
QUA L I T A T I V E S T UDY

Reciprocity matters: Idiosyncratic deals to shape
the psychological contract and foster employee
engagement in times of austerity

Amanda S. Davis1 | Beatrice I. J. M. Van der Heijden2,3,4,5

1Business School, Manchester Metropolitan

University, Manchester, UK

2Institute for Management Research,

Department SHRM, Radboud University,

Nijmegen, The Netherlands

3Open University of the Netherlands, Heerlen,

The Netherlands

4Kingston Business School, Kingston

University, Kingston-Upon-Thames, UK

5Hubei University, Wuhan, China

Correspondence

Amanda S. Davis, Business School, Manchester

Metropolitan University, All Saints Campus,

Oxford Road, Manchester M15 6BH, UK.

Email: asd51987@aol.com

Following the 2007/2008 global financial crisis, the UK public

sector has experienced major funding cuts resulting in staffing

reductions and a dilution in the employment deal. Consequently,

the aim of this study is to understand how i-deals, which are

unique conditions of employment negotiated between an individ-

ual and their employer (Rousseau, 2005), may be used to accept

a new psychological contract and foster employee engagement

during austerity. Four qualitative team case studies were con-

ducted comprising senior, middle-line, and first-line managers,

and either professional or nonprofessional employees, within one

English local authority (LA). Methods included 29 × one-to-one

and three focus group semistructured interviews incorporating

the critical incident technique. By examining i-deals through the

lens of social exchange theory (Blau, 1964), this research demon-

strates the role of reciprocity in the form of i-deals to accept the

new psychological contract and foster engagement. Here, for

some employees, once concrete and universal resources were

available to a certain level (e.g., pay), the difference

(e.g., universal resources such as a pay rise, external training) was

substituted by more particularistic resources (e.g., flexibility and

developmental i-deals) herewith extending Foa and Foa's (1976,

1980, and 2012) resource theory. Furthermore, resultant eco-

nomic or social exchange may be due to the individual attribution

of why the i-deal was agreed, rather than the i-deal content.

Finally, when i-deals are denied, action to lower the risk of psy-

chological contract breach is advised.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Following the 2007/2008 global financial crisis and subsequent recession, many Western countries are coping

with austerity measures to reduce public spending (Cepiku, Mussari, & Giordano, 2016; Conway, Kiefer, Hartley, &

Briner, 2014; Kickert, 2012). In relation to English local authorities (LAs), which are public sector organizations

that are run by locally elected councillors and provide a diverse range of public services from waste management

and recycling to education, this presents an immense challenge given LAs will have had their Central Government

funding reduced by £16 billion between 2010 and 2020 (Local Government Association, 2017). Consequently,

LAs have been transforming their services to enable them to continue to meet their statutory duties within these

funding cuts (Bach, 2011). Such reorganization has created job insecurity for LA employees due to organizational

restructures, redundancies (although redeployment will normally be considered—Local Government Association,

2013), and reduced pay, benefits, and terms and conditions (CIPD/PPMA, 2012; Francis, Ramdhony, Reddington, &

Staines, 2013). However, these cost reduction methods are insufficient to meet the budget challenge (Bach,

2011). Consequently, both the previous UK Labour and Coalition Governments in power at the time of the data

collection encouraged LAs (and all sectors) to deal with this radical change by leadership and employee engage-

ment (Bach, 2011; Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2011) as per the MacLeod and Clarke (2009)

report. Despite austerity reducing the number of levers available to managers to foster engagement, there has

been minimal attention to the impact this has had on the employment relationship (Bach, 2011; Francis et al.,

2013), or on the process of fostering employee engagement (Reissner & Pagan, 2013) and subsequent employee

attitudes and behaviors (Kiefer, Hartley, Conway, & Briner, 2014; Van der Voet & Vermeeren, 2016). That said, a

2-year pay rise has been agreed from April 2018 (Unison, 2018) demonstrating the recent political (pressure) com-

mitment to increase spending (HM Treasury, 2018) following the UK General Election in 2017 where the Govern-

ment lost its majority. However, the unknown challenges of Brexit and increase in service demands from the

aging population suggest that budget pressures will continue (Inman, 2018) making it important to learn from the

past to prepare for the future.

The first aim of this article is to contribute to this timely discussion by examining how idiosyncratic deals, also

known as i-deals, which are unique conditions of employment negotiated between an individual worker and their

employer (Rousseau, 2005), may be used to help employees accept the changing psychological contract (Hiltrop,

1995), in particular the demise of the public sector's notion of a “job for life,” along with the diluted employment deal

in terms of pay freezes and reductions in benefits (including external training), terms and conditions (CIPD/PPMA,

2012). Although this has been examined previously within LAs (e.g., Coyle-Shapiro & Kessler, 2000), the austerity

context makes it relevant again.

Second, we aim to better understand how i-deals may be used to foster employee engagement given their

potential to offer alternative low-cost reciprocations (Hornung, Rousseau, & Glaser, 2008; Rousseau, 2005;

Vidyarthi, Chaudhry, Anand, & Liden, 2014). This is likely to be of interest to HRD practitioners and scholars,

because learning and development tends to reduce during downsizing (Wilkinson, 2005). Withdrawing such

quality-related human resource (HR) practices is likely to have an adverse effect on employee perceptions of

organizational ethics and work attitudes (Valentine, Hollingworth, & Francis, 2013), which may lead to disengage-

ment. Furthermore, by better understanding the meanings of these reciprocations, we build on the extant

research, which recognizes the importance of the line manager's role in fostering employee engagement (Alfes,

Truss, Soane, Rees, & Gatenby, 2010; Lewis, Donaldson-Feilder, & Tharani, 2012). To the best of our knowledge,

up until now i-deals have not been studied in relation to a context of austerity and employee engagement. In

summary, this article examines empirically through the lens of social exchange theory (SET) (Blau, 1964) how i-

deals may be used to encourage the acceptance of a new psychological contract and foster employee

engagement.
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2 | THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

I-deals will now be defined and their relationship with the psychological contract explained. Then, employee engage-

ment will be introduced as the intended outcome from i-deals.

2.1.1 | I-deals and the psychological contract

Rousseau (2005) explained that “i-deals are special conditions of employment negotiated between an individual

worker and his or her employer” (p. 7) that benefit both individuals and the organization. As such, their scope can

vary from a single feature such as working on a different task/project to coworkers, to making every aspect of the

employment deal unique (Rousseau, 2005; Vidyarthi et al., 2014). That said, i-deals are occupational-specific (Rosen,

Slater, Chang, & Johnson, 2013) as some benefits are not available for some jobs, such as location/distancing flexibil-

ity for frontline staff. I-deals are also used in some bureaucratic organizations where employment practices are nor-

mally standardized (Hornung et al., 2008), perhaps due to the increasing individualization of the employment

relationship, coupled with the drive to be leaner and agile (Bach, 2011; CIPD/PPMA, 2012). I-deals may be ex ante,

which are agreed during hiring, or ex post which are made during employment (Anand, Vidyarthi, Liden, & Rousseau,

2010). Ex post i-deals are investigated here to understand the impact on the psychological contract and on fostering

engagement in austerity.

In order for a change to an employment term and condition to be an i-deal, it must meet four criteria (Rousseau,

Ho, & Greenberg, 2006). It must be individually negotiated and authorized, have mutual benefits to the employee

and employer, be varied in scope and be distinct (heterogeneity of treatment of employees doing similar jobs).

Despite this, the bounds of the i-deal's definition are still vague. For example, if an employee on fixed hours requests

to finish work early one day, is that a micro i-deal? Such discretionary “single short-term requests” may be more

appropriately classed as a “favor” to the employee, given the “short-term nature” and lack of mutual benefits. Man-

agers may grant such favors to demonstrate commitment to the relationship (Blau, 1964), which is important in the

fostering of engagement, as are other interventions (e.g., leadership style). However, this article just examines social

exchange via i-deals in order to focus the inquiry. Nevertheless, the distinction between favors and i-deals demon-

strates that the i-deals’ definition may benefit from incorporating some element of “duration/longevity” to preclude

such “single short-term” requests from the i-deals’ discourse.

I-deals can comprise many forms and common small i-deals discussed in the literature that are related to this

study include developmental/task i-deals and flexibility i-deals (e.g., Hornung et al., 2008; Rosen et al., 2013). Devel-

opmental/task i-deals are particularly interesting given their scope to provide, informal workplace learning. This is

because developmental/task i-deals can provide planned (Lohman, 2006) and experiential (Cunningham & Hillier,

2013) learning that occurs outside of the classroom and is requested by the individual (Crouse, Doyle, & Young,

2011) through the i-deal negotiation, although it can be facilitated by the supervisor and context (Cunningham & Hill-

ier, 2013). It can also be enhanced with other development techniques such as coaching and mentoring. Not all task

i-deals are developmental though as some may just provide variety with no further learning.

I-deal theory postulates that i-deal recipients will reciprocate with constructive behaviors (Anand et al., 2010;

Hornung et al., 2008; Vidyarthi et al., 2014). The function of reciprocity is explained by SET (Blau, 1964) that con-

siders that people are motivated by the expectation of receiving benefits from another party in exchange for some-

thing. Such an exchange is underpinned by the norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960) that obligates individuals to

respond positively once they have received the benefit (Blau, 1964; Gouldner, 1960). Receipt of such inducements

may develop expectations of receiving more inducements through social exchange, thus resulting in an ongoing

reciprocation. Moreover, the authorizing party may also gain credibility due to consideration of their employees'

needs (Liao, Wayne, & Rousseau, 2014). That said, the exchange process is nonspecific with the type/timing/amount

of such a return (Blau, 1964), and the mutual benefits may be received at different times (Liao et al., 2014). As such,

organizations typically do not bargain the exact nature of reciprocity that they expect in return (Vidyarthi et al.,
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2014) relying on the employee's sense of obligation (Blau, 1964). Furthermore, not everyone may be motivated by

social exchange. People cannot be obliged to reciprocate with more cognitive/affective/behavioral effort, as that is

part of their discretionary behavior (Purcell, 2012). Reciprocity is not guaranteed although it is more likely among

those with a strong exchange orientation (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). Consequently, while SET does not explain

employee engagement in its entirety, it does help understand the effect of managerial actions in the process of fos-

tering engagement (Shuck, Twyford, Reio, & Shuck, 2014).

I-deals are related to, yet different from, psychological contracts (Anand et al., 2010; Liao et al., 2014) that are

employer/employee expectations (Argyris, 1960; Schein, 1980) or promises/obligations (Guest & Conway, 2002)

toward each other, and therefore, based on individual perceptions (Rousseau, 1989). Whereas i-deals are individually

negotiated actual treatment/resources that other coworkers in the same/similar roles do not receive (Rousseau,

2005), and yet consider fair (Rousseau et al., 2006). The pursuit of an i-deal may depend on an employee's psycholog-

ical contract in whether he/she believes that the organization is obliged to offer something in return for their efforts

(Liao et al., 2014; Rousseau, 2005). The i-deal will also shape the psychological contract that may strengthen the

employment relationship (Bal & Rousseau, 2016) and foster employee engagement discussed next.

2.1.2 | Employee engagement

There is no universally agreed academic definition of employee engagement, but many researchers (e.g., Rich,

Lepine, & Crawford, 2010; Shuck & Wollard, 2010) refer back to Kahn's (1990) definition: “... in engagement people

employ and express themselves physically, cognitively and emotionally during role performances” (p. 694). In other

words, workers choose how much effort they exert in their job (Kahn, 1990). That said, engagement may start with

effort, but it is more than effort. Rather than just following predetermined routines, the engaged employee will care

about their work, focus and apply their ideas, problem solving and feelings, and voice their opinion to do the best

they can at work (Kahn, 2010).

Referring to the employee engagement definition, Shuck and Reio (2011) explain that cognitive engagement is

how an employee understands their job, organization, and culture. This links to the “strategic narrative” driver

(MacLeod & Clarke, 2009) where an individual understands how their job contributes to organizational goals, leading

to the individual asking themselves “does it [their work] matter?” (Kahn, 2010, p. 22). Saks (2006) and Shuck, Ghosh,

Zigarmi, and Nimon (2012) expand on this by explaining that it also involves the focus they give to their work, and in

some cases being innovative/creative. It is this innovation and aspirational goal of smarter working that the Coalition

Government desired at the beginning of austerity, hence their support to the “Engage for Success” movement

(Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2011).

Emotional engagement is the bond an individual feels toward his/her work such as pride and belief (Shuck &

Reio, 2011). These positive emotions can broaden an employee's thinking and innovativeness (Fredrickson, 2001).

Consequently, this triggers action from the cognitive appraisal of the situation (Shuck & Herd, 2012), which is similar

to Amabile and Kramer's (2007) inner work life process motivation model, which also shows how emotion, cognition,

and perception are so closely linked and how this impacts peoples' performance.

Physical engagement has been operationalized as effort, performance, or productivity (Shuck & Reio, 2011) and

is sometimes referred to as behavioral engagement (Saks, 2006; Shuck & Reio, 2011). However, given the risk of

overlapping with other constructs and their associated ethical implications such as work intensification, other authors

(such as Alfes et al., 2010; Soane et al., 2012) refer to it as social engagement to highlight how engaged individuals

interact with coworkers to propose and implement new ideas. As such, behavioral and social engagement is a mani-

festation of cognitive and emotional engagement (Shuck et al., 2014; Shuck & Herd, 2012; Shuck & Reio, 2011), as it

is “how individuals employ themselves in the performance of their job” (Saks, 2006, p. 602) suggesting it can be

observed. This stems from the employees' continuous assessment of work-related factors, directing them to either

pull toward or away from their work/stakeholders (Alagaraja & Shuck, 2015; Shuck, Rocco, & Albornoz, 2011). The

activation here is what makes engagement different to other related constructs such as job involvement,
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commitment, and satisfaction, as engagement is the point that work is underway (Shuck et al., 2012). It is also differ-

ent to flow that is a momentary occurrence lasting up to 1 hr (Bakker, 2011) where an employee is so absorbed in

their work, with clarity of thought, that time seems to fly by (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), whereas, engagement is

longer-term (Schaufeli, Salanova, González-Romá, & Bakker, 2002; Shuck & Wollard, 2010).

In addition, engagement refers to an employee's formal work role rather than their extra-role behavior (Saks,

2006). As Newman and Harrison (2008) state, employee engagement is when an employee is considered to be “in

gear” (p. 35). This makes it relevant to this particular study as extra-role behavior may be restricted due to the scale

of downsizing (Kiefer et al., 2014).

That said, engagement levels can vary and people may engage to their team (Saks & Gruman, 2014), line man-

ager, profession, task (Baron, 2013), customer (Gourlay et al., 2012) job, and/or organization (Saks, 2006; Saks & Gru-

man, 2014). Consequently, engagement terms differ and when used appropriately, the terms signify that people may

engage with different elements of organizational life. For example, work engagement is engagement to the work,

while employee engagement has been defined both as engagement to the organization (Schaufeli, 2014; Truss,

2014), and alternatively as the intensity and direction of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral energy of employees

(Shuck, Osam, Zigarmi, & Nimon, 2017). On the other hand, Kahn (1990, 1992, 2010) deliberately focused on per-

sonal engagement, rather than on work or employee engagement, to enable an exploration of peoples' experiences

(Kahn, 1992) and consider how much of themselves people bring to their work roles (Kahn & Heaphy, 2014). This

demonstrates the individual nature of the engagement phenomenon and the personal agency employees apply to

their work (Cole, Walter, Bedeian, & O'Boyle, 2012; Rich et al., 2010).

Academic definitions of engagement are also divided on whether employee engagement is a trait (Macey &

Schneider, 2008—although they consider engagement is a trait, state, and behavioral package), psychological state

(Schaufeli et al., 2002), or a behavior (Alfes et al., 2010; Saks, 2006). The current HRD literature discussed here views

Kahn's (1990) engagement definition as a process motivational state (Shuck et al., 2017). This view considers the

physical/behavioral dimension of Kahn's (1990) definition to consist of “behavioral energy” and “intention” (p. 269)

following the dynamic cognitive and emotional appraisal of work factors. Consequently, they consider that engage-

ment cannot be seen but it is experienced and this then informs the direction and intensity of employees' energies

(Alagaraja & Shuck, 2015). As such, this view considers that the “active, full role performance” within Kahn's (1990,

p. 700) definition is an outcome of engagement. That said, given Kahn's (1990, p. 700) focus on “active, full role per-

formance” and the examples he provides, which include exercising employee voice, problem-solving and taking cor-

rective action, we agree with Guest (2014) in that Kahn's (1990) definition is a behavioral one, and we will use that

within this study. This is because behavioral engagement is more able to incorporate context (Purcell, 2014), which is

critical to this study, and is more likely to be of interest to organizations (Newman & Harrison, 2008; Saks, 2008). It

also enables us to incorporate the views of both line managers and employees given behavioral engagement is easier

to assess (e.g., by line manager observation)—being a significant strength of the study rather than relying on

employee self-report alone. In particular, thinking about how to do the job better (cognitive) and sharing these ideas

with coworkers/managers (behavioral/social) are pertinent to this study given the need to still meet statutory

responsibilities within the funding and staffing reductions caused by the austerity measures. Therefore, the following

research questions are central to this contribution:

1. To explore how i-deals may be used to help employees accept the changing psychological contract, given the

demise of the public sector's notion of a “job for life,” along with the diluted employment deal in terms of pay

freezes and reductions in benefits (including external training), terms and conditions;

2. To better understand how i-deals may be used to foster employee engagement within an austerity context given

their potential to offer low-cost reciprocations.

The methodology to investigate these research questions will now be explained.
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3 | METHODOLOGY

3.1.1 | Sample and procedure

This study was conducted using four cross-sectional qualitative case studies within one English LA employing just

under 5,000 full time equivalent (FTE) employees. The LA is publically funded through Government grants, Council

tax, and Business rates, and provides a wide range of services to the community such as refuse collection and waste

management, street lighting, libraries, social care, housing, and education. The organization has downsized by 21.3%

since 2011 reducing from 5944.91 FTE in 2011, to 4678.87 FTE in 2015. Employees' pay was frozen from

2010/2011 to 2012/2013 inclusive, and Directors' pay has been frozen since 2009. At the time of data collection

(July 2013 to August 2014), consultations were ongoing to reduce terms/conditions and agree the 2013/2014 pay

award.

Multiple case studies were chosen to enable an examination of how the context (Kahn, 1992) of austerity leads

to the negotiation of i-deals (Hornung et al., 2008). Setting this within a constructionist/interpretivist paradigm

(Blaikie, 2007) and bounding the cases by the team showed how engagement can be fostered by line managers given

the reduction of levers available to them due to austerity, and how these efforts are experienced by employees and

the impact on their psychological contract. As this involved an examination at the micro (i.e., team) level, multiple

case studies were preferred to a single case study embedded design (where the four teams would be considered as

subunits of the single LA case study) as the research questions did not require an examination at the larger unit of

analysis (i.e., the LA), which was considered as the internal context (Yin, 2009). It also ensured that a reasonable pro-

portion of individuals were sampled in relation to the team size (Purcell, Kinnie, Hutchinson, Rayton, & Swart, 2003).

Theoretical sampling of the LA was problematic as little is known academically about the “lived experiences of

engagement” (Truss, Shantz, Soane, Alfes, & Delbridge, 2013). Consequently, purposive sampling was used to select

a LA that was deliberately seeking to engage their employees, obtained from a previous quantitative survey con-

ducted by the first author. Teams were selected by theoretical sampling to see if there was a difference in i-deals

between professionals, nonprofessionals, and managers given their likely different orientations to work (Goldthorpe,

Lockwood, Bechofer, & Platt, 1968). Professionals were defined as those who needed externally certified education/

training to do their job (Purcell et al., 2003). Nonprofessionals were included as well because much of the literature

suggests that meaningfulness, development, and involvement foster engagement (e.g., Alfes et al., 2010), so it

appears that employees with an instrumental orientation, who may not be interested in pursuing development and

involvement activities, are excluded from this discourse. Employee respondents were selected by their managers as

time away from their normal duties to participate in this study needed to be authorized. All 45 participants had per-

manent full/part-time contracts, and were employed with the LA for at least 1 year. Thirty-two participants were

female and 13 participants were male (see Appendix A). Participation was voluntary, individual written consent was

gained, and anonymity promised.

Methods used were individual semistructured interviews with all levels of line managers within each of the four

teams (three senior, five middle-line, and five first-line managers; Mintzberg, 1983) and 16 employees using the criti-

cal incident technique (Flanagan, 1954) with a phenomenological approach (Chell, 2004). In addition, three employee

focus group interviews with a total of 16 participants were held to see if there were any visible coworker conflicts

from the i-deals discussed. In all cases, managers were interviewed prior to employees to ensure that employee con-

fidentiality was not inadvertently breached. For this reason, it was also decided not to interview managers for a sec-

ond time after interviewing employees, because while this would have enhanced credibility further (Guba & Lincoln,

1994), it would have been at an unacceptable risk to the employee participants. Similarly, it was decided not to report

participant gender and job title for each interview quote, despite the possibility of this revealing gender differences

in terms of the meaningfulness people seek from work, or the psychological availability (Kahn, 1990) they bring to

their work, to prevent inadvertently revealing participants' identity. Furthermore, the research design and sample size

were not appropriate to produce such generalizations.
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The semistructured nature of the interview questions meant that interviews ranged from 33 to 114 min,

enabling participants to raise salient issues not originally anticipated by us. Interview questions asked participants

how their manager fosters their engagement (explained as how he/she gets the best from them, helps them focus on

their work, care about their work, and enables them to share and implement ideas/improvements with others). Ques-

tions also asked respondents to recall a time (i.e., a critical incident—Flanagan, 1954) when they negotiated aspects

to their employment that were not available to their team peers (the interview questions are available from the first

author upon request). Although the critical incident technique is normally criticized for its problems with recall bias

(Flanagan, 1954), this was not problematic for this study as it is these distorted views that inform employees' percep-

tions and lead to their behavioral engagement or disengagement. It also avoided the need to estimate the time dura-

tion of the “lag” effect (Khilji & Wang, 2006) where any number of factors could also affect engagement. From the

45 participants, 10 reported that they had, or tried to gain, or knew others who had an i-deal, demonstrating the idio-

syncratic nature of the i-deal as not all employees had one.

The employee interview focus groups enabled the interviewees to question each other's views and justify points.

Groupthink, where the desire for unanimity results in the group agreeing with each other rather than appraising the

points raised (Janis, 1972), was reduced additionally by ensuring that the participants were nonmanagement

employees of a similar level/status to avoid/reduce pressure to contribute “acceptable views.” Focus group partici-

pants were different to those interviewed on a one-to-one basis to prevent/reduce contamination.

All interviews (both individual and focus group) were recorded and transcribed verbatim. Interviewees were

asked to check the interview transcripts (respondent validation) to contribute to credibility and trustworthiness. Four

participants provided additional information by email and one participant requested an additional interview providing

an opportunity for “collaboration and reflexive elaboration” (Tracy, 2010, p. 8). This was particularly useful for the

interview focus group participants given some employees may have been reluctant to discuss their i-deal with

coworkers due to the insecure job climate.

3.1.2 | Analysis

NVivo software enabled the interview transcripts to be grouped/coded into themes. This was achieved using tem-

plate analysis which “is a style of thematic analysis that balances a relatively high degree of structure in the process

of analysing textual data with the flexibility to adapt it to the needs of a particular study” (King, 2012, p. 426). Conse-

quently, it is appropriate for a phenomenological and interpretivist epistemology (among others), it is able to analyze

multiple perspectives and large quantities of data (both within and across cases), it permits a priori coding, and is sys-

tematic. In addition, flexibility is gained as it does not insist on a fixed number of levels of coding hierarchy, enabling

more themes to be identified and coded in the richest data (King, 2012), which was useful when coding i-deals and

their features.

All four case studies were initially analyzed individually to increase familiarity, identify within-case patterns, and

make comparisons with the literature to understand meaning, highlight similarities/contradictions, and consider rea-

sons for differences (Eisenhardt, 1989). The eight themes initially coded were mainly taken from Purcell and Hutchin-

son's (2007) People Management-Performance Causal Chain model. These provided the highest level coding

intending to highlight the whole process from management actions planned and taken in the fostering of employee

engagement, and employees' perceptions, and subsequent attitudes and behaviors this generated. The lower-level

codes were developed through an iterative process of reading through the transcripts and inductively noting emerg-

ing themes that illuminated these experiences in more depth (Poppleton, Briner, & Kiefer, 2008) such as contextual

information as well as the new reciprocations negotiated and desired through different i-deals. Consequently, the

coding process was repeated numerous times given the coding template increased with each interview transcript

(the first and final code list is available from the first author upon request). This created a need to revisit previously

coded transcripts to reapply the new codes where appropriate. After all transcripts were coded, the employee data

were compared with the line managers' data to contribute to trustworthiness/credibility (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). As
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no new codes were created in the third and fourth teams, thus suggesting that the same themes were replicated, fur-

ther sampling was deemed unnecessary.

After all teams had been analyzed individually, a case-oriented approach (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014) was

used to compare the cases systematically in two ways. First, the professional and nonprofessional teams were com-

pared to see if there were any similarities/differences in the type of i-deals requested. Then, agreed and denied i-deals

were analyzed to understand the process and impact on the psychological contract. The interpretivist nature of this

study meant that the consideration of different perspectives, richness of description, and reflexivity contributed to

rigor, which was more important than reliability as that relates more to quantitative studies (King, 2012). The first

author's LA background was advantageous here given her understanding of the LA's statutory obligations and austerity

constraints. However, it was also problematic due to the risk of bias and temptation to solve organizational problems

(Carey, 1994). Field notes of observations/feelings were recorded to help with this and provided support for findings

that initially seemed trivial, but gained importance as the analysis developed (Eisenhardt, 1989; Flyvbjerg, 2006).

4 | RESULTS

The analysis' outcomes are elaborately summarized in Table 1 and will now be presented:

As regards Research Question 1: To explore how i-deals may shape the psychological contract, despite the

employment deal being reduced, the types of i-deals were identified, the process of agreed and denied i-deals was

analyzed, and the types of exchange relationship fostered were examined.

4.1 | Types of I-deals

Twenty-two percentage of the sample reported on either agreed or denied i-deals demonstrating the idiosyncratic

nature of these deals as only some people had one. These may be categorized as employability/career development

(task), flexibility, and redeployment (see Table 1). Employability i-deals are task i-deals that provide workplace learn-

ing (e.g., job enlargement) to boost a worker's employability making them more effective and valuable to the organi-

zation, or increase their labor-market opportunities from their increased skills. Career development i-deals may also

be task i-deals that not only boost employability, but also provide workplace learning (e.g., job enrichment such as

managing projects) that increases the chances of career progression. Flexibility i-deals are changes to working hours

and working patterns, which can enhance the employee's work-life balance. Redeployment i-deals involve employees

TABLE 1 Summary of i-deals

Agreed i-deals Denied i-deals

Nonprofessionals
Redeployment:
• Redeployment (Team 3)

(redeployment request form)

Flexibility:
• Adjustment of part time hours following

organizational restructure (Team 4)
Redeployment:
• Redeployment (Team 4) (no

redeployment request form)
Employability/career development (task):
• Varied tasks (Team 3)
• Educational support (Team 3)

Professionals
Flexibility:
• Condensed working week (Team 1)
Employability/career development (task):
• Project work (Team 1)

Redeployment:
• Redeployment (Team 2) (no

redeployment request form)

Managers
Flexibility:
• Adjustment to hours (Team 4)
• Reduction in hours from full time to

half time (Team 1).
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negotiating alternative employment (including location and/or job/tasks responsibilities) because their existing post

is deleted/withdrawn.

Where policies are available to everyone, they will not be considered to be an i-deal because standardized poli-

cies are not exceptional (Rousseau, 2005). Although the LA has formal work-life balance (flexibility) and redeploy-

ment policies, these are not a right and approval is subject to it meeting business/service needs. Consequently,

requests have to be negotiated as demonstrated by one of the line managers who agreed a flexibility i-deal where

working hours were reduced by half:

I had to convince them that my staff could be unsupervised when I was not there, that they had no

objection to my change and finally that I could still do my job. (First-Line Manager, 50–64 years, Pro-

fessional Team 1)

It is this individual negotiation coupled with heterogeneous and exceptional outcomes (Rosen et al., 2013; Rous-

seau, 2005), due to the variation of flexibility and redeployment i-deals that are sought (Anand et al., 2010), which

places flexibility and negotiated redeployment back into the i-deals arena.

Both professionals and nonprofessionals tried to gain flexibility and redeployment i-deals. One of the agreed

flexibility i-deals was as follows:

And the flexible working can work so that you can drop your children off at school and pick them

up. (Employee, 40–49 years, Professional Team 1)

This shows how the flexibility i-deal provides work-life balance, whereas the redeployment i-deal related to

negotiating a new location:

And then I came back here, because this was better for me, financially, family, medically, children. But

it was on the understanding that I would still do cover at the [named largest site]. (Employee,

25–39 years, Nonprofessional Team 3)

Again, this redeployment i-deal suits the employee's home circumstances, but it was on the agreement that the

employee would provide cover at the largest site when necessary, demonstrating the mutual benefits required in i-

deals.

Employability/career development task i-deals are pursued by some professional staff in the form of project

work that offered some on-the-job learning and development, and by nonprofessionals by varied tasks that can pro-

vide development and variety:

... it's personal choice. It's whether you want to get involved with something or not. And whether

there is development in that for you. (Employee, 40–49 years, Professional Team 1)

Well it's more experience, and a bit more knowledge, doing certain things like [named project], it was

good to know, understand how that side of it works. .... Errm, so, I guess for me it's it's I get a buzz

because then I get to talk to different people, it's a bit of networking I suppose as I'm getting to know

the people in other areas, so for me I kinda get a bit of a satisfaction. (Employee, 40–49 years, Non-

Professional Team 3)

The quotes show that the employees did not appear to consider this extra work to be exploitive given they had

a choice in doing it. Rather, they appear to value the development opportunities it provides. Of further interest here

is that employees have purposefully negotiated these benefits for themselves. The low-cost nature of these benefits

may suggest that employees have considered both their needs and the organization's ability to afford such benefits.

Consequently, the flexibility i-deal would enhance the individual's work-life balance at very little cost to the
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organization, given it was the responsibility of the individual to propose how his/her workload could be achieved.

Similarly, the redeployment i-deal may be low cost given it may just involve a reallocation of staff across available

sites. Furthermore, given training budgets have been reduced resulting in limited training provision, mainly restricted

to e-learning and mandatory face-to-face training, external training appears to be substituted by developmental/task

i-deals that provide some form of development, be that employability or career development. How these substitu-

tions affected the psychological contract will be considered next by analyzing agreed and denied i-deals, followed by

the type of exchange fostered.

4.2 | Agreed and denied I-deals’ comparison

To explore the impact on the psychological contract further, the processes involved with agreed and denied i-deals

were compared. Agreed i-deals involve individuals putting forward business/service reasons why it would work:

From a domestic point of view it suits me, I've gone to part time—half hours—and that suits me. ...

I was not offered any reduction in my workload or the expectations they had of me, nor was I offered

job share. It was clear that if I wanted to reduce my hours I had to make the necessary adjustments.

(First-Line Manager, 50–64 years, Professional Team 1)

Consequently, in this flexibility i-deal the employee, who was also a first-line manager, explained that identifying

the solution to permit the reduction in hours was their responsibility. Although the first-line manager's post was a

full-time position, job share was not offered. Rather the first-line manager had to identify how their job could be dis-

tributed through the team, ensuring the team was not adversely affected by a 50% reduction in direct supervision.

This enabled the first-line manager's salary to be reduced by 50%, which provided senior management with a 50%

salary saving that could be used to contribute to the budget cuts required in the austerity measures. Consequently,

this i-deal led to an outcome that senior management may not have identified, suggesting that engagement in the

form of innovative behavior drives i-deals.

Redeployment i-deal negotiations are conducted in a similar way where employees have to convince manage-

ment of the advantages:

It's got to be like war and peace, hasn't it, basically it's got to be like an essay. (Employee,

25–39 years, Nonprofessional Team 3)

Honestly you felt you were being interviewed all over again. You had to give really good reasons.

(Employee, 50–64 years, Nonprofessional Team 3)

Again this demonstrates that the i-deal negotiating process was not easy and that the i-deal had to genuinely

provide mutual benefits to the employee and organization. This places significant pressures on employees in identify-

ing the business benefits of their proposed i-deal, which may be particularly difficult for employees that lack the self-

confidence and/or the business knowledge to make a credible request. In some cases, employees are provided with a

form to help them articulate their i-deal request:

It's got to be financial, family, children, medical, if it's not one of those, ..., then you won't get your

first choice. (Employee, 25–39 years, Nonprofessional Team 3)

Essentially this is an “i-deal request form” that helps employees articulate sufficient business benefits for their

proposed i-deal. In addition, this low-cost intervention helps to encourage reasonable proposals with the most

chance of success. This reduces employee and management negotiation time and the potential demotivation from

declining i-deals due to business reasons. Unfortunately, this simple intervention is not available to all teams, meaning

that those employees that are unable to successfully articulate their request, are unlikely to benefit from an i-deal:
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.... she doesn't speak up for herself. ... but she was too, err, she couldn't communicate really. Have the

confidence to say “can you give me a job in one of those [sites]?”. So ..., when they asked her where

she wanted to work, she said “anywhere.” (Employee, 50–64 years, Nonprofessional Team 4)

Some denied i-deals appeared to create anger among staff suggesting psychological contract violation. For exam-

ple, one denied i-deal involved a number of part-time nonprofessional employees having their hours changed from

working two and a half days together, to working 5 days per week for a few hours per day as part of the organiza-

tional restructure. It was reported that this left employees feeling angry about having to work for a few hours every

day, and they were unable to negotiate a flexibility i-deal to reverse it:

... they worked 18.5 hours a week, ..., they would work 2.5 days together. So either the beginning of

the week or the end of the week. And they split that 18.5 hours, so that they had to come in every

day at the busy periods over the week, and they were in uproar because they said “well we don't

have a life outside of work then, we are in every day” … some of those people had worked here for

over 30 years, and they do not call in sick, they are reliable, err, they are loyal. (Employee,

50–64 years, Nonprofessional Team 4)

The employee that provided the aforementioned quote was not directly affected by that i-deal as a full-time

member of staff. Nevertheless, the quote demonstrated the anger felt on behalf of the affected coworkers because

their i-deal was denied. This suggests that denying an i-deal risks not only breaking the psychological contract of the

employee requesting the i-deal, but also reduces the organizational trust by coworkers if they feel that their

coworker's i-deal should be approved. This also happened with another employee:

“And, instead of finding her, I mean, she had worked in the Council for over 30 years, she could do

the job, errm, she was very good at her job, she would never phone in sick, cos it would have made

her ill just to do that. She was never going to be late for work, she was never going to break a rule,

she was 100% loyal.... instead of finding her another little [site] to go to, sort of like as a duty of care,

they sent her here [i.e. largest and busiest site]!.” (Employee, 50–64 years, Nonprofessional Team 4)

Consequently, there was a perception here that the employee that had her redeployment i-deal denied was wor-

thy of it given it was perceived that she had met her obligations to the organization by her hard work and loyalty over

the years. That said, not all denied i-deals resulted in perceived psychological contract breach. For example, a career

development i-deal was declined due to financial reasons for one of the nonprofessionals. The employee explained

that the line manager advised:

[Management] couldn't pay for you to do a level 4, because you don't need [that] … within this area.

(Employee, 40–49 years, Nonprofessional Team 3)

The employee went on to explain:

I suppose it's like austerity as well, they can't really afford to let off the staff, we've not got enough

staff to serve, so I do understand that, I know it's not just like them being like mean or what have

you, they are looking at the bigger picture, whereas you know, I'm just looking out for myself.

(Employee, 40–49 years, Nonprofessional Team 3)

Here, despite desiring external training, the employee recognizes that the organization cannot justify funding it

and granting time off to attend college given the financial and staffing constraints within this frontline service (cus-

tomer facing). This understanding may explain why it did not appear to breach the psychological contract or lead to
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disengagement. Given the possible impact on the psychological contract, the type of exchange fostered was then

examined.

4.3 | Type of exchange

Flexibility i-deals appear to create a social exchange for some participants, and an economic exchange for others. For

example, the flexibility i-deal reported earlier, which permitted a 50% reduction in hours and cost saving, seems to

reflect a social exchange:

So it's about the relationship really—they get a [professional] manager for a half time salary, and I get

half the time at home which is where I need to be—I have a family. (First-Line Manager, 50–64 years,

Professional Team 1)

Here the First-Line Manager clearly recognizes the mutual benefits of the i-deal, but also the importance of a

social long-term relationship too. Similarly, the flexibility i-deal where hours were agreed around the first-line man-

ager's caring commitments also appears to demonstrate a social exchange:

I was willing to take on a full-time post, on the condition that it did not interfere [with home], which

they were great about. ... Errm, and they have allowed me to fit my hours sort of around school day

and stuff like that. So, it's been great. You know, I came up with my hours, they just said “yeah does it

fit in?”, “yeah,” “that's fine.”… It makes you feel wanted, not maybe wanted, appreciated. (Middle

Manager, 40–49 years, Nonprofessional Team 4)

Here, the organization proposed the i-deal in principle and allowed the i-deal recipient to consider how it could

be achieved for mutual advantage. The relationship formed is demonstrated by the i-deal recipient's appreciation,

and both parties focus on mutuality and trust. Whereas, one of the employees who had a similar flexibility i-deal sug-

gests an economic exchange given the focus on the individual benefit received:

I work 4 days a week, 32 hours over 4 days, so I have 1 day off per week which is fantastic when you

have family—errm, it gives you the quality of time that you need ..., it is just such a benefit.

(Employee, 40–49 years, Professional Team 1)

Here, there was no reference to the employment relationship or any benefits to the organization or any open-

ended agreements. Rather, this i-deal was described as a tangible employee benefit suggesting this singular focus

makes it more transactional in nature. Consequently, as the same type of i-deal appeared to foster different types of

exchange relationships, it may be that the attribution of why the i-deal was approved, rather than the content, is

more important in determining whether a social or an economic exchange is fostered. The impact this may have on

employee engagement will be discussed next.

As regards Research Question 2: Despite the dilution of the employment deal, managers and employees pro-

vided the following examples of engaged behavior.

4.4 | Professional team 1

Of particular interest is that Professional team 1 reported the most agreed i-deals (career development and flexibility

i-deals), with no denied i-deals reported, and different management levels commented very favorably about

employee engagement:
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I know they [employees] are engaged because they are keen to give ideas and feedback, errm, they

make suggestions, and they propose new ways of working, errm, they are enthusiastic and errm, they

offer help, errm they volunteer for things. (Middle Manager, 50–64 years, Professional Team 1)

... the quality of the reports that they do, the stuff that they have considered, the fact that they have

taken care and sharing with colleagues before doing the reports and so on—there is no-one just sit-

ting churning out the reports—there is no-one doing that. The three advisors ask each other, and

share with each other … (First-Line Manager, 50–64 years, Professional Team 1)

This demonstrates that line managers perceive employees to be cognitively and socially engaged when writing

reports, ensuring they make the best recommendations by consulting with peers first, thinking, proposing, and shar-

ing ideas and suggestions. Emotional and physical engagement is suggested by their apparent enthusiasm and willing-

ness to volunteer. Given the professional nature of these roles, such behaviors are crucial. Furthermore, the

innovativeness followed by social engagement to share, refine, and implement the innovations is essential for the

Service to maintain delivery within the reduced funding. Working smarter rather than harder is key to sustaining

engagement.

In addition, managers acknowledged that employees' cognitive engagement extends beyond their own job, and

that they understand the austerity constraints and know how they are contributing to the organization's objectives:

... they [employees] understand the work that they are doing, and they understand the situation that

we are in. (Senior Manager, age not declared, Professional Team 1)

4.5 | Professional team 2

This team had no agreed i-deals, and while management reported examples of their engagement, they did appear to

consider that social engagement was lacking:

I think they work incredibly hard. ... But all of them, do things they do, because they want the best for

our Service. (First-Line Manager, 40–49 years, Professional Team 2)

... that what I would hope would happen is that people are knocking on my door saying “I've got this

great idea” or “I think we should be doing this.” (Middle Manager A, 50–64 years, Professional

Team 2)

Consequently, it appears that employees are engaged to the Service (suggesting either job, professional, organi-

zation, customer, team or line manager engagement, and potentially combinations of these different elements) and

work hard. Despite that, innovations and suggestions for improvements do not appear to be forthcoming from this

team. On exploring this with employees, they reported that they did not think it was appropriate to challenge man-

agement or try to improve the employment deal:

The trouble is, you are not meant to change somebody's policy, are you, I don't think. (Employee,

50–64 years, Professional Team 2)

I haven't really considered it [the employment deal] too much to be honest. You know, I am still in

employment and employment is better than being unemployed. (Employee 3, 50–64 years, Profes-

sional Team 2)

This reluctance to use employee voice and challenge management may explain why i-deals are not requested,

but also why Management considered them socially disengaged. Given the effort the employees make in other
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aspects of their work, it appears that something is preventing these hardworking employees from exercising creativ-

ity and employee voice, thus stifling development of the service.

4.6 | Nonprofessional team 3

As reported earlier, nonprofessional Team 3 had agreed redeployment i-deals. Their engagement examples included:

The Team really work well, they sound off each other. Yeah. And they will go and ask, rather than, if

they think that I am busy, they'll go to a more experienced staff and say “well what do you think in

this instance?” (First-Line Manager, 50–64 years, Nonprofessional Team 3)

But it [the redeployment i-deal] did make me work harder cos I felt as though I had to …, the way I

act with a customer, I'm just not representing myself, I'm representing [named LA]. And if I do a good

job, the customer will see [named LA] as doing a good job. (Employee, 50–64 years, Nonprofessional

Team 3)

This demonstrates effort along with focus on the job. When employees are unsure of the right course of action,

they seek advice from more experienced coworkers thus maintaining ownership of the task while ensuring accuracy.

Furthermore, the redeployment i-deal recipient demonstrates emotional engagement where they are as concerned

for the organization's reputation as they are for their own, thus bringing their personal resources of belief, pride, and

possibly knowledge to their work role.

4.7 | Nonprofessional team 4

Nonprofessional Team 4 reported flexibility i-deals and behavioral engagement:

Even our Head of Service, [named], she sat me in here the other week, and she just said “you know

you have done this, this, this and this, and it's all been brilliant, thanks, I really appreciate it, and I'm

glad that you are in the post.” And so, you know, I just think it is a brilliant place to work, I really

do. (Middle-Line Manager/[now speaking in their employee role], 40–49 years, Nonprofessional

Team 4)

Consequently, it appears that the Head of Service (indirect line manager) appreciates the efforts that the individ-

ual has made in their work, citing examples. In particular, her immediate line manager reflected the same positive

comments about her behavioral engagement in relation to the effort (Kahn, 1990) and focus (Saks, 2006) the individ-

ual gave:

So she was doing all this work ... And she likes to get it finished. She wants to get the dots on the i's

and the crosses on the t's. (Middle Manager, 40–49 years, Non Professional Team 4)

From these examples provided by line managers and employees, it appears that behavioral engagement is pre-

sent among those that either have i-deals or understand the reasons for denial. These findings will be reflected on

and discussed next.

5 | DISCUSSION

The purpose of this article was to examine how i-deals (Rousseau, 2005) are used to help encourage acceptance of

the changing psychological contract, in particular the demise of the public sector's notion of a “job for life” and

reduced employment deal (CIPD/PPMA, 2012), and to foster employee engagement (Anand et al., 2010; Hornung
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et al., 2008; Rousseau, 2005; Vidyarthi et al., 2014). To achieve this, the use of i-deals will be discussed, followed by

the impact on the psychological contract and employee engagement.

5.1 | I-deals

In line with Hornung et al.’s (2008) findings, i-deals were also present in this bureaucratic organization where stan-

dardized employment practices are prevalent. This may demonstrate the movement toward the individualization of

the employment relationship, coupled with the austerity context creating the need to be leaner and more agile (Bach,

2011; CIPD/PPMA, 2012), herewith showing how macrochanges affect the microlevel. In fact, the willingness to dis-

cuss other coworkers' i-deals both within the employee one-to-one interviews, and the open discussion of i-deals in

the employee interview focus groups, may suggest that individualized arrangements are the norm (Hornung et al.,

2008). Given only 22% of the respondents reported on i-deals, rather, we assume that they openly discussed the

i-deals because they were functional/transparent/fair (Rousseau et al., 2006). This strengthens the need for

distributive, procedural, and interactional justice (Rousseau, 2005).

The low number of discussed i-deals also demonstrates their idiosyncratic nature. One explanation for this is that

context limits i-deal success. Not only does the context have to provide i-deal availability (Anand et al., 2010; Hor-

nung et al., 2008; Rosen et al., 2013; Rousseau, 2005; Rousseau et al., 2006), but employees requesting i-deals also

need to have the preference/need for personal control (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001), self-efficacy, positive social

interaction (Bandura, 1977; Hornung, Rousseau, Glaser, Angerer, & Weigl, 2010), and confidence (Rousseau et al.,

2006). The employee that failed to speak up for herself in Nonprofessional Team 4 case study demonstrated the con-

sequences of this when these characteristics, preferences, and skills were lacking as it stifled both progress with the

i-deal negotiation, and engagement in the new role. Low-cost interventions that help individuals present a business

case, as shown by the “redeployment i-deal request form,” enabled employees to articulate their request, suggesting

it may be useful given that some staff may not have the business insight, negotiation skills, or self-belief that they

can succeed in negotiation (Rousseau et al., 2006). This technique has been applied to suggestion schemes (Incomes

Data Services, 2005) and may be more realistic in austerity than more costly interventions such as employee negotia-

tion training.

5.2 | I-deals and the psychological contract

The categorization of i-deals into flexibility, employability/career development (task), and redeployment highlights

the benefits that are important to these employees. The redeployment i-deals will be due to downsizing in response

to austerity. In contrast to Kinnie, Hutchinson, Purcell, Rayton, and Swart's (2005) research, employability/career

development needs were shown to be important to both professional and nonprofessional employees, perhaps

reflecting the job insecurity making employability more important among employees with either an instrumental or

career orientation to work (Goldthorpe et al., 1968). This may also demonstrate the acceptance of the new psycho-

logical contract (CIPD/PPMA, 2012; Hiltrop, 1995) where employees seek to enhance their employability through

lower-cost workplace learning rather than expecting a “job for life” and/or external training. It also shows that i-deals

are enabling employees to create learning paths driven by their own motives for learning (Poell, 2017). Furthermore,

the transparent nature of i-deals resulting from the negotiation and authorization processes may prevent some of

the disadvantages that can come from informal learning, such as learning bad habits and/or negative attitudes

(Billett, 1995; Dale & Bell, 1999). It can also entail relevant on-the-job learning that formal learning may not be able

to provide effectively (Cunningham & Hillier, 2013; Hicks, Bagg, Doyle, & Young, 2007). Such development may fos-

ter employee engagement (Shuck et al., 2014) by increasing Kahn's (1990) psychological meaningfulness (Fairlie,

2011). Managers only had flexibility i-deals within this small sample, perhaps because they have already met their

(current) career aspirations. Here, Hornung et al.’s (2008) research was supported, where reduced hours did not
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lower the employer's performance expectations given the i-deal recipient had to convince management that the job

could still be done.

Of further interest is that, while other studies have highlighted that i-deal benefits arise from the privileged sta-

tus of gaining special terms and conditions not available to peers (e.g., Guerrero & Challiol-Jeanblanc, 2016), this

study demonstrated instances where peers felt that coworkers should be granted i-deals, especially in relation to

redeployment and flexibility i-deals. Failure to grant them resulted in coworkers losing trust in the organization. This

may be due to the transparent nature of public sector rewards demonstrating a further need to examine context in i-

deal studies (Rousseau, Hornung, & Kim, 2009).

Although Rousseau et al. (2009) found that the type of exchange formed from an i-deal depends on the content

of the i-deal, and that flexibility i-deals create an economic exchange, it was not shown in this study. Here, findings

suggest that flexibility i-deals appeared to foster a social exchange for some participants, and an economic exchange

for others. Consequently, it may be that the individual attribution of why the i-deal was approved may be more

important than the content of the i-deal in determining the exchange relationship formed. The participant's acknowl-

edgement of a social exchange relationship may also demonstrate a strong orientation to exchange (Cropanzano &

Mitchell, 2005).

To understand the quality of the social exchange between the line manager and employee, Foa's (1971) and Foa

and Foa's (1974, 1976, 1980, 2012) resource theory is referred to in order to examine the types of resources

exchanged (Gorgievski, Halbesleben, & Bakker, 2011) and the reasons why. A resource is anything that can be trans-

mitted from one person to another, including facial cues and body language (Foa & Foa, 2012). Foa (1971) and Foa

and Foa (1974, 1976, 1980, 2012) consider that resources may be classified into six types: money, goods, services,

information, status, and love (termed affiliation by Wilson, Sin, & Conlon, 2010). The resources are plotted against

two axes consisting of, first, symbolic to concrete, which represents the extent of tangibility of the resource, and,

second, universal to particularistic, which represents the extent to which the parties in the exchange affect the value

of the specific resource (see Figure 1). The resource classes do overlap and are related, and represent meanings to

actions (Foa & Foa, 1976). This makes it useful for this study to understand theoretically how the reciprocations

between line managers and employees are affected during times of austerity.

To apply this model, Hornung et al. (2008) stated that hard i-deals such as flexibility i-deals are concrete, objec-

tive, and measurable agreements (Bal, De Jong, Jansen, & Bakker, 2012) and appear to reflect economic exchange

FIGURE 1 Resource theory. From Foa (1971). Reprinted with permission from AAAS
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(Rousseau et al., 2009). Soft i-deals such as developmental i-deals are more symbolic, subjective, and particularistic,

and as such are more relational in nature, resulting in a social exchange (Bal et al., 2012).

Consequently, examining the i-deals in relation to Foa (1971) and Foa and Foa's (1974, 1976, 1980, 2012)

resource theory seems to show that as the employment deal reduces (e.g., pay freeze, and reduction in benefits,

terms and conditions, external training), these concrete, universal resources appear to be substituted with more par-

ticularistic resources (e.g., flexibility and career development/employability [task] i-deals). For example, although

developmental i-deals are considered soft, an external training course is more concrete and universal than the

substituted career development/employability (task) i-deals, such as learning from project work or varied tasks that

depend on the parties involved. Similarly, benefits, terms and conditions, which again are concrete and universal

given they are collectively agreed, are being partially substituted by more particularistic resources such as flexibility i-

deals where the parties involved will agree the extent of flexibility for that individual.

This is of interest for two reasons. Firstly, it seems that as the employment deal reduces, rather than employees

lowering their contribution to balance their exchange relationship (Van der Voet & Vermeeren, 2016), some

employees have actively sought alternative benefits to reshape their psychological contract. The intention to gain

employability/career development (task) i-deals in particular may suggest acceptance of the new psychological con-

tract by employees taking responsibility for their own development (Hiltrop, 1995). Secondly, it has already been

highlighted that particularistic resources are informal ways of rewarding employees by adding particularistic nonmo-

netary rewards to the employment package (Rousseau et al., 2006). However, this study has found that this is hap-

pening to replace elements of the reward package as it reduces. While Foa and Foa (1976, 1980, 2012) argue that

when a resource is not available for exchange, it is more likely to be substituted by a less particularistic resource

partly because it is easier to ask for, and because neighboring resources are more easily substituted than more distal

ones, the opposite has happened in the case studies. This may be because the context is such that money

(or monetary equivalent) is not available, so this leads to employees seeking out alternative resources to exchange

for their engagement and to minimize the adverse effects of thwarting (Foa & Foa, 1976; Wilson et al., 2010). How-

ever, it may also be that if a less particularistic resource is available to a satisfactory level (as shown by the employees

being paid for their work), the shortfall (e.g., the equivalent of a pay rise, return to original benefits, terms and condi-

tions, and formal off-the-job training) may be substituted by other more particularistic resources. That does not mean

to say that such a strategy could be applied to all organizational contexts. As noted in the interview transcripts,

employees in the case studies understood the national financial constraints that may have made them more accept-

ing of the situation and search for low-cost alternative reciprocations. This again supports the need to examine con-

text in future i-deals research (Rousseau et al., 2009). Nevertheless, it does show that even during austerity, the

reciprocations between line managers and employees are still needed, demonstrating the line manager's role in shap-

ing the psychological contract and fostering engagement through reciprocity.

That said, not all i-deals can be approved in the current austerity context. Given denied i-deals may disengage

staff if they feel that their psychological contract has been breached/violated, it is in management's interests to ade-

quately and respectfully explain the reasons for refusal. Understanding the reasons for denial may also provide a

learning opportunity resulting in a more mutually beneficial future i-deal. Such action may maintain affective trust

(which can continue after losing cognitive trust) to prevent psychological contract breach/violation (Atkinson, 2007;

Robinson, 1996) and maintain engagement discussed next.

5.3 | I-deals and employee engagement

The impact of i-deals on Kahn's (1990) three psychological conditions may also explain how they foster engagement

given i-deals can be tailored to favorably meet the dynamic subjective individual appraisal of work factors. For exam-

ple, flexibility i-deals are likely to contribute toward psychological availability (Kahn, 1990) by supporting employees

to gain more work-life balance thus enabling them to bring more personal energies to their role. Similarly, employabil-

ity/career development (task) i-deals are likely to contribute to psychological meaningfulness (Kahn, 1990) via
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enhancing the work experience through meaning and purpose (Shuck & Rose, 2013). Redeployment i-deals may con-

tribute to psychological safety (Kahn, 1990) given these employees are likely to be concerned about their self-image,

status, and career. Furthermore, Professional Team 2’s reluctance to request i-deals or socially engage and be innova-

tive may be indicative that psychological safety is lacking demonstrating the importance of fostering psychologically

safe work climates (Kahn, 1990). Cognitively engaged employees are more likely to understand the business

(MacLeod & Clarke, 2009), which in turn makes them more likely to identify i-deals that are mutually advantageous

suggesting that engagement drives i-deal negotiation. This innovation is necessary given cost cutting measures are

insufficient to deal with the austerity constraints (Bach, 2011).

Rival explanations to explain employee engagement may be the employees' public sector commitment moderat-

ing their behaviors favorably toward the public despite perceived psychological contract breach (Conway et al.,

2014). This may be providing resilience to employees, either in the form of engagement, or possibly “resigned accep-

tance” (Francis et al., 2013). Despite these rival explanations, the findings appear to show that there is engagement

in the teams that have requested i-deals, although causality cannot be claimed in this qualitative cross-sectional

study. It may be that the ability to request i-deals contributes to a work climate of psychological safety (Kahn, 1990)

which may foster engagement.

In summary, previous research (Anand et al., 2010; Hornung et al., 2008; Vidyarthi et al., 2014) has shown that

successful i-deal negotiation is more likely to foster employee contributions in reciprocation of such support. This

study has extended this understanding to demonstrate that some employees seek alternative particularistic recipro-

cations in the form of i-deals to replace the concrete, universal resources they have lost through budget cuts in the

context of austerity, thus reshaping the psychological contract and fostering engagement. Although Foa and Foa

(1976, 1980, 2012) posit that resources are not normally substituted for more particularistic resources, the empirical

case studies that are core in this scholarly work suggest that this happens when the universal resources are provided

to a particular threshold. Consequently, while pay (universal) may not be substituted by i-deals (particularistic), small

elements of pay such as inflationary pay rises (universal) may be replaced with i-deals (particularistic). This also high-

lights the importance of the line manager's role in fostering employee engagement (Alfes et al., 2010; Lewis et al.,

2012) suggesting that reciprocity between line managers and employees matters. It may also demonstrate that

engagement drives i-deal requests as engaged employees are more likely to identify i-deals with mutual benefits due

to their knowledge of the business. Furthermore, the individual attribution of why the i-deal has been agreed may

influence the exchange relationship formed more than the content of the i-deal. The transparent authorization pro-

cess of developmental/task i-deals may also overcome some of the problems with workplace learning, such as learn-

ing bad habits/attitudes from others (Billett, 1995; Dale & Bell, 1999), as well as providing relevant on-the-job

learning that formal training cannot achieve (Cunningham & Hillier, 2013; Hicks et al., 2007), and supporting

employees in creating their own learning paths (Poell, 2017). Finally, it is in both the organization's and employees'

interests if i-deals are negotiated to a successful conclusion, or the reasons for denial are adequately explained to

mitigate the risk of psychological contract breach/violation for employees, prevent loss of trust between coworkers

and the organization, provide further learning, and respect employee voice.

6 | IMPLICATIONS FOR HRD PRACTICE AND SCHOLARSHIP

The fostering of engagement is an ongoing process (Shuck et al., 2012) so HRD practitioners should help managers

and employees to foster and maintain engagement (Kim, Kolb, & Kim, 2012). Fairlie (2011) has already suggested that

HRD may do this by promoting development as a way of enhancing Kahn's (1990) psychological meaningfulness.

These promotional efforts should include encouraging the use of developmental/task i-deals across the organization

as a way of providing low-cost workplace learning for employees, rather than relying on employees taking the initia-

tive to identify and prioritize learning activities (Choi & Jacobs, 2011; Crouse et al., 2011; Lohman, 2006). This may

be achieved by encouraging informal learning opportunities, emphasizing the line managers’ role in facilitating
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learning (Jeon & Kim, 2012), and developing the managerial skills to provide a climate where employees feel psycho-

logically safe (Kahn, 1990) to exercise employee voice by negotiating i-deals and proposing innovations. Likewise,

HRD practitioners will also need to support line managers in becoming sufficiently skilled in negotiating i-deals within

their limited resources, and in positively explaining the reasons for denying i-deals to employees to prevent psycho-

logical contract breach/violation. A blended approach to this may achieve sustainability, for example, e-learning and

face-to-face training to enhance line managers' knowledge and skills in negotiating and having difficult conversations,

coupled with ongoing coaching to encourage self-reflection, transferring the learning to practice and fostering contin-

uous improvement. Such action may mitigate the risk of psychological contract breach/violation, maintain organiza-

tional trust, provide further learning for the employee by understanding why their denied i-deal was inappropriate,

which may lead to better future proposals and respect employee voice. An “i-deal request form” may help employees

articulate their request if they lack the confidence/skills to negotiate and may enhance psychological safety (Kahn,

1990). It is also more cost effective in the austerity context compared to employee negotiation training.

In relation to HRD scholarship, this research has provided further support that SET (Blau, 1964) is a useful lens

to understand i-deals and understand how engagement may be fostered by line managers via demonstrating the

importance of reciprocity. For example, it shows how HRD-related i-deals provide alternative low-cost developmen-

tal methods to enhance psychological meaningfulness (Kahn, 1990) when higher-cost learning methods such as

external training are constrained. Furthermore, given the lack of academic agreement in relation to the employee

engagement conceptualisation, and the number of engagement terms in use, we suggest using the term behavioral

engagement where it is important to incorporate context and multiple voices in the study. Such an approach may

make the link between HRD practice and engagement more explicit to aid assessment of outcomes to gain interest

from multiple stakeholders (HRD scholars, practitioners, and practicing managers) thus facilitating the transfer of

knowledge between academic and practitioner discourses (Cole et al., 2012; Lee, Kwon, Kim, & Cho, 2016). This

leads us to consider the limitations of this study and suggest areas for future research.

7 | LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

The contribution of this article is to demonstrate empirically, through the lens of SET (Blau, 1964), how i-deals may

be used in austerity to reshape the psychological contract and to foster employee engagement. This study has its lim-

itations given that the understanding gained is constrained by the samples used (Rosen et al., 2013). Moreover, the

cross-sectional nature means that it only shows associations rather than causality (Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007), and

that the findings are not generalizable to larger populations. There may be some gender/age bias given two thirds of

the participant profile were either female or over 40 years of age. Furthermore, one of the researchers has prior LA

experience and while this aids the understanding of context, it also provides a higher risk of bias. To reduce this and

to contribute to qualitative rigor (Anderson, 2017), the study was conducted in a LA unknown to the researchers,

findings were supported with interview quotes, and participants were encouraged to provide amendments to inter-

view transcripts and/or to provide supplementary information (respondent validation—Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Views

on employee engagement were obtained from all levels of management and employees, which is superior to relying

on employee self-report alone. However, to achieve this, this study examined behavioral engagement rather than

psychological state engagement.

Further research could investigate quantitatively whether results are replicated across wider samples, and the

longevity of i-deal effects by a longitudinal study. Watkins and Marsick (2014) have already suggested that more

research is needed on how people are informally learning at work. It is proposed that this should include develop-

mental/task i-deals together with a consideration of how learning effectiveness is (or could be) assessed, along with

the impact on other outcomes such as employee satisfaction and commitment. Further exploring the link between i-

deals, engagement, and performance may be useful too (Fuller & Shikaloff, 2017; Reijseger, Peeters, Taris, & Schau-

feli, 2017). It would also be interesting to investigate whether the formal i-deal authorization process reduces the
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likelihood of learning bad habits/attitudes from others (Billett, 1995; Dale & Bell, 1999). So far, less attention has

been paid to the role of frontline managers in facilitating learning (Cohen, 2013) and developmental/task i-deals may

provide a useful way to explore this further. Examination of whether i-deals are more prominent during organiza-

tional change may also be worthwhile given the dependency on context. Exploring gender differences in pursuing i-

deals may also be of interest to highlight the resources desired by men and women, and the impact on their psycho-

logical availability and meaningfulness (Kahn, 1990). In addition, research to see if denied i-deals reflects issues of

agency/structure (Heugens & Lander, 2009), along with the impact on intrinsic motivation (Georgellis, Iossa, & Tab-

vuma, 2010), workplace trust (Battaglio & Condrey, 2009), and justice are of interest, given the impact of managerial

flexibility permitted by the i-deal agreement.

8 | CONCLUSION

By examining i-deals through the lens of SET (Blau, 1964), this research demonstrates the role of reciprocity in the

form of i-deals to accept the new psychological contract and to foster engagement. The study extends Foa and Foa's

(1976, 1980, 2012) resource theory by demonstrating how some employees seek alternative particularistic resources

to make up the shortfall from constrained universal resources. In addition, resultant economic or social exchange

may be due to the individual attribution of why the i-deal was agreed, rather than to the i-deal content. It may also

suggest that engagement drives i-deal requests as cognitively engaged employees with organizational knowledge are

more likely to identify appropriate i-deals, which provide mutual benefits. Simple interventions that help employees

articulate i-deal requests may enhance psychological safety (Kahn, 1990) and promote employee voice. The authori-

zation process of i-deals may also overcome some of the problems experienced with workplace learning such as

learning bad habits/attitudes (Billett, 1995; Dale & Bell, 1999). When i-deals are denied, action to lower the risk of

psychological contract breach is advised. Consequently, this study has shown the reciprocations important to the

sampled employees within the austerity context, providing some insight into the process of fostering engagement,

which is likely to be of interest to practicing managers, HRD practitioners, and scholars. It is hoped that this may help

move the debate of engagement to a more pluralist discourse (Bailey, Madden, Alfes, & Fletcher, 2017) recognizing

that even in austerity, reciprocity matters.
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APPENDIX A

Sample s ize

Team/case study
Line
managers

Employees one-
to-one interviews

Employees focus
group interviews

Total
employees

Total
participants

Total team
headcount

Percentage
sampled

Professional 1 3 0 5 5 8 63 13

Professional 2 4 3 0 3 7 10 70

Nonprofessional 3 4 5 6 + 5 = 11 16 20 34 59

Nonprofessional 4 2 8 0 8 10 25 40

Total 13 16 16 32 45 132 34

Profi le of part ic ipants

Team 1—Professional Age Gender
Service with
this LA (yrs)

LA
service
(yrs) Highest level qualification

Interview
method

Senior manager Not declared F 3 3 Not declared One-to-one

Middle manager 50–64 F 9 9 Masters degree One-to-one

First-line manager 50–64 M 7 7 Professional qualifications One-to-one

Employee 1 40–49 F 3 3 Masters degree Focus group

Employee 2 40–49 F 8 8 Professional qualifications Focus group

Employee 3 40–49 F 12 12 Undergraduate degree Focus group

Employee 4 40–49 F 5 23 Professional qualifications Focus group

Employee 5 25–39 F 9 9 Professional qualifications Focus group

Team 2—Professional Age Gender
Service with
this LA (yrs)

LA
service (yrs)

Highest level
qualification

Interview
method

Senior manager 50–64 M 33 33 Professional qualifications One-to-one

Middle manager Aa 50–64 F 33 33 Masters degree One-to-one

Middle manager Ba 50–64 F 38 38 Undergraduate degree One-to-one

First-line manager in team
2 & middle manager in
team 4

40–49 F 24 24 Masters degree One-to-one

Employee 1 50–64 M 45 45 Undergraduate degree One-to-one

Employee 2 50–64 M 40 41 Professional qualifications One-to-one

Employee 3 50–64 F 19 19 Professional qualifications One-to-one

Team 3—Nonprofessional Age Gender
Service with
this LA (yrs)

LA
service (yrs)

Highest level
qualification

Interview
method

Senior manager 40–49 F 30 30 Masters degree One-to-one

Middle manager 40–49 M 25 25 Level 4 One-to-one

First-line manager 40–49 F 18 18 Masters degree One-to-one

First-line manager 50–64 F 33 33 NVQ 3 One-to-one

Employee 1 40–49 F 2 2 Level 3 One-to-one

Employee 2 16–24 F 3 3 Level 2 One-to-one

Employee 3 50–64 M 33 33 Level 4 One-to-one

(Continues)
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Team 3—Nonprofessional Age Gender
Service with
this LA (yrs)

LA
service (yrs)

Highest level
qualification

Interview
method

Employee 4 40–49 M 3 3 Level 2 One-to-one

Employee 5 40–49 M 7 7 Level 4 One-to-one

Employee 6 50–64 M 8 8 Level 4 Focus group 1

Employee 7 40–49 F 19 19 Level 3 Focus group 1

Employee 8 40–49 F 13 13 Level 3 Focus group 1

Employee 9 40–49 M 5.5 5.5 Undergraduate
degree

Focus group 1

Employee 10 50–64 F 15 15 Level 3 Focus group 1

Employee 11 50–64 F 12 12 Level 3 Focus group 1

Employee 12 25–39 F 16 16 Level 3 Focus group 2

Employee 13 50–64 F 18 18 Level 3 Focus group 2

Employee 14 25–39 M 4 4 Level 2 Focus group 2

Employee 15 16–24 F 4.5 4.5 Level 3 Focus group 2

Employee 16 16–24 M 1 1 Level 3 Focus group 2

Team 4—Nonprofessional Age Gender
Service with
this LA (yrs)

LA
service (yrs)

Highest level
qualification

Interview
method

Middle manager 40–49 F 26 26 Level 4 One-to-one

First-line manager 16–24 F 6.5 6.5 Level 3 One-to-one

Employee 1 50–64 F 14 14 Level 3 One-to-one

Employee 2 16–24 F 5 5 Level 2 One-to-one

Employee 3 25–39 F 3 3 Undergraduate
degree

One-to-one

Employee 4 16–24 F 8 8 Level 3 One-to-one

Employee 5 50–64 F 36 36 Level 2 One-to-one

Employee 6 16–24 M 6 6 Level 2 One-to-one

Employee 7 50–64 F 35 35 Level 3 One-to-one

Employee 8 50–64 F 32 32 Level 2 One-to-one

aSenior Managers in Team 4 are the Middle Managers from Team 2.
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