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Abstract

:

The study examines the impact of the psychological contract (PC), including the often-studied PC breach in addition to the novel approach of PC status, as predictors of performance among nurses, mediated by engagement, job satisfaction, and psychological distress. A sample of 177 nurses and midwives from a medium to a large hospital in Australia completed a self-report questionnaire. Structural equation modelling was used to determine associations between the predictors (i.e., negative affectivity (NA), PC breach, PC status)), mediating variables (i.e., engagement, job satisfaction, and psychological distress), and three types of performance behaviors: organizational citizenship behavior for the individual, for the organization (OCBI, OCBO) and in-role behavior (IRB) simultaneously. Specifically, psychological contract status positively predicted engagement, whereas breach negatively predicted engagement and positively predicted job satisfaction. NA positively predicted distress, and distress negatively predicted OCBO and IRB. Lastly, engagement positively predicted job satisfaction, OCBI, OCBO, and IRB. The findings indicate that psychological contract status may predict engagement (and in turn, performance) over and above psychological contract breach, and thus this novel construct should be examined further. The importance of engagement for predicting the performance behaviors and mental health of nurses may also offer new insights.






Keywords:


psychological contract; nurses; engagement; organizational citizenship behavior; job satisfaction; performance












1. Introduction


Nurses make up the largest group of professionals in healthcare organizations [1] and working on the frontline means that their performance is vital for patient satisfaction and patient outcomes [2,3]. Moreover, the ongoing nursing shortage means that in addition to in-role responsibilities, any extra effort nurses put into their work beyond their formal roles can be important to maintaining their services [4]. Fortunately, the psychological contract (PC) may represent an ideal way to maintain high IRB and OCB in relation to the fulfilment of promises. That is, organizations’ failures to adequately fulfil promises may result in poor outcomes (e.g., job dissatisfaction) among nurses [5,6], which may lead to decreased performance [7,8,9], and a higher incidence of burnout [10,11].



The PC is an aspect of the employee-employer social exchange relationship, whereby employees perceive promises and obligations made by the employer in exchange for their own efforts [12]. Examining the PC among nurses allows researchers to investigate the quality of nurses’ relationships with their employers that may enable improvements to their performance reflected in both IRB and OCB. For example, enabling employees to respond positively to stressful work situations [13]. In addition to a potential direct impact of PC on performance, previous findings illustrate the importance of the PC in predicting several employee outcomes that may precede performance, such as work engagement, job satisfaction, and mental health [6,14,15,16,17], along with increased engagement with healthy behaviors [18]. Although engagement appears to be an important outcome in exchange relationships [19] and there are calls to include aspects of psychological health in PC studies [20], few studies explore these outcomes with the PC.



In addition to exploring the aforementioned outcomes and performance with the PC, multiple aspects of the PC can be examined. For instance, PC breach has been the main focus of much of PC research, although the direct effects of a breach on employees are inconsistent and often have weak effect sizes [21]. The current paper introduces a new way of capturing the breadth of the PC, including under-, just-, and over-fulfilment of the PC, known as PC status. PC status refers to an overall ‘tally’ of aspects of PC fulfilment and provides a more holistic view of the employment relationship over time than PC breach, capturing the positive, negative,, and neutral aspects of the PC rather than solely reflecting negative events such as PC breach.



Previous findings illustrate potential relationships between the PC and employee performance with potential mediators, such as engagement, job satisfaction, and mental well-being [11,13]. However, studies need to consider all of these interconnected variables simultaneously. Individual differences in personality may also influence the relationship between the PC and its outcomes. Specifically, negative affectivity (NA) may increase sensitivity to PC breaches and status [22]. Therefore, the current study aims to investigate the relationship between two indicators of the condition of the employee-employer exchange relationship (PC status and PC breach) and employee-level performance, as mediated by engagement, job satisfaction, and psychological distress, while accounting for NA’s potential influence on these relationships, among nurses.



1.1. Social Exchange Theory and Aspects of the Psychological Contract


Social exchange theory (SET) relates to how a give-and-take relationship between two parties evolves over time. These two-way relationships are mutually beneficial where each party is expected to act to benefit the other party and expects those efforts to be reciprocated; if efforts are over or under-reciprocated by one party then the other party may adjust their inputs accordingly [23].



The psychological contract (PC) representing a specific form of a social exchange relationship between an employee and their employer, was first described decades ago (e.g., [24]) and has more recently gained popularity through the work of Rousseau and colleagues, who further defined the concept [12,25]. The PC entails the perceived written and unwritten agreements between an employee and their employer, which are based on employee expectations of their employer stemming from perceived promises. These obligations can include but are not limited to, promotions, pay for performance, and/or training provided by the employer [12].



Alternatively, PC fulfilment can also be thought of as reflecting the degree of socio-emotional and economic resources provided to the employee, such as any psychological, physical, social, and organizational resources that help an employee do their work effectively [19,26]. Therefore, ongoing fulfilment of the PC may motivate and enable employees to perform well and increase their performance due to feeling a need to reciprocate what they receive from the organization while expecting that their efforts will continue to be reciprocated in the future.



In contrast, a PC breach represents one or more events where promises regarding the employees’ psychological contracts are perceived to be broken and may have detrimental effects on employees [27]. According to SET and the norm of reciprocity, a breach in the PC would be expected to lead to employees decreasing their performance or withdrawing their engagement to balance the social exchange relationship with their organization [28]. Further, perceived PC breach also means that the employee feels that they are not receiving what they want from their job [6], thus they are likely to have low job satisfaction as a result.



A key consequence of a PC breach is likely to be an affective, rather than a cognitive, response [6,29,30], whereby a breach may lead to feelings of anxiety, betrayal, and violation, and these feelings may reflect an increase in psychological distress [27]. That is, a PC breach may influence employees’ emotions and potentially destroy their perceptions of the reciprocal nature of the employee-employer relationship [31]. PC breach has been identified as an important antecedent of low engagement [16], low job satisfaction [17], poor mental well-being [32], and low IRB and general OCB [33,34].



1.1.1. Introducing PC Status


Although PC breach has been the main focus of PC studies, the direct effects of breaches on employees have been inconsistent with weak effect sizes [21], and therefore the perspective that PC breach offers may be too narrow by itself. A new and relatively novel approach to the PC, referred to as PC status, provides a different perspective of the PC and may provide insight that PC breach and fulfilment do not.



The norm of reciprocity that underpins social exchange theory explains the positive associations between PC fulfilment and indicators of employee performance [23]. The norm of reciprocity surmises that successful fulfilment of the PC from both the employee and their employer encourages the employee to continue to reciprocate by increasing their performance, more easily through OCB but also IRB, while also reinforcing expectations that their employer will continue to fulfil, or over-fulfil, the PC [23,35].



PC status considers obligations and fulfilment together and is characterized by an employee’s overall perception of whether their employer is over-, just-, or under-fulfilling the PC while considering the degree of importance of each obligation to the employee by weighting each obligation accordingly. Weighting the variable in this manner leads to a more comprehensive view of the general status of the PC for each employee. For example, when the PC is over-fulfilled there may be a trade-off between over-fulfilment and under-fulfilment of specific perceived obligations. That is, in cases where some areas of the PC are over-fulfilled, the employee may be less inclined to perceive under-fulfilment of the PC overall [22], which would be represented by high PC status. It may also be that if an important obligation in the PC is under-fulfilled, over-fulfilment of other, less important obligations may not prevent the negative impact of a poor PC state.



Despite some researchers having examined fulfilment weighted by importance (e.g., [36]), to the best of the authors’ knowledge, the gap between obligations and fulfilment has yet to be assessed in this way. PC status may be positively related to employees’ expectations of future reciprocation by their employer and these expectations may be the mechanism that motivates employees to engage in their work. High PC status may encourage and enable an employee to act in ways that benefit the organization and others within it. That is, high PC status that is built up over time may reflect employees’ strong belief that their employer will satisfy the PC based on previous successful exchanges, which may lead to increased motivation reflected in work engagement which may subsequently enable more resources and increase task performance and OCB.



PC status may provide a more informative and comprehensive representation of the PC than PC fulfilment or PC breach alone. Some researchers have examined PC fulfilment and PC breach weighted by the importance of each obligation (e.g., [22,36]), however, they have yet to investigate the discrepancy between obligations and fulfilment weighted by importance as represented by PC status. Consequently, PC status provides a novel way of examining the PC whereby high PC status would reflect successful ongoing mutual reciprocation of the PC across the employee-employer exchange relationship.




1.1.2. Distinctiveness of PC Breach and PC Status


Some researchers may argue that PC breach and PC status are essentially the same constructs and therefore only one should be examined. However, although PC breach, PC fulfilment, and PC status initially appear to be similar concepts along a continuum, with many researchers using the terms interchangeably [6,29], there are calls to treat them as distinct concepts [30,37]. There are several indications that fulfilment as a component of PC status and breach relates to different aspects of the PC, with each providing unique insights. First, PC status does not indicate whether a PC breach has been perceived. Second, PC breach and fulfilment, and by extension PC status, are qualitatively different, as demonstrated by the differences between how they are each measured. Measures of fulfilment normally ask participants to indicate the extent that specific obligations have been fulfilled (e.g., [19]), whereas breach is more broadly measured, asking participants the extent that their organization has broken the PC in general (e.g., [32]). Third, PC status and a breach may impact different outcomes through different mechanisms. For example, the status may have greater effects than breach on employees, whereby what employees receive from their employer may be of greater importance than the gap between their expectations or the employer’s promises and what they actually give [30]. Conversely, other evidence suggests that PC breaches may have a larger impact than fulfilment or status on employees, possibly because negative events are more impactful than positive outcomes on individuals’ moods [38]. A PC breach is also likely to damage employees’ perceptions of the likelihood of reciprocation in their PC, yet low PC status may not. Ultimately, PC breach and PC status (reflecting weighted PC fulfilment) should be considered together as they are likely to uniquely impact employee outcomes [38].



Though there is evidence for the direct effects of the PC on performance, there may be variables that mediate this relationship, as indicated by inconsistencies and weak effect sizes of the PC directly onto employee outcomes [21]. The PC positively relates to work attitudes such as engagement, job satisfaction, and mental health [19,39], among other outcomes (such as perceived insider status in an organization [10]), and that these variables further relate to performance (e.g., [7,9,40]) and thus may at least partially mediate the relationship between aspects of the PC and types of employee performance.




1.1.3. The Potential Mediators of Engagement, Job Satisfaction and Psychological Distress


Work engagement has been found to play a strong role in predicting general work performance [14]. Engagement has been positively linked to IRB and OCB in separate studies [8,40,41], however, IRB and OCB are rarely included simultaneously in studies [42]. Engagement may significantly relate to OCBI but not OCBO [43], although the participants were shop floor employees in the manufacturing industry in Sri Lanka so the findings may not generalize to other professions, cultures, or locations such as nurses in Australia.



The norm of reciprocity and SET may provide the mechanisms underlying the impact of PC on engagement and engagement’s impact on performance. From a norm of reciprocity perspective, increasing engagement could also be seen as a way for employees to reciprocate the organizations’ efforts, whereas employees may lower engagement as a way of withdrawing from their work in response to the organization’s failure to meet their expectations [23].



Further, if employees with high levels of engagement tend to exhibit more OCB and IRB, the relationship between the PC and performance may be partially mediated by engagement. Specifically, high PC status may instill a sense in the employee of owing the organization and the employee may reciprocate an over-fulfilment of the PC to balance the exchange relationship, potentially by increasing their own engagement (reflecting increased motivation and personal energy invested into work). Increasing engagement to perform better may require the employee to gather more resources to enable them to put more energy into their work. Therefore, the organization’s over-fulfilment of the PC may increase employees’ OCB and IRB either by compelling the employee to reciprocate with in-role performance or going beyond what is formally required to balance the exchange relationship [44].



Alternatively, the PC may also act as resources (e.g., cognitive, emotional, and physical) that are required to engage in work, and therefore ‘paying off’ the exchange relationship by increasing engagement may require employees to have sufficient resources of their own [8,19]. Employees with more resources over time are more likely to have higher engagement with their work and are also more likely to build more resources and seek opportunities where they are better able to engage [45].



In addition to employee engagement, job satisfaction and psychological distress may also play mediating roles between the PC and employee performance, with evidence suggesting that they may be important predictors of employee performance [7,9,14,15] and may also be predicted by the PC [30,37,39]. Specifically, job satisfaction can be conceptualized as attitudes reflecting evaluations of the job situation by the employee regarding what they want from a job and what they get, which are conceptually similar to aspects of the PC and therefore job satisfaction may reflect the employees’ level of satisfaction with the PC [6]. Moreover, a high degree of PC fulfilment or low PC breach has been found to positively relate to job satisfaction [6,37,39], and job satisfaction also appears to positively predict OCB [15] including both OCBI and OCBO [7].



Conversely, a poor PC may decrease an employees’ mental wellbeing [32], although because of its stronger potential to increase negative emotions PC breach may influence mental wellbeing more strongly than PC fulfilment [38], which in turn would be expected to decrease an individual’s ability to perform at work. That is, negative emotions may motivate negative acts, such as aggression or withdrawal from work tasks, whereas positive emotions may motivate positive acts, such as OCB behaviors [9]. However, PC fulfilment may also improve mental health in a manner similar to its potential relationship with engagement [30], whereby high fulfilment of the PC reflects increased employee resources to cope with stressful situations at work and low fulfilment reflects low resources leading to poorer coping at work and higher mental distress.





1.2. Negative Affectivity


In addition to the aforementioned variables, it is important to consider others that may potentially impact the PC and its outcomes. That is, the PC is fundamentally perceptual, and therefore individual differences in personality and personal resources may influence such perceptions. For instance, negative affectivity (NA) may play a role, with high NA having been strongly associated with a harsher appraisal of breach severity and consequently, negative outcomes of the breach, such as poor performance, are more likely for employees with high NA [22,27].



Individuals high in NA have a pervasive, negative view of themselves and the world in general, which may affect their appraisal of situations [46]. Due to the perceptual nature of the PC, and the relationship between feelings of positive affect and high self-worth, individual differences in negative affectivity could affect its relationships with employee outcomes through the appraisal process and sensitivity to a breach, and specifically may influence employee engagement by reflecting less personal resources available due to the individuals’ negative emotionality and ability to build resources needed to be engaged. Further, employees lower in NA might be more inclined to proactively build resources at work and increase job challenges to maintain their engagement [47]. NA may also negatively influence job satisfaction, considering both constructs have a strong evaluative aspect, and positively influence psychological distress because of the negative mental state characteristics associated with both concepts. Thus, researchers have called for the inclusion of NA in studies of the PC [22]. Thus the current study accounts for NA in the relationships between PC, performance, and potential mediators while investigating NA as an important variable in its own right.



The current study aims to contribute to the knowledge of the PC by examining the relatively novel concept of PC status in conjunction with PC breach to predict task performance (IRB) and performance that is beyond formal roles (OCBO and OCBI) while accounting for negative affectivity. Engagement, job satisfaction, and psychological distress will be examined as potential mediators in the relationships between the PC variables and performance. Specifically, positive PC status and negative PC breach were expected to predict higher levels of engagement, and in turn, higher engagement may lead to better employee performance. The PC variables could also influence job satisfaction and distress and that job satisfaction and distress may also affect the two types of OCB, as well as IRB.





2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Participants


The entire nursing staff of the hospital was invited to participate in the survey. Staff on leave for the survey period were excluded. The survey was paper because of concerns that not all staff may have had access to private web browsers and it was felt by the researchers and the steering committee of staff representatives that staff may prefer paper surveys. The researchers generated the individually-named sealed envelopes containing the survey and the pre-paid reply envelope was addressed to the researchers. The survey was anonymous and voluntary. Sealed, addressed envelopes containing the survey kit were distributed directly to staff. Anonymity was further strengthened by using reply-paid envelopes for the return of the surveys that went directly to the researchers and not via the internal mail system.




2.2. Measures


PC status was calculated from measures of PC obligations, fulfilment, and importance. This measure was based on work by Rousseau [48] and adapted from calculations of PC status from two papers [22,31]. A weighted PC status variable was calculated by subtracting the extent that an item was fulfilled from the extent it was obligated, and this term was multiplied by its importance. These scores were then added together for each ‘item’ (e.g., (obligations − fulfilment) × importance of each ‘item’). Each score was then summed to make the final status variable.



Perceived PC breach was measured using a previously-validated five item scale [49]. This scale was measured on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). Example items include “almost all promises made by my employer when I started have been kept so far” and “so far my employer has done an excellent job of fulfilling its promises to me”.



Negative affectivity was measured using a short 5-item version of the PANAS, which has demonstrated good reliability [46,50]. Participants were asked to rate the frequency with which they experienced each item over the past week on a 5-point scale (1 = very slightly or not at all to 5 = very much). Items included “distressed” and “nervous”.



The employee work engagement scale used 12 items [51] based on Kahn’s three components of engagement [52]. For each item, participants indicated the extent to which they agreed from 1, strongly disagree, to 5, strongly agree, and included “performing my job is so absorbing that I forget about everything else”, “I get excited when I perform well on my job” and “I stay until the job is done”.



Psychological distress was measured using the K-6 [53] which was adapted from the K-10 developed by Kessler and Mroczek [54]. Participants indicated whether, in the last 30 days, each issue related to their psychological health on a 5-point rating (1 = all of the time to 5 = none of the time). Examples of items include “did you feel nervous?” and “did you feel that everything was an effort?”



Job satisfaction. The short version of Brayfield and Rothe’s scale [55] as found in Agho, Price, and Mueller [56] was used to measure job satisfaction. Participants rated the degree that they agreed with several statements relating to their job satisfaction, rated from 1, strongly disagree, to 5, strongly agree. Items included “I find real enjoyment in my job” and “most days I am enthusiastic about my job”.



OCB was measured on the commonly-used OCBO, OCBI, and IRB scales of Williams and Anderson [57]. The discriminant structure and validity of the items has been tested several times including with nurses [58]. All items were scored on a seven-point rating (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). Example OCBI items included “I help others who have been absent” and “I go out of my way to help new employees”. Example OCBO items included “My attendance at work is above the norm” and “I take undeserved work breaks”. Example IRB items included “I adequately complete my assigned duties” and “I perform the tasks expected of me”.



Structural equation modelling (SEM) was conducted with maximum-likelihood estimation in AMOS [59]. Goodness of fit measures such as a small χ2 and non-significant p value, using a Bollen-Stein bootstrapped p across 2000 samples were used (per [60]). Other standard indices of model fit such as the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and comparative fit index (CFI) were also used (per [60,61]). The dataset was checked for missing values, outliers, and normality. Cases missing more than a third of items in any subscale were removed from the dataset, leaving 177 cases. Further analyses revealed that any further missing data were missing completely at random. Consequently, the missing data were replaced using maximum likelihood estimation.





3. Results


A sample of 177 nurses and midwives from a medium to large hospital in Australia participated in the current study, representing a response rate of 39.3%. The respondents comprised 42.5% nursing staff and 57.5% midwifery staff, and 99.5% were female. The majority of respondents worked part-time (64.3%) and had been working in their current position for 1–9 years (55%). The means, standard deviations, reliability coefficients, and correlations of and among the variables are shown in Table 1.



A manifest variable was created for PC status due to the way it was calculated. The measurement model was then checked through a process of cumulative congeneric confirmatory factor analyses conducted on the remaining non-manifest variables.



Then, for the non-manifest variables, item parceling was used. Item parceling forms aggregate manifest variables and is recommended in SEM by several researchers due to improved psychometric properties [62]. Item parceling gives more stable parameter estimates [63]. The method of parceling used was single indicator latent variables (SILVs), as recommended in other studies (e.g., [64,65]), and work equally as well as other methods [66]. Further, SILVs produce better estimates than summed manifest variables [66]. The formula for creating the SILVs is in [67].



The earlier cumulative congeneric testing of the measurement model also showed that the items had appropriate unidimensionality for the parceled variables and provided support for, admittedly sample-specific, discriminant, and convergent validity, especially by establishing discrimination of each variable from each other variable (per [68]). The full SEM had relationships from the predictor variables (PC status, PC breach, and NA) to the attitudinal and mental health outcomes (psychological engagement, job satisfaction, psychological distress), and those outcomes onto aspects of performance behaviors (OCB and IRB). The initial SEM had χ2(14) = 69.99, Bollen-Stein p < 0.001. Removing the non-significant paths led to a model with a χ2(24) = 104.95, Bollen-Stein p < 0.001. As a final check, modification indices suggested a relationship between engagement and job satisfaction be added, leading to a model with χ2(20) =24.42, p = 0.224, Bollen-Stein p = 0.875, demonstrating the model was significantly improved. The final model has a good range of fit indices: χ2/df = 1.221, SRMR (0.045), RMSEA (0.035), GFI (0.971) and CFI (0.988).



The final model Is illustrated in Figure 1. In the final model, PC status is positively related to engagement (β = 0.19). PC breach negatively linked to engagement (β = −0.33), while positively linking to job satisfaction (β = 0.26). Negative affectivity positively related to distress (β = 0.80). Engagement related to job satisfaction positively (β = 0.63), OCBI (β = 0.63), OCBO (β = 0.49) and IRB (β = 0.55). Psychological distress was negatively related to OCBO (β = −0.29) and IRB (β = −0.09).



The final model explained a reasonably high proportion of each of the target variables (OCBO = 34%, IRB = 31%, OCBI = 40%). These high proportions of variance explained in the target variables suggest large effect sizes and that the sample had ample power to detect those large effect sizes. No correlations were allowed between error terms and the correlations between the exogenous variables were 0.33 between PC Status and Breach, 0.10 between PC Status and NA, and 0.24 between NA and PC Breach.




4. Discussion


The current study examined the impact of PC status, PC breach, and NA on three performance indicators (i.e., OCBI, OCBO, and IRB) via potential mediating effects of employee engagement, job satisfaction, and psychological distress among nurses in a hospital setting. The results extend previous findings with PC status, representing a novel theoretical contribution to the PC literature. The findings also emphasize the key mediating role of engagement between aspects of the PC and performance, focusing on three types of performance that are not often tested together [42]. Further, the findings demonstrate that psychological distress may mediate the relationship between negative affectivity and organization-focused performance.



4.1. PC Status and PC Breach as Distinct Concepts


The current study illustrates that PC status and PC breach are distinct, are differentially related to various outcomes, and may influence employees in different ways. Specifically, PC status and breach were related to engagement, yet only breach was related to job satisfaction, reflecting potentially different mechanisms underlying the impact of the PC status and breach on employees. For instance, high PC status may reflect employees’ expectations of future reciprocation from the employer and the belief that their employers will respond in kind, which may lead to increased motivation represented by higher engagement, leading to higher performance [13,23,35]. In contrast, a PC breach may represent a particular situation where the PC has been damaged, negatively impacting employees’ emotions, such as indicated by mental health and job satisfaction [6,29,30,31], thus lowering their engagement and consequently their performance.



Essentially, the impact of high PC status may at least partially represent the long-term effects of ongoing high PC fulfilment for important obligations, and may therefore be a way to examine the long-term impact of PC on employees. In contrast, a PC breach may represent a more immediate PC event that damages the employees’ belief that their efforts will be reciprocated, while also being related to feelings of betrayal regarding the organizations’ reneging on their promises [27]. Both high PC breach and low PC status may also reflect a scarcity of resources for the employee provided to the employer, presenting a barrier to employee performance.



Generally, the current study supports the need to examine PC on to IRB and OCB simultaneously and highlights the essential role that employee engagement plays in these relationships. As expected, PC status and breach influenced engagement, and engagement subsequently positively related to IRB, OCBI, and OCBO. These findings support previous research indicating that high engagement may predict extra-role and in-role performance [11,13,40,41,43]. To the best of our knowledge, only one study examines a model in which the PC predicts engagement, and engagement subsequently predicts employee outcomes despite researchers referring to engagement as an important consideration for the employee-employer exchange relationship [19,69]. PC status may positively impact engagement through reciprocation processes in the employee-employer relationship [8,36] or through resources related to the fulfilment of the PC.



High PC fulfilment reflects more resources being given to the employee that then enable the employee to engage and perform at work. PC breach was also identified as an important antecedent of low engagement, which may be due to employees’ perceiving the breach as depriving them of the resources that would enable them to be more engaged and motivated to perform [16]. That is, high PC status and low PC breach may represent more resources for employees that enable higher engagement with work tasks [19]. Moreover, this resource mechanism is likely to be cyclic, whereby employees with higher engagement may invest more personal resources into their work and go beyond their role to help the organization and their coworkers [40]. Resources derived from the PC would be expected to enable engagement, which subsequently enables employees to readily identify and build resources, enabling higher engagement and performance [45,47].



Alternatively, reciprocation processes may be responsible for the impact of the PC on employees, and overall the current study supports the influence of social exchange processes on engagement and extends previous research (e.g., [8]) to the PC. Employees may feel obligated to reciprocate the fulfilment of their PC from the organization by increasing their own engagement at work or withdrawing their engagement in response to a PC breach and/or low PC status [70]. PC status provides insight into the role that fulfilment and importance of obligations play in compelling employees to become more engaged, and subsequently, their extra efforts and resources used to reciprocate over-fulfilment of the PC from the employer and conversely withdraw inputs when the organization fails to deliver on promised inducements. That is, over-fulfilment of the PC may increase OCB either by compelling the employee to reciprocate beyond what is formally required of their role to balance the exchange relationship and/or because over-fulfilment may increase the belief that the employer will continue to reciprocate in the future [44]. Consequently, high PC status may also act as a motivator that sets up the perceived need for employees to reciprocate over-fulfilment of obligations by going above and beyond their role (i.e., demonstrating OCBO and OCBI) in addition to maintaining in-role performance (IRB). On the other hand, a PC breach may signal that the organization is unable or unwilling to keep its promises thus decreasing the nurses’ motivation to engage and perform at work.




4.2. Mediating Roles of Job Satisfaction and Psychological Distress


Similar to previous research, job satisfaction was negatively predicted by PC breach [6], however, job satisfaction was not related to the employee performance behavior outcomes, in contrast to previous findings that it relates to OCBs [7,15]. Job satisfaction was positively predicted by engagement, which may demonstrate that engagement at work directly makes employees happy in their work. The link between PC breach and job satisfaction may simply be because job satisfaction represents an evaluation or perception of what the employee wants from the job and what they receive, and a PC breach means that the employee is not likely to be receiving what they want [6].



Moreover, the findings of the current study indicate that the relationship between negative affectivity and IRB or OCBO may be mediated by psychological distress, aligning with previous research suggesting that negative emotions decrease employee performance and motivate negative acts, such as withdrawal from work tasks [9]. It also makes intuitive sense that pervasive negative emotionality (i.e., NA) would strongly predict psychological distress, itself a reflection of negative emotionality. That is, employees with high NA are particularly vulnerable to psychological distress, and in this case nurses with high distress may cope by psychologically withdrawing from their work (e.g., lowering their engagement), thereby lowering IRB, and their decreased resources may make these nurses less able or less willing to demonstrate OCBO. Further, the slightly different relationships regarding distress for OCBO and OCBI (where individual-focused OCB was not significantly related to distress) support calls for including the two OCB variables separately in research [42] and help to extend earlier work showing relationships between engagement, distress and overall work performance [14].



However, the absence of a significant relationship between NA and engagement does not align with previous research finding an influence of dispositional characteristics on engagement [8,71], though their previous findings may be based more on positive affectivity increasing engagement and performance rather than NA decreasing these aspects [71]. Some researchers suggest that NA and positive affectivity are opposites on the same spectrum (and therefore fundamentally the same concept; [72]), they are generally treated as being separate and distinct [46,73]. Therefore, future studies could examine both types of affectivity.



The main limitation of the study was its cross-sectional design, and therefore definitive conclusions about causality cannot be determined. Therefore, future studies in this area would benefit from longitudinal data to better investigate causal connections between the variables. Additionally, the current study’s participants were from nursing/midwifery in one organization in a hospital in Australia, and therefore future studies should examine the relationships between the variables across occupations (and/or countries) to check the generalizability of findings. The current study also relies on self report measures, though these measures are appropriate because our theory basis focuses on the perceptions of the PC.





5. Conclusions


The quality of the social exchange relationship between employers and nurses represented by the PC is vital for nurses’ motivation, job satisfaction, and mental well-being, which in turn impact nurses’ in-role and extra-role performance. The relatively uncommon construct of PC status assesses the current, ongoing state of the PC and is, therefore, more responsive and informative for nurse managers, rather than waiting for PC breach, which may be difficult to redress.



The links between aspects of the PC, employee outcomes, and performance demonstrate several ways that nurse managers could improve nurse performance in their organizations. Notably, the associations highlight the importance of improving the fulfilment of the PC, especially for obligations that are important to a particular nurse, and avoiding a PC breach. To address these aspects of the employment relationship, nurse managers should refrain from making promises that they do not reasonably expect to keep and should be careful when setting up expectations of obligations (directly and indirectly), especially during recruitment and ongoing social interactions at work. If promises are made, employers should make every effort to consistently fulfil them or explain the reasons for non-fulfilment if something occurred beyond the employer’s control. Nurse managers should also take care of nurses with potentially high NA, starting with recruitment, so that greater support can be provided for these employees that are at risk of psychological distress and poor performance.



Importantly, the key role that employee engagement plays in nurses’ in-role performance and OCB is strongly demonstrated in the current study. Among nurses, engagement appears to be vital for nurses’ performance. With the current shortage of nurses, OCB and engagement may be more important than ever for this occupational group for maintaining patient satisfaction and quality of care [2,3]. The paper also provides a major contribution to the PC literature, presenting PC status as a novel approach to investigating the PC among employees and demonstrating the importance of exploring PC status in addition to PC breaches in the same study given evidence that they impact employees through different mechanisms.
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Figure 1. The structural equation model of the significant relationships among the aspects of the psychological contract, via mediators, onto extra-role and in-role performance behaviors. 






Figure 1. The structural equation model of the significant relationships among the aspects of the psychological contract, via mediators, onto extra-role and in-role performance behaviors.



[image: Ijerph 19 13931 g001]







[image: Table] 





Table 1. The descriptive statistics for all of the predictor and outcome variables later used in the SEM 1.
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	Variables
	Mean
	SD
	Cronbach Alpha
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8





	1. PC status
	9.83
	29.61
	n/a
	-
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	2. PC breach
	13.02
	3.85
	0.90
	0.31 **
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	3. Negative affectivity
	5.33
	1.77
	0.62
	0.09
	0.20 **
	
	
	
	
	
	



	4. Engagement
	20.72
	2.67
	0.82
	0.09
	−0.22 **
	−0.05
	
	
	
	
	



	5. Job satisfaction
	22.60
	4.70
	0.90
	−0.16 *
	−0.32 **
	−0.12
	0.41 **
	
	
	
	



	6. Psychological distress
	8.23
	2.97
	0.84
	0.05
	0.12
	0.59 **
	0.01
	−0.08
	
	
	



	7. OCBI
	42.36
	4.06
	0.80
	0.09
	−0.16 *
	−0.13
	0.51 **
	0.24 **
	−0.08
	
	



	8. OCBO
	31.35
	3.71
	0.74
	−0.10
	−0.28 **
	−0.15 *
	0.37 **
	0.29 **
	−0.25 **
	0.41 **
	



	9. IRB
	25.70
	2.36
	0.94
	0.03
	−0.19 **
	−0.19 *
	0.48 **
	0.23 **
	−0.10
	0.61 **
	0.56 **







1 SD = Standard Deviation, n/a = not applicable, is a manifest variable. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01.
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