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ABSTRACT 

Despite their significant presence in western business schools, the needs and experiences 

of international students have not been adequately reflected in the business education literature. 

We draw upon psychological contract theory –used to understand employer-employee 

relationships – to develop a novel theoretical model on the international student-business school 

relationship. Based on the review of psychological contract and international education 

literatures, we propose that students perceive a variety of institutional obligations arising from 

explicit and implicit promises made by business schools. Fulfilment or breach of these 

obligations will impact upon students’ educational performance and satisfaction. We also 

examine ways in which students’ cultural orientation might moderate the psychological contract 

process. 
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Promises from afar: A model of international student psychological contract in business 

education 

Educating international students is a common activity for universities in countries with 

strong higher educational credentials (Bennell and Pearce 2003). Over half a million 

international students enrolled in US universities in 2006-2007, spending US$14.5 billion in the 

US (Marklein 2007). The same year, UK universities enrolled 157,000 international students 

who spent £8.5 billion (Morris and Russell 2007). In Australia, education is the third largest 

export earner (after coal and iron ore) with international students spending AU$12.6 billion a 

year (Colebatch 2008). The international student diaspora is expected to reach 7.2 million by 

2025 (Marklein 2007). Nearly 25% of international students enrol in business schools (The 

Economist 2011). The global demand for western-style business education has led to an 

increased presence of international students, with citizens of Asian countries such as India, 

China, South Korea, Taiwan and Japan creating large cohorts of international students in 

business schools (GMAC 2007; Hou 2012; Oleksiyenko, Cheng and Yip 2012).  

A growing body of research sheds light on the international students’ experiences (e.g., 

Deumert et al. 2005; Ramburuth and McCormick 2001). Our review of this literature suggests 

the need for a theoretically-grounded framework that delineates the psychological underpinnings 

of international students’ interactions with business schools, thereby, shedding light on how and 

why the experiences of international students lead to positive or negative outcomes. A research 

model aimed at understanding the international student-business schools relationship will benefit 

both parties. Business schools invest substantial resources in marketing their programs abroad; 

including, hiring recruitment agencies, sending representatives to educational fairs, and placing 

advertisements in newspapers with global reach (Sharma 2010; Mazzarol 1998; Mazzarol and 
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Soutar 2002). Yet, we know little about the perceptions that marketing1 of educational services 

might create in the minds of prospective students. International students may develop 

perceptions of institutional obligations from the recruitment process which will have far reaching 

effects on the satisfaction and engagement of these students (Mai 2005). Perceived breach of 

obligations may lead to a cycle of negativity in the international student-business school 

relationship (Chen, Tsui and Zhong 2007). Moreover, the large numbers of international students 

engaging in business education have resulted in economic benefits for business schools (Bennell 

and Pearce 2003); with economic benefits comes the responsibility of providing a satisfying 

socio-educational experience. By accepting international applicants as students, business schools 

are implicitly obligated to provide an optimal educational environment in which international 

students can thrive. Therefore, business schools need to develop a deeper understanding of 

international students’ perceptions of institutional obligations and how culture and context 

shapes the formation of these perceived obligations before and during enrolment.  

In this paper, we consider a range of learning and psycho-social experiences of 

international students in business education through the lens of the psychological contract theory. 

Why a psychological contract approach? The psychological contract framework sheds light on 

the perceptions of mutual obligations in relationships, including the origins of these perceptions, 

when and how these are fulfilled or breached, and what outcomes result from fulfilment/breach 

(Rousseau 1995). Psychological contract dynamics have been studied extensively in the 

organisational context and this research demonstrates that employee perceptions of 

                                                 
1Our paper is not about educational marketing per se. However, we wish to note that the process of educational 

marketing has consequences for the development of psychological contracts. International students are likely to seek 

initial information from agents representing the business school. Students are also likely to make sense of marketing 

materials such as advertisements and brochures to create perceptions of obligation. These perceived obligations 

based on marketing-related communication are the building blocks of the psychological contract. 
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fulfilment/breach of organisational obligations have consequences for a productive and satisfying 

employee-employer relationship (e.g., Rousseau 1995; Zhao et al. 2007). Although 

psychological contract has attracted substantial organizational research, its origins lie in the 

social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) that can explicate several types of relationships. Other areas 

of research have looked at psychological contracts of volunteers (Starnes 2007), students (Wade-

Benzoni, Rousseau and Li, 2006) and customers (Koh, Ang and Straub 2004) with consequences 

of breach/fulfilment towards the satisfaction and performance of individuals. With these insights, 

business schools can gain a better understanding of student perceptions of the institutions’ 

obligations. Knowledge of students’ perceptions can help business schools initiate explicit 

exchange of information at early stages of the international student-business school relationship 

so that both parties are better informed of each others’ perceptions of obligation in academic and 

administrative matters (Arena, Arnaboldi and Azzone 2010; Sander et al. 2000). We review the 

psychological contract and international education literatures to gain insight into how students 

form psychological contracts and what happens if the contract is breached. Based on the review 

of the two areas of research, we develop a model of international student psychological contract. 

We discuss the consequences of this process for student learning, well-being and satisfaction. 

Theoretical and practical implications as well as limitations and future directions of the model 

are presented.  

Psychological contract research 

Based on social exchange theory, a psychological contract is a mental construct that takes 

into account an agreement of give and take between an individual and another party (Blau, 1964; 

Rousseau 2001). The psychological contract develops from individuals’ perception of reciprocity 

within a given relationship. Unlike a written or legally binding contract, a psychological contract 
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can be based on both overtly made promises and implicit ones. A student psychological contract 

is perceived by the student, is subjective, and consists of learning, career and socio-emotional 

aspects of the student-institution relationship (Bordia, S. et al. 2010). Students may direct 

different elements of their psychological contracts towards different institutional representatives 

such as administrators and lecturers (Koskina 2011).  

Psychological contracts are built on information from several sources that act as 

‘contract-makers’ and shape the nature of psychological contracts (Dick 2006; Rousseau 1995). 

In creating a psychological contract, individuals seek and process information based on their 

existing schema (De Vos, Buyens and Schalk 2005; Sweller and Sweller 2006). The content of a 

psychological contract include the specific elements that individuals perceive as the other party’s 

obligation towards them (Rousseau 1995). A variety of elements of psychological contracts  have 

been identified, including pay for performance, hours of work, flexibility,  positive relationships 

with supervisors and coworkers, mentoring and career development in the work context (Herriot, 

Manning and Kidd 1997; Millward-Purvis and Cropley 2003). These elements have been further 

grouped into two broad types: transactional (short-term and based on exchange of tangible 

resources such as pay for performance) and relational (long-term, socio-emotional and involving 

intangible resources such as mentoring; Rousseau 1995).  

Individuals evaluate the performance of the other party in the exchange relationship 

against their psychological contract after commencement of the relationship (Morrison and 

Robinson 1997). In the work context, as individuals start working in the organisation, they begin 

to recognize potential gaps between what they believe the organisation is obligated to provide 

and what they actually receive from the organisation (Thomas and Anderson 1998; Rousseau 

1995). Psychological contract breach occurs when the individual perceives the other party to 
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have not fulfilled its obligations (Kickul and Lester 2001; Rousseau 1995). Breach is based on a 

subjective cognitive perception that the other party has not delivered on the promised obligation 

(Morrison and Robinson 1997). Psychological contract breach leads to negative affective, 

attitudinal and behavioural outcomes (Zhao et al. 2007). When faced with breach, individuals are 

unwilling to keep their side of the reciprocal exchange and may reduce inputs or even withdraw 

from the relationship (Rousseau 1995). Breach of psychological contract can create negative 

outcomes such as lower performance and reduced psychological well-being (e.g., Zhao et al. 

2007). Zhao et al. (2007) emphasized that psychological contract breach or fulfilment is a 

significant event that individuals are unlikely to take lightly or forget. The ensuing emotional 

reaction to the event will propagate attitudinal response in individuals such as lack of trust, 

diminished performance, lower satisfaction and intention to leave (Dick 2006; Kickul and Lester 

2001, Robinson and Rousseau 1994). In terms of behavioural outcomes, breach has negative 

effects on citizenship behaviour and performance and can lead to intention to leave the 

organisation (Robinson and Morrison 1995). Unlike outcomes of breach, the consequences of 

fulfilment of psychological contract have been less researched. However, there is some evidence 

that fulfilment will lead to positive affective outcomes (Conway and Briner 2005). 

In the educational context, after active interaction with the business school, international 

students will perceive the obligations to be fulfilled or breached. From initial orientation 

programs through to degree completion, students are likely to evaluate the institution on 

perceived obligations. Perceived breach or delay in fulfilment of obligations will result in 

negative affective, attitudinal, and behavioural consequences (Bordia, P. et al. 2010; Guest 

2004). We discuss the details of such outcomes later in the paper as part of the theoretical model.  
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Individuals’ cultural orientation is likely to impact upon outcomes of breach. In 

particular, the cultural constructs of individualism and collectivism have been found to affect 

how individuals deal with perceptions of psychological contract breach. Societies fostering 

individualism emphasize the need for independence and distinctiveness among its members. 

Therefore, individuals are expected to pursue their personal goals (Hofstede, 1980). On the other 

hand, collectivist cultures expect their members to prioritise the goals of the group over personal 

goals (Hofstede, 1980). Individuals are expected to consider group harmony and integrity over 

personal achievements. Thomas, Au and Ravlin (2003) proposed that when faced with breach, 

individualists are more likely to voice their discontent and reduce citizenship behaviour. On the 

other hand, collectivists are likely to continue their loyalty in the hope that perceived injustices 

will correct themselves over time. Individuals with traditional values (e.g., acceptance of 

authority and social asymmetry; Schwartz 1992) are likely to continue with commitment and 

citizenship behaviour than their less traditional counterparts (Chen et al. 2007). However, when 

the personal consequences of breach exceed the zone of tolerance, and individuals have 

equivalent job alternatives, collectivists are more likely than individualists to exit the 

relationship. Much of the research that incorporates cultural orientation and psychological 

contracts has investigated differential outcomes due to culture. We extend the understanding of 

cultural orientation in the psychological contract process by exploring the role of cultural 

differences in the development of psychological contract. We also consider how other cultural 

constructs (e.g., masculinity/femininity, power distance and uncertainty avoidance) impact the 

psychological contract process.  

Despite the mutuality aspect of the relationship, psychological contracts have been 

primarily studied from the employees’ perspective (Zhao et al. 2007). Shore and Tetrick (1994) 
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state that organizations have numerous perspectives and organisational agents (e.g., supervisors, 

human resource managers, co-workers) that may have varying views on employees’ obligation 

towards the organization thus making it difficult to have an organizational psychological contract 

that can be unanimously endorsed by all agents. The salience of the employee psychological 

contract dynamics is reflected in theoretical papers which have primarily taken the employee 

standpoint (e.g., Morrison and Robinson 1997, Rousseau 2001; Suazo, Martínez and Sandoval 

2009). In an educational context, students’ perception of the psychological contract is the most 

proximal determinant of students’ outcomes (such as satisfaction, motivational and intention to 

continue with the institution). This is reflected in the growing body of research on student 

psychological contracts which takes a student perspective (e.g., Bordia, S. et al. 2010; Wade-

Benzoni, Rousseau and Li 2006). Keeping to this line of enquiry, this paper explores the 

institutional obligations as perceived by international students in business education. 

While all students may have psychological contracts with educational institutions, this 

paper focuses on international students because these students are in a more vulnerable situation 

than their domestic counterparts. International students have to overcome cultural and 

educational differences and sometimes face financial challenges in the new country (Forbes-

Mewett and Nyland 2008; Ramburuth and Tani 2009). Therefore the adjustment process of 

international students may be more difficult than that of domestic students. In the next section, 

we review the cultural and contextual factors that create challenging educational and socio-

cultural experiences for international students. 

The context of international students 

We define international students as individuals that are on student visas in foreign 

countries to undertake higher education. International education has a long history. The first 
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record of an international student in Oxford is that of Emo of Friesland in 1190. Oxford still 

attracts 25% of its students from overseas (The Economist 2010b). The Economist noted that 

“foreign students make up 34% of students in America’s elite [business] schools and 85% in 

European [business] schools.” (2010a, p. 65). For example, nearly 30% of full-time students 

enrolled at Harvard Business School in 2007 were international students (Harvard Business 

School MBA Admission and Information 2010). 

International students embody a variety of cultural orientations such as high on 

collectivism (e.g., Vietnam) or individualism (e.g., Germany). These cultural differences can 

manifest themselves as different preferences for teaching and learning styles. Cultures high on 

individualism encourage people to be responsible for their own goal achievements (Hofstede 

1986). Thus, individualist societies encourage exploratory and self-directed learning styles. In 

contrast, cultures high on collectivism expect people to consider the impact of their behaviour on 

their social group. Members are encouraged to prioritize the groups’ goals before their own 

(Triandis 1995). Hence, collectivist societies emphasize structured and teacher-directed learning 

styles (Kelly 2009; Ladd and Ruby 1999; Rodrigues 2005). Students from collectivist cultures 

(e.g., Asian & Mexican) feel more comfortable in collaborative and co-operative learning 

contexts, while their counterparts from individualist cultures (e.g., Americans & Australians) 

prefer peer-competition (Dunn, Grigs and Price 1993; Gatfield and Gatfield 1994; Kember 2000; 

Niles 1995; Ramburuth and McCormick 2001; Swisher and Deyhle 1987).  

Uncertainty avoidance, power distance, and masculinity/femininity also play a role in 

students’ pedagogic preferences. Uncertainty avoidance relates to the extent to which individuals 

in a culture are encouraged to deal with situations that are unstructured and unpredictable 

(Hofstede 1980). In high uncertainty avoidance cultures (e.g., Columbia), structured learning 
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activities are preferred, while in low uncertainty avoidance cultures (e.g., USA), exploratory 

learning is preferred (Rodrigues 2005). Power distance is the presence and acceptance of unequal 

status in a society (Hofstede 1980). The higher the power distance (e.g., China), the more 

acceptable it is to have a highly hierarchical teacher-student relationship. Masculine cultures 

(e.g., Austria) emphasize achievement and competition, while feminine cultures (e.g., Finland) 

have a social focus including cooperation and harmonious relationships (Hofstede 1980). In 

terms of learning, students from masculine cultures are more comfortable with abstract notions 

and theoretical material (e.g., lectures & text books) than students from feminine cultures 

(Rodrigues 2005). Learners from masculine, high power distance and uncertainty avoidance 

cultures prefer passive, well-structured, and teacher-dominated learning styles such as lectures, 

textbooks and computerized learning. In contrast, learners from feminine, low power distance, 

and uncertainty avoidance cultures prefer active, self-directed and student-centred learning styles 

such as case studies, research projects and class discussions (Auyeng and Sands 1996; Rodrigues 

2005; Rodrigues, Bu and Min 2000).  

The new and unfamiliar educational style in the host business school makes adaptation a 

challenge for international students. International students, unsure of the new academic 

processes, feel less ready to commence education than domestic students (Ramburuth and Tani 

2009). In class, the lecturers’ accent, rate of speech, and other linguistic aspects are difficult to 

comprehend for international students (Ramsay, Barker and Jones 1999). New assessment styles 

often lead to lower educational performance (Burnapp 2006; Lebcir, Wells and Bond 2008). 

Cumulatively, such academic challenges leave international students less time for relaxation, 

socializing, or extra-curricular activities (Zhao, Kuh and Carini 2005). The added pressure of 

performing well in order to justify the expenses involving a foreign education is also a source of 
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stress for international students (Ramburuth and Tani 2009). The greater the cultural distance 

between home and host educational contexts, the greater the challenge for international students 

(Harvey and Moeller 2009). Middle Eastern and Asian students reported feeling more stressed 

than European and South American students in an American university (Redmond and Bunyi 

1993).  

International students encounter economic and socio-emotional challenges as well. 

International students make commitments by moving countries, living away from friends and 

family, adjusting to a new culture and managing a budget based on a foreign currency. Students 

may have given up full-time employment to study internationally and their visas may allow them 

limited hours of employment. International students may not get work in the areas of their 

expertise and have to engage in lower paid jobs (e.g., retail). This can lead to economic 

challenges and lower students’ work/life satisfaction (Forbes-Mewett and Nyland 2008). 

International travel to home country between semesters is expensive for international students, 

leaving them with limited interaction with friends and family back home thus creating emotional 

vulnerability (Rajapaksa and Dundes 2002).  

Social adjustment in the host country is challenging for international students. Forging 

meaningful friendships with students of the host country is difficult, leaving students isolated and 

lonely (Hechanova-Alampay, et al. 2002; Volet and Ang 1998). International students have the 

added pressure of serving ambassadorial roles for their home cultures (Bartram 2007; Bochner, 

McLeod and Lin 1977; Sam 2001). They also feel stressed about medical, transportation and 

accommodation arrangements (Bradley 2000; Burns 1991; Deumert et al. 2005; Forbes-Mewett 

and Nyland 2008). 
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In sum, international students encounter substantial challenges when studying abroad. 

Business schools play an important role by providing support that helps these students deal with 

the challenges outlined above. The psychological contract framework draws attention to 

institutional obligations in the international student-business school relationship. In the next 

section, we introduce the theoretical model of international student psychological contract in 

business education.  

Theoretical model 

The model of international students’ psychological contracts in business education 

(Figure 1) developed in this paper incorporates the following elements of psychological contract: 

formation of psychological contracts, the content of psychological contracts, fulfilment or 

breach, and the resulting outcomes in terms of students’ affective state and learning behaviour. 

We present these elements in three phases. Phase 1 presents the process of formation of 

psychological contract and the content of psychological contracts. We propose that international 

students gather and prioritize information about the business school during the pre-enrolment and 

recruitment phases which influence the content of their psychological contracts (Rousseau 2001). 

Phase 2 presents international students’ evaluation of institutional performance and resultant 

fulfilment or breach of psychological contracts. As students engage with the business school and 

experience the educational process, they may perceive their psychological contracts to be either 

fulfilled or breached (Morrison and Robinson 1997). Phase 3 deals with outcomes of 

breach/fulfilment. We propose that perceived fulfilment/breach of institutional obligations 

impacts students’ affective outcomes which in turn affect students’ attitudinal and behavioural 

outcomes (Zhao et al. 2007). Fulfilment will create positive affective outcomes and lead to 

positive attitudes towards the educational experience, business school and culture as well as 
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positive behavioural outcomes such as increased participation in class, positive word-of-mouth 

recommendations to prospective students, and potential decisions to re-enrol in higher order 

educational programs. In contrast, breach will create negative affective outcomes and lead to 

negative attitudinal outcomes towards the learning experience, institution and culture as well as 

negative behavioural outcomes such as absenteeism from class, negative recommendation to 

prospective students and dropping-out before degree completion. Students’ cultural background 

will again play a role in outcomes of breach. Cultural background will influence how much a 

student endures unfulfilled institutional obligations as well as how much the student reacts to 

breach.  

 [Insert Figure 1 about here] 

In the following sections, we discuss each phase of the model. We utilize theoretical 

insights from the psychological contract literature and apply these to the international student 

context in business education. We develop general and culturally-contingent propositions 

detailing each path of the model.  

Phase 1: Formation and content of psychological contract 

The formative phase of a psychological contract is important as the foundations of the 

core perceived obligations from the other party are laid at this stage. International students will 

gather information from various sources, including the educational institution and their social 

network in the pre-enrolment stage to create a preliminary psychological contract. The 

preliminary psychological contract will be revised based on further information gathered from 

recruitment sources. Information will be gathered and prioritized in accordance with students’ 

cultural orientations. The content of the psychological contract will broadly include educational, 
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social and cultural elements. Once again, students’ cultural background will play a role in 

creating specific elements of psychological contracts.      

 Formation of psychological contracts 

In the following subsection, we discuss the sources that will specifically contribute 

towards psychological contract formation in the pre-enrolment and recruitment phases.  

Sources in the pre-recruitment process. International students start gathering information 

even before they have made a final decision to study abroad. In fact, the decision to go to a 

foreign country to gain education often comes after some amount of information seeking that can 

justify the move and monetary commitment (Andrade 2006; Deumert et al. 2005). The decision 

making process is challenging for international students due to geographic and cultural distance. 

Geographic distance makes visiting a business school prior to enrolment expensive or impossible 

for most international students. Cultural distance makes international students less 

knowledgeable about the educational and social contexts in which they will have to learn and 

live in (Andrade 2006). Unlike domestic students, who are familiar with the general structure of 

educational providers in their country, international students have to understand the structures of 

business schools and academic programs and often compare them with those of their home 

country or other international destinations they may be considering. Once the decision has been 

reached, students actively, and more rapidly, seek further information about the country, business 

schools and program of their choice. Just as job applicants create assumptions about the 

organisation from personal and organisational sources (Breaugh 1992), so do international 

students. Some of these sources may be solicited from the educational provider such as 

brochures and application packages that business schools send on request from prospective 

students (Mazzarol 1998). Other information may be gathered from institutional websites and 
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advertisements. Further information could be gathered from communication with agents or 

marketing representatives of the institution. The increase in demand for international education 

by individuals from several countries (e.g., China, India and Vietnam), has created a niche for 

agencies that assist prospective students with information about universities and the application 

process (Mazzarol 1998). Some of these agencies also organize educational fairs which are 

attended by institutional representatives to provide first hand information about the educational 

provider. These events are a source of formal as well as informal information-seeking for 

prospective students.  

International students rely on acquaintances, friends and family to gather information 

about educational providers (Ramsay, Barker and Jones 1999). Students then make sense of the 

gathered information based on their existing schema regarding educational and cultural issues in 

the home country and abroad (Paas, Renkl and Sweller, 2003). Students may cross-check 

information from different formal sources (e.g., business schools, their representatives, agents) 

with social sources such as friends and family, to establish if the business school or the specific 

program is worth enrolling in. As schematic knowledge differs from culture to culture, the 

cultural make up of international students will play an important part in the evaluation process of 

information from various sources (Sweller and Sweller 2006). Individualist versus collectivist 

values will play an important role in deciding the reliability of sources in the recruitment phase. 

People socialized in individualist cultures operate in an autonomous fashion while those 

socialized in collectivist cultures are embedded in the social context (Schalk and Soeters 2008). 

Therefore, international students from individualistic cultures are more likely to first gather 

information from institutional sources before considering social sources. On the other hand, with 

the cultural orientation of considering the social group’s opinion, students from collectivist 
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cultures are more likely to gather information from social sources before considering institutional 

sources.  Therefore, we propose that: 

Proposition 1 (P1): International students will seek information from educational 

institutions and social sources to create a preliminary psychological contract. 

Students from individualist cultures will seek information from educational 

institutions before considering social sources while those from collectivist cultures 

will seek information from social sources before considering educational 

institutions.  

Sources in the recruitment process. Based on the information gathered in the pre-

recruitment phase individuals decide on a specific country, business school and program of 

study. Individuals then apply for enrolment in the institution of their choice. Individuals now 

require more specialized information about the country and business school. This process 

sometimes involves face-to-face or technology-driven interviews, scanning of school websites, 

online communication with faculty and administrative members of the institution and 

communication with governmental representatives of the country for visa requirements 

(Mazzarol 1998). Communication during this stage is often an exchange of information where 

educational providers require prospective students to share their personal and professional 

information to judge the capabilities of the student. Like job seekers, this is the time where 

students actively seek verbal and written promises regarding availability of resources and 

services that they perceive to be essential for the achievement of their educational, professional 

and personal goals (Arthur 2001; Suazo, Martínez and Sandoval 2009).  

Prospective students may contact other international students studying in the business 

schools of their choice to establish contact and validate information (Andrade 2006). Based on 
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their general assumptions about the institution, students will now seek specific information from 

other international students in the business school. International students will seek specialized 

information about life in the host country and city from alumni, current students, and any social 

contacts they have in the geographic area (Sam 2001). Students will evaluate messages received 

from sources based on their existing schema to perceive institutional obligations towards them 

(Sweller and Sweller 2006). These perceptions will lead to a more focused set of institutional 

obligations which the students will want the business school to fulfil.  

International students from individualistic cultures are likely to place greater value on 

information originating from institutional sources such as brochures, websites and 

correspondence with representatives of the business school (Hofstede 1986; Ramburuth and 

McCormick 2001). In case of a discord between information gathered from institutional and 

social sources, these students are more likely to believe the information from the institutional 

source. International students from collectivist cultures are more likely to value information 

originating from social contacts such as family, friends and past/present international students 

from the same culture (Hofstede 1986; Ramburuth and McCormick 2001). In case of an 

incongruence between information gathered from institutional and social sources, these students 

are more likely to believe the information from the social source. Therefore, we propose: 

 Proposition 2 (P2): International students will actively seek promises from sources 

in the business school, social sources, as well as interpret written sources to 

strengthen, modify or add new elements to their preliminary psychological 

contract. Students from individualistic cultures will place greater value on 

information gathered from institutional sources while those from collectivist 

cultures will place greater value on information gathered from social sources. 
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Content of psychological contracts 

Among research on student psychological contract (Bordia and Bordia, 2008; Bordia, S. 

et al. 2010; Koskina 2011; Wade-Benzoni, Rousseau and Li 2006), Wade-Benzoni, Rousseau 

and Li (2006) investigated psychological contracts in a research educational setting. They found 

that clarity in students’ expectations from supervisors, focused and well-structured task 

collaboration between advisors and students, clear goals and timely feedback create an effective 

and attainable psychological contract. Students have implicit and explicit elements to their 

psychological contracts with business schools (Koskina 2011). A realistic psychological contract 

between international students and the business school may contain clear understanding of the 

role of the instructor, well-organized curriculum, social and career support. Based on the 

information international students gather, they will create a psychological contract that will 

contain perceived institutional obligations in relation to various aspects of the educational 

experience such as the quality of teaching; learning resources; assessment formats in the courses; 

additional support for learning via tutoring and language learning schemes; access to computers, 

the internet and technical support (Burnapp 2006; Koskina 2011; Treloar et al. 2000; Rai 2002; 

Spencer 2003). International students will expect the business school to provide them with a 

comprehensive orientation program when they first arrive to familiarize them with the academic 

requirements and support available for them (Ramsay, Barker, and Jones 1999). International 

students, used to different academic environments in home countries, will expect the business 

school to clearly state what support services are available for them and how they may be used in 

order to fulfil course and degree requirements (Lebcir, Wells and Bond2008). For example, 

university libraries can organize workshops that provide hands on information on using online 

research databases for students (Ishimura, Howard and Moukdad 2007). Similarly, international 
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students may want lifestyle-related details to help them adjust into a new socio-cultural 

environment (Zhao, Kuh and Carini 2005). Information on resources available for mental and 

physical health issues and insurance schemes will be important for international students who are 

not used to the healthcare system in the host country (Bradley 2000; Hyun et al. 2007; Russell, 

Thomson and Rosenthal 2008).      

Acculturating into a new socio-educational context is often difficult for international 

students (Zhang and Dixon 2003). Therefore, students may expect that the members of the 

business school will understand facets of other religious and cultural backgrounds and will help 

students understand the host country’s cultural norms (Forbes-Mewett and Nyland 2008; Olivas 

and Li 2006; Poyrazli and Grahame 2007); similar perceptions have been found among multi-

cultural employees’ psychological contracts (Williams and Bauer 1994; Zhao and Chen 2008). A 

safe and energetic campus life may be another perception of institutional obligation (Forbes-

Mewett and Nyland 2008). Given the professional nature of the educational programs in most 

business schools, mentoring and career support may be an important long-term obligation 

(Dedrick and Watson 2002). This is similar to perceived obligations regarding training, 

development, and mentorship in employee psychological contracts (Millward-Purvis and 

Cropley 2003). Unlike domestic students, international students with limited professional and 

industry networks in the host country may expect the business school to organize career 

placement and professional certification for them (Ng 2006; Shen and Herr 2004).  

Uncertainty avoidance and masculinity/ femininity will impact upon the elements of 

psychological contracts. Individuals from strong uncertainty avoidance cultures feel the need to 

clarify tasks and goals ideally before they start the task. Therefore, international students from 

strong uncertainty avoidance cultures will create specific and highly defined elements of 
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psychological contracts (Hofstede 1986; Ramburuth and Tani 2009). For example, at the time of 

enrolment, they may be eager to know the assessment format of each course (exams, essays, or 

group projects, etc.). In contrast, individuals from weak uncertainty avoidance cultures are more 

relaxed about undertaking tasks that require them to assess specific goals and behavioural 

patterns as they move forward with the task (Hofstede 1980). International students from weak 

uncertainty avoidance cultures will create generalized elements of psychological contracts 

because they are willing to explore the best way of concluding the task as they work on the task. 

For example, such students may want to know if industry-based guest lecturers are ever invited 

to classes. Similarly, students from masculine cultures, given their emphasis on achievement and 

competition, will create specific elements of psychological contract (e.g., assessment format, 

specific assistance with academic writing, etc.) that they feel will enhance their performance. In 

contrast, students from feminine cultures will create generalized elements of psychological 

contract (e.g., stimulating and cooperative learning environment) that may be modified in 

collaboration with their peers’ and lecturers’ ideas. Therefore we propose: 

Proposition 3 (P3): The content of international students’ psychological contract 

will include academic, cultural, socio-emotional, and career-related elements. The 

degree of specificity of these elements will be highest for students from masculine 

and stronger uncertainty avoidance cultures and lowest for students from feminine 

and weaker uncertainty avoidance cultures. Students from masculine and low 

uncertainty avoidance cultures as well as feminine and high uncertainty avoidance 

cultures will have intermediary levels of specificity. 

Phase 2: Evaluation and state of psychological contract 
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 In phase 2, we discuss international students’ evaluation of their psychological contracts 

based on their interaction with the business school. We propose that the performance of the 

business school will determine perceptions of fulfilment or breach of psychological contracts. 

Students will also gather information from contacts in other business schools. Such information 

will assist them in ascertaining whether their psychological contracts have been fulfilled or 

breached by the business school they are enrolled in. 

Evaluation of psychological contract 

 International students will also compare the current institution with other educational 

providers in evaluating services available from the business school after enrolment. After 

commencing studies in a particular business school, international students may engage in social 

comparison with similar educational institutions (Ramburuth and Tani 2009). Students may be in 

contact with other international students who have chosen alternate institutions and may provide 

information about each others’ school. Therefore, perceptions of breach may be due to 

comparison with services provided in other institutions. We expect students from collectivist 

cultures to engage in more social comparison and information seeking compared to students 

from individualist cultures (White and Lehman 2005). Collectivists, having more interdependent 

self, tend to pay greater attention to others in everyday judgments and decision making compared 

to individualists, who have a more independent self (Markus and Kitayama 1991). Therefore, we 

propose:  

Proposition 4 (P4): Upon commencement of studies, international students will 

evaluate their psychological contract by considering the performance of the 

business school and compare it to other business school. Students from collectivist 
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cultures are likely to engage in greater social comparison than students from 

individualist cultures. 

Perceptions of fulfilment or breach 

International students will evaluate the status of the perceived institutional obligations 

based on active engagement with the business school after commencement of studies and after 

comparison with other educational providers (Niles 1955; Sam 2001). This evaluation will lead 

to perceptions of breach or fulfilment of elements of the psychological contract (Morrison and 

Robinson 1997). Students may perceive fulfilment of some and breach of other elements of 

psychological contracts. For example, students may perceive that the institution has met its 

obligations regarding the quality of educational programs but some aspects of academic support 

services (such as availability of assistance with academic English) may not have been delivered 

as promised by the institution (Ramsay, Barker and Jones 1999). In addition, delay in fulfilment 

of certain elements of psychological contracts may be perceived as breach.  For example, if 

international students from non-English speaking background expect assistance with writing in 

academic English before submission of their first assignment and find out that these services are 

provided remedially to students who have not succeeded on the first assignment; they may 

consider this delay as breach (Lebcir, Wells, and Bond 2008). We do not discuss culture 

specifically in the context of breach because all students, regardless of their cultural background, 

have the potential for experiencing breach; albeit for different elements of the contract. Therefore 

we propose: 

Proposition 5 (P5): International students will evaluate the performance of the business 

school based on the content of their psychological contracts. Obligations that are 
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perceived to be delivered on time will be perceived as fulfilled and obligations that are 

not perceived to be delivered at all or on time will be perceived as breached.  

Phase 3: Outcomes of psychological contract fulfilment or breach 

In phase 3, we discuss affective, attitudinal and behavioural outcomes ensuing from 

fulfilment or breach of psychological contracts. We propose that positive affective outcomes will 

lead to positive attitudes towards the institution and host country and positive learning-related 

behaviours, while, negative affective outcomes will lead to negative attitudes towards the 

institution and host country and negative learning-related behaviours. We also discuss how 

culture might influence types of behavioural outcomes. 

Affective outcomes of fulfilment or breach 

Perceptions of fulfilment of institutional obligations will lead to positive affective 

outcomes for international students. Students may feel a range of positive emotions when 

elements of their psychological contracts are met. At the very least, they will feel a sense of 

relief when they perceive the institutional obligations to have been fulfilled (Andrade 2006; Sam 

2001). If institutions provide services that are above and beyond the students’ perceptions of 

obligation, it might lead to more positive emotions such as happiness, delight, and a sense of 

optimism about their educational and professional future (Rousseau 1995). In contrast, 

perceptions of breach are likely to lead to negative emotional reactions (Morrison and Robinson 

1997). International students may feel a sense of violation when they perceive the business 

school to have not kept its end of the deal (Zhao, Kuh and Carini 2005). The intensity of the 

emotional reaction may depend on how let down they feel. At the very least, they will be 

disappointed and frustrated when they encounter breach. Severe breach may lead to more 



 

 

24 

complex negative feelings such as depression, sense of betrayal, or loss of trust in the business 

school (Rousseau 1995; Redmond and Bunyi 1993).    

International students’ emotional reactions will depend on a qualitative evaluation of the 

overall breach/fulfilment of psychological contracts. It is likely that students in business 

education will prioritize certain items of their psychological contracts (Ramburuth and Tani 

2009). For example, students may have placed a higher priority on academic quality than on 

recreational facilities on campus. In a situation where the institution is perceived to have fulfilled 

its obligations regarding academic quality but breached its obligations regarding recreational 

facilities, students may feel substantial positive emotions due to fulfilment of their higher order 

priority and limited negative emotions regarding the breach of their lower order priority. 

Alternatively, if the business school is perceived to breach its obligation regarding academic 

quality but to fulfil its obligation by providing excellent recreational facilities, students may feel 

a strong sense of violation due to the breach of their higher order priority and experience limited 

positive emotions due to the fulfilment of their lower order priority (Sam 2001). Therefore, it is 

likely that the extent of emotional reaction for both fulfilment and breach will depend not just on 

the specific item of psychological contract in question but on the importance students place on 

the item.  

Culture will play a role in the relative importance international students place on items of 

their psychological contract. In the work context, US employees have been found to react more 

negatively to breach of intrinsic elements of their contract (e.g., ability to make decisions and be 

creative; Kickul, Lester and Belgio 2004) and employees from Hong Kong reacted more 

negatively to breach of extrinsic elements of their contract (e.g., financial remuneration and 

promotion; Kickul, Lester and Belgio 2004). The emphasis on extrinsic elements of the contract 
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can be explained by the impact of Confucianism on Hong Kong Chinese culture that stresses the 

need to put the welfare of the family first (hence the need for adequate pay) and relinquish 

individual needs (e.g., autonomy) in favour of workplace harmony (Kickul, Lester and Belgio 

2004). Similarly, international students from Confucian inspired cultures may prioritize 

academic excellence more than other elements of their psychological contracts because they 

believe that a high standard of academic training will increase their chances of getting a well 

paying job which will help them take care of their family. Therefore, we propose: 

Proposition 6 (P6): International students will experience positive affective 

outcomes if their psychological contract is fulfilled and negative affective 

outcomes if their psychological contract is breached. The intensity of the affective 

outcome will depend on the personal and cultural priority the student places on 

the specific element of psychological contract.  

Attitudinal and behavioural outcomes of fulfilment or breach 

 The experience of breach/fulfilment and its resulting emotional state may lead to 

attitudinal and behavioural outcomes directed towards the educational institution and may have 

generalized consequences for attitudes towards the host country and its culture. Stemming from 

the nature and intensity of the affective outcomes, international students will demonstrate a 

variety of outcomes (Ramburuth and Tani 2009; Redmond and Bunyi 1993). Fulfilment of 

perceived obligations may lead to better learning outcomes such as high attendance and 

participation, higher motivation to learn, high performance, satisfaction and a positive attitude 

towards the business school, country, and culture, re-enrolment for further education in the 

current school, and positive word-of-mouth recommendation to prospective students. For 
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example, an international student initially enrolled for a course-work masters degree may choose 

to continue on to do a PhD if perceptions of institutional obligations have been fulfilled. 

 In contrast, breach of perceived institutional obligations may lead to dissatisfaction with 

the educational process, business school or culture. For example, students may feel that the 

business school does not care about the well-being of international students and engage in 

stereotyping the country and culture as being inconsiderate towards other cultures (Forbes-

Mewett and Nyland 2008). Breach may also lead to outcomes such as absenteeism, lower 

motivation to learn, lower performance, decision to leave before degree completion, formal and 

informal complaints to the business school, negative word-of-mouth recommendation to 

prospective students and lack of interest in social networking (Zhao et al. 2007). For example, 

students perceiving the business school to have not met its obligation may be dissatisfied with 

the educational process. These students may choose to leave the school and enrol in another 

business school that they feel will provide them with practical experiences in the industry.  

Based on cultural orientations, different cohorts of international students may react 

differently to breach. Cultural values pertaining to collectivism and high power distance suggest 

individuals will act in favour of group harmony (Hofstede 1986; Schalk and Soeters 2008) and 

are therefore reluctant to voice discontent in early stage of breach. Hence, students from 

collectivist cultures may continue their commitment towards the business school and their 

education until they meet with further breaches (i.e., cross their zone of tolerance) before they 

consider leaving the institution or engaging in negative word-of-mouth (Ramburuth and Tani 

2009). In contrast, cultural values pertaining to individualism and low power distance suggest 

that people will focus on personal gains (Hofstede 1986; Schalk and Soeters 2008) and are 
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therefore likely to voice their discontent immediately after they perceive a breach (Ramburuth 

and Tani 2009). Therefore, we propose: 

Proposition 7(P7): The affective reaction to fulfilment or breach of psychological 

contracts will influence international students’ attitudes and behaviour. 

Fulfilment will lead to positive outcomes and breach will lead to negative 

outcomes. Behavioural outcomes will be culturally-contingent, with international 

students from individualistic and low power distance cultures voicing their 

discontent and those from collectivist and high power distance cultures continuing 

their commitment to the business school but exiting when they cross the zone of 

tolerance. Students from collectivist and low power distance cultures as well as 

those from individualist and high power distance cultures will display 

intermediary levels of voicing of discontent and commitment.   

Conclusion 

International students comprise a large segment of business school student population 

and are critical to the ‘business of business schools’ (Pfeffer and Fong 2004). We hope the 

review of psychological contract and international education literatures and the theoretical model 

presented in this paper will assist in creating a deeper understanding of the educational processes 

of international students. Next, we present the theoretical contributions, limitations and future 

research directions as well as practical implications of this line of inquiry. 

Theoretical contributions   

This paper contributes to the higher education literature by providing a much needed 

theoretical basis for the investigation of the needs, perceived obligation and socio-educational 

outcomes of international students. International students come from diverse cultural and 
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educational backgrounds which lead to unique experiences with the business school. Under the 

umbrella of the psychological contract theory, we cover several phases of this experience ranging 

from the development of perceptions of obligations, the evaluation of the educational experience 

and outcomes of fulfilment/breach of perceived obligations. We consider culturally-contingent 

outcomes in these phases. The paper also contributes towards the employee psychological 

contract literature. Much of the research in this area has concentrated on breach and its 

outcomes, while the process of psychological contract formation is under researched (De Vos, 

Buyens, and Schalk 2005). Indeed, little effort has been devoted to looking at the entire 

psychological contract process starting from formation to outcomes of breach (Guest 2004). The 

model presented in this paper encompasses the full ‘life-cycle’ of the psychological contract 

dynamics over three phases: formation, evaluation, and outcomes. 

Limitations and future research directions 

Our model requires empirical testing. Future research can conduct qualitative or 

quantitative research that tests the propositions specified in the model. Given the nascent state of 

research in this area, qualitative research investigating the sources that lead to the formation of 

psychological contracts and the nature of student psychological contracts will help further 

development of the theoretical framework. Also, observations of the recruitment process and 

analysis of formal and informal communication between the business school (including websites 

and brochures) and prospective students will aid the understanding of psychological contract 

development. Qualitative research can also lead to the construction of context-specific measures. 

Such measures will enable larger scale quantitative studies on international students’ 

psychological contracts in business education. Laboratory experimental studies will assist in the 

understanding of the signaling effect of advertisements and websites to prospective students. 
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Longitudinal research on international student psychological contracts may also shed light on the 

dynamic nature of contract development. Students may gravitate towards a more realistic and 

attainable contract after exposure to the educational institution. Another interesting aspect to 

investigate would be whether, with the experience of living in the host country, international 

students and domestic students have similar psychological contracts due to cultural convergence. 

With empirical work the model could be expanded to include different sub-types of contract 

(much like transactional and relational forms of psychological contracts in the workplace 

context; Rousseau, 1995).  

A limitation of the model is that it takes into account only the international students’ 

perspective. Business schools and their representatives may also have psychological contracts 

with these students. Future research should consider the role of the various stakeholders in 

creating psychological contracts for international students. Therefore, data should be gathered 

from recruiters, agents, prospective and current students, alumni, academics, administrators and 

support staff members.  

Our evaluation of the cultural contexts of international students is driven by a widely 

used model of culture (i.e., Hofstede 1980) in several fields of the social sciences including 

international education, business education, international business and organizational behaviour. 

However, one caveat of this model is its reliance on comparison between cultures (Morris, et al. 

1999). It does not take into account unique cultural constructs that may be integral to one culture 

but not comparable with constructs in other cultures. Future research should consider the impact 

of unique cultural phenomena on international student psychological contract processes. 

While we situate the model of international student psychological contract in the business 

education context, the model can be adjusted to help understand international student 
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psychological contracts in most other higher educational disciplines. We present the case of 

business education given the fact that a large percentage of international students studying in 

countries such as Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom and the United States of America enrol 

in business schools (The Economist 2011). The content and priority of elements of international 

students’ psychological contracts may vary between disciplines in higher education. For 

example, international students enrolling in fields of higher education that are more applied in 

nature (e.g., business; engineering) may give higher priority to career-related elements in their 

psychological contracts than students enrolled in other disciplines such as degrees in humanities 

or sciences. Future research can modify the current model to fit the context of other academic 

disciplines such as education, engineering or medicine. 

Practical implications for business schools 

Apart from much needed theory building on international student psychological contracts 

in business education, the examination of student psychological contract can help business 

schools gain information regarding the socio-educational experiences of international students. 

Knowledge of the development of psychological contracts can help business schools create 

recruitment and advertisement material that help create realistic perceptions of obligations, the 

fulfilment of which will lead to a positive educational experience for students and be a source of 

reputational gain for the institution. Knowledge of the role culture plays in the psychological 

contract process will assist business schools in creating culturally-specific marketing strategies. 

Periodic evaluation of international students’ psychological contracts will help modify any 

unrealistic psychological contracts, and aid in building a supportive environment where 

international students will academically, socially and emotionally thrive in the business school, 

thus in turn enhancing the reputation of the school.  
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FIGURE 1: Culturally-contingent model of international students’ psychological contract (PC) in business education 

 

Phase 1:      Phase 2:   Phase 3: 

Formation and content of PC    Evaluation and state of PC Outcomes of PC breach/fulfilment  
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