, Coyle-Shapiro,
Henderson, & Wayne, 2008). Developing a
framework to explain employees’ preferences on
psychological contracts elements (i.e., contribu-
tions and inducements) advances our understand-
ing of contract formation, and thereby extends
psychological contract theory.

In addition, psychological contract studies
have so far concentrated on employees’ percep-
tions of the organization’s obligations towards
them. There is a dearth of theoretical and
empirical work on employee contributions in
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the employee-employer relationship. It will be
difficult to strengthen psychological contract
mutuality, defined as having ‘the parties involved
hold the same beliefs regarding their obligations
to each other’ (Rousseau, 2001, p. 534), if there
is lictle mention of employees” obligations to their
organizations. This paper suggests an explicit the-
oretical link between employees’ perceived career
stages and their preferences for various psycho-
logical contract contributions and inducements.
This suggestion improves psychological contract
mutuality by using employees’ career stage per-
ception to reveal their preferred contributions as
well as their preferred inducements.

This paper proposes that the employees” men-
tal models associated with different career stages
can be used to derive insights into their preferred
psychological contract elements. Note that we
do not assume that employees must go through
career stages sequentially. Rather, we apply
career stages only as demarcations of employees’
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TABLE 2: PROPOSED RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN EMPLOYEES' PERCEIVED CAREER STAGE (SUPER, 1957) AND PREFERRED
PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACT INDUCEMENTS, THROUGH THE IMPLICATIONS OF ROLE EXPECTATION AND SELF-CONCEPT

Perceived Role expectations Self-concepts

career stages

Exploration New employee who
could be evaluating
whether the
organization and
the job at hand are

suitable

Establishment ~ Employee who

is ambitious
about hierarchical
progression and
keen on proving

himself or herself organization

Employee who
wants to preserve
the stability of

his or her current
career status

Maintenance

demands

Employee who
is preparing for
retirement

Disengagement

| am a fresh entrant
who is crystallizing my
identity in the workplace

| am a go-getter who
can take on greater
responsibilities and
be groomed for more
mature roles in the

| am re-evaluating the
priorities in my life, and
how | can better address
work and non-work

| am not as adept

as before in terms

of handling work
challenges and stress

Preferred psychological contract
inducements

Clear job description, rules and
procedures

Career guidance and coaching
Interesting job

Opportunity to develop new skills

Advancement opportunities
Effort recognition by supervisor
Equal opportunities for all
Gratitude for special contribution
Increasing responsibilities
Performance-based rewards
Teamwork

Autonomy to do job in one’s own way
Work-life balance

Constant information on corporate issues
Involvement in decisions affecting
organization and self

Job security

Ability to take leave at a time that suits
self

Extra health care benefits
Non-stressful job
Retirement benefits

Safe working environment

different mental models, and employees are free
to perceive themselves in any career stage, at any
point in their work life. This lack of the sequen-
tial assumption also makes the theoretical insights
applicable to non-traditional career pathways
as suggested by the Kaleidoscope career model
(Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005; Sullivan & Baruch,
2009). The Kaleidoscope career model depicts
how individuals can rotate their lives priorities,
namely, aligning self and organizational values,
finding work-life balance and seeking stimulating
work, to fit their career pathways that may not
be linear (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005; Sullivan &
Mainiero, 2007).

Our application of Dalton et al’s (1977)
and Super’s (1957) models offers a similar flex-
ibility — employees can mix and match any two
career stage perceptions, one from each model, to
portray their priorities at different points in time.
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For example, a woman who is settling down with
a family as she joins a new organization (Pringle
& Dixon, 2003) may perceive herself at Dalton
etal’s (1977) ‘apprentice’ career stage and Super’s
(1957) ‘maintenance’ career stage concurrently;
and correspondingly prefer doing ‘apprentice’
stage work as she shapes her self-concept in the
new organization and desire ‘maintenance’ stage
stability to cope with her family commitments.
Hence, our application of the two models reflects
the reality of how employees adjust their preferred
psychological contracts as their work and life pri-
orities evolve (Savickas, 1997), and offers a real-
istic interpretation of employees” career dynamics
during their life courses (Savickas et al., 2009).

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS
An integration of the career stages and the psy-
chological contract perspectives suggests several
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research directions. Firstly, this paper’s theoretical
propositions can be tested by correlating employ-
ees preferred psychological contract elements with
their perceived career stages using Dalton et al.’s
(1977) and Super’s (1957) career stage models.
Psychological contract literature has compiled a
comprehensive list of psychological contract con-
tribution and inducement items (Bellou, 2009)
and Dalton and Thompson (1993) and Super
et al. (1988) have provided measuring instru-
ments for describing employees’ mental models at
different career stages. Examining these relation-
ships will shed light on how employees form and
revise their psychological contracts.

Secondly, future research should examine how
employees’ self-concepts can interact with their
organizations’ expectations to shape their mental
models of each career stage. While role-related
research has largely emphasized the influence of
either organizational expectations or individual
self-concepts on employees’ mental models, it
has yet to fully dissect the mental models that
will result from the interaction between organi-
zational expectations and individual self-concepts
(Griffin, Neal, & Parker, 2007; Neale & Griffin,
20006). For instance, what will a mid-career hire’s
mental model for psychological contract con-
tributions be if he or she holds the ‘apprentice’
stage self-concept but the employing organization
expects all mid-career hires to perform at the ‘col-
league’ career stage? A deeper appreciation of that
interaction enriches the mapping of employees’
preferred psychological contract elements to their
career stage contexts.

Thirdly, while research on psychological
contract elements has measured employee and
employer promises independently, it has almost
never looked into matching employees’ specific
contributions to particular inducements provided
by employers (Conway & Briner, 2009). Although
this paper does not directly link employees’
preferred psychological contract contributions
inferred from Dalton et al.’s (1977) model to their
preferred  psychological contract inducements,
and vice versa for inferences from Super’s (1957)
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model, it offers a systematic approach for relating
employees’ preferred contributions to induce-
ments when these two models are used jointly.
For example, an employee who sees himself or
herself at Dalton et al.’s ‘mentor’ career stage and
Super’s ‘maintenance’ career stage concurrently
may prefer mentoring others as a contribution
and desire work-life balance as an inducement;
suggesting that this employee may weigh mentor-
ing others against the organization’s offer of work-
life balance in return. Studies in the future can
thus look at the specific links between employees’
preferred contributions and preferred induce-
ments that may be mediated through their career
stage perceptions as the underlying explanation.
Such studies will involve an examination of
how employees mix and match their career stage
perceptions, one each from Dalton et al.s (1977)
model and Super’s (1957) model, to arrive at the
sets of preferred contributions they may exchange
for the sets of preferred inducements in their psy-
chological contracts. Pursuing this research direc-
tion helps address the current gaps in knowledge
on how psychological contract elements are spe-
cifically exchanged (Conway & Briner, 2009).

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

The literature suggests that organizations can
enhance employee retention by offering their
employees attractive psychological contracts
(Conway & Briner, 2009). However, this raises
the question: what constitutes an attractive psy-
chological contract? Employees may join certain
organizations based on their first impressions of
how they will fit into those organizations (Suazo
et al., 2009). As the employees mature, they
will construct their workplace realities around
the changes they experience in their work and
non-work lives (Duarte, 2009). Clearly, a one-
size-fits-all performance appraisal practice to set
expectations on employee contributions (e.g.,
ranking employees solely on work output) or
an across-the-board compensation package to
serve as inducements (e.g., emphasizing financial
rewards) will not effectively fulfill employees
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aspirations and needs over time (Davila &
Elvira, 2007).

We suggest mapping employees preferred
psychological contracts to their perceived career
stages. Doing so allows organizations to gain a
deeper understanding of what employees require,
be they new hires or existing employees. For
instance, when an organization hires an employee
in mid-career, should the organization treat this
employee as a new recruit or someone who can
immediately contribute significantly? In terms of
retaining existing employees, is a general increase
in their salaries the optimal solution (Rousseau,
Hornung, & Kim, 2009)? The organization will
have a better sense of these matters if it probes
into its employees’ career stage perceptions and
preferred psychological contracts.

Doing so, organizations can appeal to employ-
ees evolving aspirations and needs by custom-
izing their appraisal and compensation practices
to employees’ psychological contract preferences
related to the relevant career stages. For example,
if there are employees who perceive themselves at
Dalton et al’s (1977) ‘mentor’ career stage, the
organization can consider introducing a mentor-
ing scheme which will not only meet such employ-
ees’ supervisory aspirations (Joseph et al., 2002),
but also benefit the organization in preserving
important work knowledge (Allen et al., 1997);
and if the employees concurrently see themselves
at Super’s (1957) ‘maintenance’ career stage indi-
cating the need for work-life balance, the organi-
zation can consider introducing a telecommuting
scheme (Haar & Roche, 2010) as an inducement
in exchange for their additional mentoring ser-
vices. The theoretical links proposed in this paper
thus allow organizations to develop appraisal and
compensation practices that dynamically meet
employees’ evolving requirements, throughout
their life courses (Duarte, 2009).
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