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The Content of the Psychological Work
Contract for Frontline Police Officers

Donald A.J. Cable
The University of Waikato, New Zealand

Adding to the field of knowledge on the content of the psychological work contract, structured interviews
with 35 frontline police officers generated 662 responses relating to the content of the psychological work
contract for this employment sector. Analysis of these responses resulted in the development of an initial
two-component measure of the contract. One component (17 items) reflected the obligations arising from
the promises officers believed the organisation had made to them. The other component (19 items) reflected
the obligations arising from the promises officers believed they had made to the organisation. The measure
was included in a survey completed by 84 frontline police officers. Factor analysis revealed two factors
in each component. For the organisation’s obligations component, one factor reflected obligations related
more to the organisational environment, whereas the other factor reflected obligations related more to
the job environment. For the employee’s obligations component, one factor reflected obligations related
more to behaviours on the job, whereas the other factor reflected obligations related more to the pursuit of
development opportunities. The nature of the relationships that emerged between the psychological contract
and the nomological network variables included in the study provide strong support for the validity of this
measure of the psychological contract.

� Keywords: psychological contract, measure development, construct validation

There have been calls for research into the psychological
contract to be grounded in a common understanding as
to exactly what the psychological contract is (see, e.g.,
Conway & Briner, 2005). As Conway and Briner noted,
the psychological contract, like many ideas in the social
sciences, lacks an agreed definition. However, reinforced
somewhat by their work, there is growing acceptance
that the psychological contract evolves from the implicit
and explicit promises that are made, or are perceived to
be made, between the individual and the organisation.
Although definitions of the contract often include the
terms ‘obligations’ and ‘expectations’, Conway and Briner
argued that these terms should only be considered a part
of the contract if they are based on, or arise from, a
perceived promise. This reinforces Rousseau’s definition
of the contract as ‘an individual’s beliefs regarding the
terms and conditions of a reciprocal exchange agreement’,
adding that one of the key issues is ‘the belief that a promise
has been made and a consideration offered in exchange
for it’ (1989, p. 123, emphasis added).

Conway and Briner (2005) suggested three general ar-
eas — content, breach, process — in which ongoing re-

search into the psychological contract could be focused.
The first two areas are relevant to this study. They noted
that ‘relatively few studies have been conducted in this
[content] area’ (p. 38). Content is an area that has been
relatively neglected, with researchers developing measures
ad hoc and not necessarily confirming with any scien-
tific rigour the reliability or validity of such measures.
Breach — and/or violation — or conversely fulfilment,
has received more attention because it is directly relevant
to the employment relationship. The present study fo-
cused firstly on the content of psychological contracts and
from this focus a measure of the contract was developed.
In the second phase of the research, in which construct
validity was assessed, the focus shifted to an assessment of
fulfilment of the contract utilising the measure developed
in the first phase.
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Psychological contracts are proposed to vary across sev-
eral factors (Dabos & Rousseau, 2004; McLean Parks,
Kidder, & Gallagher, 1998; Rousseau & Tijoriwala,
1998; Thomas, Au, & Ravlin, 2003), with Muchinsky
(2006) suggesting that the globalisation of business, in-
cluding global labour markets, will also bring an evolu-
tionary focus on cultural differences in the development
and management of the psychological contract. Beyond
cultural differences, factors such as employment level or
sector are also proposed to influence content. These po-
tential variances in psychological contract content rein-
force the importance of researching the specific content of
psychological contracts for different employment groups
and environments, hence the focus of this research on
the specific employment sector of frontline police of-
ficers. The decision to focus on frontline police officers
was largely pragmatic, but provided the basis for the com-
parison of this population to another (see Cable, 2010).
A review of published research also revealed that no mea-
sure of the psychological contract appears to have yet
been developed specifically for frontline police officers.

Any attempt to define the content of a generic psy-
chological contract could fail to recognise the many fac-
tors that influence individual contracts. For example, an
entry-level factory worker would have different expecta-
tions of, and perceive different obligations from, their
organisation than a senior manager in a commercial or-
ganisation (Herriot & Pemberton, 1997). The likelihood
is that a factory worker’s psychological contract would be
more transactional in nature, with the content reflecting
the immediate nature of the employment relationship and
more concerned with self-interest. In contrast, a senior
manager’s psychological contract would likely be more
relational in nature, with the content reflecting the on-
going relationship between them and the organisation.
A generic measure of the psychological contract has the
potential to omit important content relevant to specific
employment groups. Only by exploring the content of
the contract for disparate groups of employees will the
importance of this potential omission be reinforced.

The present study involved two phases using the
methodology adopted by Cable (2010). In Study 1, in-
volving qualitative interviews, a measure of the psycho-
logical contract for frontline police officers was devel-
oped. In Study 2, the measure developed in Study 1 was
included in a questionnaire that was completed by offi-
cers. To explore construct validity, the data from Study 2
were subjected to factor and reliability analyses resulting
in the development of a four-component final measure of
the psychological contract for police officers. This mea-
sure was subsequently embedded in a nomological net-
work of other organisational psychological variables. A
nomological network is the end result of a process known
as construct explication and provides a detailed descrip-
tion of the relationships that are proposed to exist between
the construct being validated and other constructs or be-

haviours (Murphy & Davidshofer, 1998). The extent to
which the relationships predicted in the nomological net-
work are found provides support for construct validity.

Study 1: Developing the Measure
Study 1 focused on the development of a measure of the
psychological contract. Although Anderson and Schalk
(1998), supported by Cavanaugh and Noe (1999), sug-
gested that most employees are able to describe the con-
tent of their contract, they argued that there is no real
consensus about what the psychological contract is or
what it actually encompasses. Both Kotter (1973) and
Sims (1994) proposed that the psychological contract
may literally contain thousands of items, and therefore
making a complete list would be impracticable, if not
impossible. From this pool of ‘thousands of items’, indi-
viduals draw specific and relevant items, grouping them
into higher level and broader categories or classes, to form
the content of their own idiosyncratic psychological con-
tract. The concept of grouping items into higher level
and broader categories or classes to form a measure of
the psychological work contract was the methodological
approach adopted in this study.

As the psychological contract is very much an in-
dividual construction or perception (Rousseau, 1989;
Rousseau & Tijoriwala, 1998), directly asking offi-
cers what they believed was in their contract was ac-
cepted as a valid approach to determining content. This
approach was reinforced by Rousseau and Tijoriwala
(p. 681, emphasis added) who commented that ‘Subjec-
tive or self-reported measures are the most direct source
of information on the nature and content of the psycho-
logical contract’. Accordingly, rather than developing a
measure of the psychological contract based on a priori
conceptualisations, an inductive approach was adopted
in which items were elicited from participants ensuring,
as much as practicable, the measure reflected individuals’
beliefs regarding the content of their contracts.

Method
Participants
The names of 50 New Zealand (NZ) police officers were
provided to the researcher by the organisation. The se-
lection of these names was at the discretion of the organ-
isation, based on the criterion that the names provided
be of currently serving frontline police officers. Of the
50 officers contacted by the researcher, 35 participated
in the interviews. Of these 35 officers, 51% were aged
30–40, 74% were male, 83% were married or living as
married, and 91% described themselves as being of Eu-
ropean descent. Average length of service was 11 years
(SD = 9.3).
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Procedure
Transcripts of the structured interviews, which lasted
30–40 minutes, were submitted to participants who re-
quested the opportunity to verify their responses. All par-
ticipants in this phase of the study agreed to participate
in the second phase of the research and their details were
recorded to facilitate this.

Measures
Utilising a structured interview form (Cable, 2010) and
one-on-one, face-to-face interviews, officers were asked
for their views on the content of their psychological work
contract. They were requested to focus specifically on
the promises, and the expectations arising from those
promises, that were not included or covered in their for-
mal written employment contract. Acknowledging the
mutuality inherent in the psychological contract, the indi-
vidual and the organisation, participants were asked to re-
flect upon two perspectives. The first perspective focused
on what they believed the organisation had promised
them and what they believed the organisation expected
from them in return for the organisation keeping those
promises. The second perspective focused on what they
believed they had promised the organisation, and what
they expected from the organisation in return for them
keeping that promise. Participants were asked to rate, on
a 5-point scale (1 = Not important, 5 = Extremely impor-
tant), how important each promise/expectation was to
them. Each set of four questions, promise/importance
and expectation/importance, for both perspectives, was
repeated until participants felt satisfied that they had
raised all relevant promises/expectations.

Results
The 662 interview responses were subjected to a content
analysis process undertaken with the support of two sub-
ject matter experts (SME). The SMEs were each provided
with the complete list of the responses with the instruc-
tion to review them and to create categories or classes
that described, or reflected at a broader or higher level,
the promise or expectation identified in each response.
The SMEs were then instructed to assign each response
to one of the categories they had created. The response-
to-category assignments from each SME were combined
into a single list without any alteration so that the cate-
gory for which the categories and response assignments
that each SME had made could be directly compared.
The SMEs reviewed the single list and decided which
categories and response assignments more accurately re-
flected the intent of the promise or expectation, before
they met with the researcher for the final analysis.

In the final analysis, any responses for which consen-
sus between the SMEs had not been found, or which
remained unallocated, were discussed between the SMEs
and the researcher and, upon agreement, these responses

TABLE 1
Factor Loadings: The Organisation’s Obligations

Item no. Item description Factor 1 Factor 2

1 Provide an interesting and satisfying
job

− .10 .70

2 Provide job security .00 .48

3 Foster a sense of family/belonging
within the organisation

.04 .82

4 Support you in your job at all times .56 .23

5 Provide career development advice
and opportunities (item deleted)

6 Provide personal development advice
and opportunities

.44 .34

7 Create a safe working environment .72 .16

8 Provide a fair remuneration/benefits
package

.67 .05

9 Allow you to maintain a personally
acceptable work/life balance

.54 .21

10 Provide the necessary equipment
and resources to do the job

.72 − .15

11 Treat you fairly, equitably, and with
respect

.72 − .15

12 Foster team cohesiveness .63 .17

13 Provide feedback on your level of
contribution to the organisation

.71 .20

14 Maintain high ethics in the
employee-employer relationship

.77 − .21

15 Communicate openly and honestly
on all matters that affect you

.81 − .19

16 Demonstrate strong leadership .78 − .13

17 Ensure the welfare of yourself and
your family

.46 .37

Eigenvalues 6.47 2.26

Percent variance explained 37.28 11.09

Note: Factor correlation: r = .68, p < .01.

were either allocated to an existing category or allocated
to a new category. The end result of this process was
that all 662 responses were allocated to a category. As a
final step in the process, and where there was agreement
between the SMEs and the researcher, categories which
were perceived to reflect the same content were merged
with each other, thus eliminating duplicate categories.

The analysis of the interview responses resulted in the
production of a preliminary list of 43 categories. How-
ever, categories which contained fewer than five responses
were deleted as these were considered to be less important
due to the highly idiosyncratic nature of the items in those
categories. This reduced the final number of categories
— now termed items — to 36, with 17 representing
the promises officers believed the organisation had made
to them, and the expectations they had of the organi-
sation (see Table 1, Study 2 results), and 19 represent-
ing the promises officers believed they had made to the
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TABLE 2
Factor Loadings: Employee Obligations

Item no. Item description Factor 1 Factor 2

1 Pursue career development
opportunities

− .01 .84

2 Pursue personal development
opportunities

− .11 .81

3 Pursue training opportunities .15 .66

4 Actively apply new
training/development to the job

.46 .38

5 Embrace and support the team
environment

.60 .15

6 Perform your job to your utmost
ability

.73 − .14

7 Communicate openly on any
employment matters

.67 .08

8 Treat others in the organisation
fairly and equitably

.89 − .14

9 Be loyal and committed to the
organisation

.51 .08

10 Act professionally at all times, on
and off duty (item deleted)

11 Maintain a high level of personal
ethics and integrity

.81 − .06

12 Actively engage in the health and
safety of self and others

.79 − .12

13 Subscribe to the organisation’s
culture, values, and norms (item
deleted)

14 Maintain a community focus .48 .22

15 Act as a role model to others .42 .27

16 Adhere to established practices and
procedures (item deleted)

17 Use available resources and
equipment appropriately

.75 .04

18 Maintain a high level of work ethic
and integrity

.84 − .07

19 Be flexible in availability for work
(Item deleted)

Eigenvalues 6.62 2.11

Percent variance explained 41.06 11.46

Note: Factor correlation: r = .30, p < .01.

organisation, and the expectations they believed the or-
ganisation had of them (see Table 2, Study 2 results).

The means and standard deviations for the ratings of
importance for the responses in each item were assessed.
The mean level of importance for all items ranged from
4.4 to 4.5 on the 5-point scale, midway between Very and
Extremely important. All 36 items were therefore retained
in the development and validation of the final measure.
These items are now collectively referred to as obligations,
based on the argument that obligations arise from both
promises and expectations.

Discussion
Study 1 developed a measure covering the content of the
psychological work contract for frontline police officers.
The primary validation concern in Study 1 was to estab-
lish content validity (Freese & Schalk, 2008), defined by
Westen and Rosenthal (2003) as ‘the extent to which the
measure adequately samples the content of the domain
that constitutes the construct’, (p. 609, emphasis added).
The degree to which content validity may be confirmed
is limited, for as Murphy and Davidshofer (1998) ar-
gued, this cannot be measured or assessed by a single
statistic. Referencing Guion (1977), Murphy and David-
shofer reinforced the definition of Westen and Rosenthal,
by proposing that content validity ‘represents a judge-
ment regarding the degree to which a test provides an
adequate sample of a particular content domain’ (p. 151,
emphasis added) and they described a basic procedure
for establishing this, although also claiming that, in prac-
tice, this procedure is difficult to implement. One may,
however, make an informed assessment of the degree of
compliance achieved with each of the steps involved in
the procedure proposed by Murphy and Davidshofer and
argue with some confidence that content validity has been
achieved.

The steps in Murphy and Davidshofer’s (1998) proce-
dure involves describing the content domain, determin-
ing the areas of the content domain that are measured
by each test item, and a comparison between the struc-
ture of the measure and the structure of the content
domain. Based on definitions of content validity (Jewel,
1998; Westen & Rosenthal, 2003), and adherence to the
procedure for establishing content validity (Murphy &
Davidshofer), the measure of the psychological contract
developed thus far provides an adequate measure of that
construct and possesses an acceptable level of content
validity. Taking this measure to the next step in the pro-
cess was therefore a justifiable decision insofar as content
validity was concerned.

Study 2: Validating the Measure
Validation of the measure of the psychological contract
developed in Study 1 was approached through the con-
struction and application of a nomological network. A
nomological network may be described as a network of
relationships that describe rules of reasoning and is the
end result of a process known as construct explication
which provides a detailed description of the relationships
that are proposed to exist between the construct being
validated and other constructs or behaviours (Murphy
& Davidshofer, 1998). The objective is to embed the
construct being validated into the nomological network
of other variables and to test the hypothesised relation-
ships, that is the rules of reasoning, between those vari-
ables (Cronbach & Meehl, 1955, cited in Westen &
Rosenthal, 2003). Many of the variables in the
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nomological network, including job satisfaction, in-
tention to quit, organisational commitment, person–
organisation fit, and perceived organisational support,
have been included in previous research into the psycho-
logical contract (Conway & Briner, 2002; Coyle-Shapiro
& Kessler, 2000), and have also been explored within
the framework of a nomological network involving the
psychological contract (Rousseau, 1998), and therefore
provided a logical and sound framework for validation.
Other variables, including career plateau, and both job
and work involvement, were including to increase the
validity of the nomological network.

The measure of the psychological contract was in-
cluded in a survey questionnaire containing the following
nomological network variables:

Career plateau. ‘That point where it becomes painfully
evident that further job advancement is blocked for any
or all of a variety of reasons . . . ’ (Kelly, 1985, p. 65).
The premise was that, if officers believed their careers
had plateaued, they may potentially attribute their career
status to the organisation not fulfilling its obligations, or
meeting their expectations, under the terms of the psy-
chological contract. Based on this premise, higher per-
ceptions of career plateau are likely to result in a greater
awareness of the psychological contract, with the belief
that the organisation is not fulfilling it. Although career
plateau may be positive (Ettington, 1998), the potential
also exists that if an individual perceives themself as ex-
periencing a career plateau, they may feel less obligated
or motivated to meet the expectations the organisation
has of them. Based on these arguments, the nomological
network implies that:

1. Career plateau will be negatively related to perceptions
that the organisation is fulfilling its obligations under
the psychological contract.

2. Career plateau will be negatively related to the individ-
ual fulfilling their obligations under the psychological
contract.

Intention to quit. ‘Turnover intention . . . a conscious
and deliberate wilfulness to leave the organisation. . . .
the strongest cognitive precursor of turnover’ (Tett &
Meyer, 1993, p. 259). The basic premise was that, if of-
ficers were intending to quit their job, they would be less
likely to be fulfilling their obligations under the terms of
the psychological contract. A high intention to quit sug-
gests a low commitment to the employment relationship.
Based on this premise, higher levels of intention to quit in
individuals are likely to result in less commitment to ful-
filling their obligations under the psychological contract,
given that they are intending to terminate their employ-
ment. The corollary to this is that, if officers perceive
that the organisation is not fulfilling its obligations un-
der the psychological contract their intention to quit will

be higher. Based on these arguments, the nomological
network implies that:

3. Intention to quit will be negatively related to percep-
tions that the organisation is fulfilling its obligations
under the psychological contract.

4. Intention to quit will be negatively related to the in-
dividual fulfilling their obligations under the psycho-
logical contract.

Organisational commitment. ‘The strength of an in-
dividual’s identification with and involvement in a par-
ticular organisation’ (Porter, Steers, Mowday, & Boulian,
1974, as cited in Bozeman & Perrewe, 2001, p. 161).
The proposition was that if officers were strongly com-
mitted to the organisation, they would expect a similar
level of commitment from the organisation. This propo-
sition leads to the expectation of higher levels of organ-
isational commitment being related to the commitment
by individuals to fulfil their obligations under the terms
of the psychological contract. Additionally, and accept-
ing the norm of reciprocity, the extent to which the or-
ganisation is acknowledged as fulfilling the psychologi-
cal contract is likely to be rated higher by individuals
with a stronger commitment to the organisation. Based
on these arguments, the nomological network implies
that:

5. Organisational commitment will be positively related
to perceptions that the organisation is fulfilling its
obligations under the psychological contract.

6. Organisational commitment will be positively related
to the individual fulfilling their obligations under the
psychological contract.

Job involvement. ‘The extent to which the individual
sees his/her job as important to his/her self-image. . . . the
importance of one’s job to one’s self-image’ (Blau, 1987,
p. 243). The proposition was that if officers identified
strongly with their job, and were consequently highly in-
volved in that job, they would be more likely to be fulfill-
ing their obligations, under the terms of the psychological
contract. High job involvement suggests the likelihood of
a correspondingly high commitment to the employment
relationship. Accepting this proposition, individuals ex-
pressing high levels of job involvement are also likely
to confirm a commitment to that relationship by ful-
filling their obligations under the psychological contract.
Based on this argument, the nomological network implies
that:

7. Job involvement will be positively related to the in-
dividual fulfilling their obligations under the psycho-
logical contract.

Perceived organisational support (POS). ‘To meet so-
cioemotional needs and to determine the organisation’s
readiness to reward increased work effort, employees de-
velop global beliefs concerning the extent to which the
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organisation values their contributions and cares about
their wellbeing (POS)’ (Eisenberger, Stinglhamber, Van-
denberghe, Sucharski, & Rhoades, 2002, p. 565). The
basic premise was that if officers perceived high levels
of support from the organisation, they would be more
likely to be meeting the expectations they believed the
organisation had of them, under the terms of the psy-
chological contract. High perceptions of organisational
support suggest the likelihood of a correspondingly high
level of individual commitment to the employment re-
lationship, reinforced by a willingness on the part of the
individual to fulfil their obligations under the psycholog-
ical contract. Based on these arguments, the nomological
network implies that:

8. Perceived organisational support will be positively
related to perceptions that the organisation is
fulfilling its obligations under the psychological
contract.

9. Perceived organisational support will be positively re-
lated to the individual fulfilling their obligations under
the psychological contract.

Job satisfaction. That state which results from ‘the ap-
praisal of one’s job as attaining or allowing the attainment
of one’s important job values, providing these values are
congruent with or help to fulfil one’s basic needs’ (Locke,
1983, p. 1319). The basic premise was that if officers
were satisfied with their job, they would be more likely
to believe that they were obligated to meet the expecta-
tions they believe the organisation has of them, under the
terms of the psychological contract. High levels of job
satisfaction suggest the likelihood of a correspondingly
high commitment by the individual to the employment
relationship reinforced also through a commitment by
them to fulfilling their obligations under the psychologi-
cal contract. Based on these arguments, the nomological
network implies that:

10. Job satisfaction will be positively related to percep-
tions that the organisation is fulfilling its obligations
under the psychological contract.

11. Job satisfaction will be positively related to the indi-
vidual fulfilling their obligations under the psycho-
logical contract.

Person–organisation fit (POF). ‘The compatibility be-
tween people and organisations that occurs when: (a) at
least one entity provides what the other needs, or (b) they
share similar fundamental characteristics, or (c) both’
(Kristof, 1996, p. 4). If officers perceived that the de-
gree of fit they had with the organisation was high, the
proposition is that they would expect the organisation
to acknowledge this fit in various ways, as they in turn
would. This acknowledgment is proposed to manifest in
fulfilment of the psychological contract, with individuals
fulfilling their obligations and perceiving the organisa-

tion as doing the same. Based on these arguments, the
nomological network implies that:

12. Person–organisation fit will be positively related to
perceptions that the organisation is fulfilling its obli-
gations under the psychological contract.

13. Person–organisation fit will be positively related to
the individual fulfilling their obligations under the
psychological contract.

Work involvement. ‘The beliefs that individuals have re-
garding the degree of importance that work plays in their
lives’ (Paullay, Alliger, & Stone-Romero, 1994, p. 225). If
work is important to officers, that is, they have what might
be considered to be a high work ethic, the extent to which
they believed they were obligated to the organisation, as
per the terms of the psychological contract, would likely
be rated higher by those officers. High work involvement
potentially suggests the likelihood of a correspondingly
high commitment to the employment relationship by
individuals, reinforced by a strong commitment to meet-
ing their psychological contract obligations. Accepting
this proposition, individuals who express high work in-
volvement are also likely to express high fulfilment of
their obligations under the psychological contract. Based
on these arguments, the nomological network implies
that:

14. Work involvement will be positively related to the
individual fulfilling their obligations under the psy-
chological contract.

In summary, the nomological network predicted that
if the employee believed the organisation was fulfill-
ing the psychological contract: (a) positive and signifi-
cant relationships would exist between the psychologi-
cal contract and organisational commitment, perceived
organisational support, job satisfaction and person–
organisation fit; and (b) significant and negative rela-
tionships would exist between fulfilment of the psy-
chological contract and career plateau and intention to
quit. Additionally, the nomological network predicted
that if the employee believed they were fulfilling the
psychological contract: (a) positive and significant rela-
tionships would exist between the psychological contract
and organisational commitment, job involvement, per-
ceived organisational support, job satisfaction, person-
organisation fit, and work involvement; and (b) signifi-
cant and negative relationships would exist between ful-
filment of the psychological contract and career plateau
and intention to quit. Although a measure of trust
was included, to assess the overall employment environ-
ment, this variable did not form part of the nomological
network.
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Method
Participants
Invitations to participate in this phase of the research were
issued to approximately 500 frontline police officers, with
instructions to contact the researcher if they were will-
ing to participate. Additionally, all 35 participants from
the first phase of the study were contacted directly by
the researcher. Despite follow-up actions, only 84 com-
pleted questionnaires were received, yielding a 16% re-
sponse rate. The mean age of participants was 42.5 years
(SD = 8.5), 81% were male, 87% were married or living
as married, and 86% described themselves as being of
European descent. The average length of service was 16
years SD = 11.1).

Procedure
The 84 participants were sent an email offering them the
option to receive a hardcopy version of the questionnaire
(SAE provided), or to receive an email containing a link
(URL) to an online version. Nine participants (11%)
elected to complete the hardcopy questionnaire. Utilising
the two methods of data collection is unlikely to have
influenced the results (Kickul & Lester, 2001).

Measures
The Psychological Work Contract. The measure of the
psychological contract developed in Study 1 was included
in the survey. Participants were requested to state, for each
obligation, the extent to which they believed it (a) existed
and (b) was being fulfilled. The set of questions relating
to the extent to which the obligation existed used the
stem (Cable, 2010) ‘To what extent do you believe the
organisation has [you have] an obligation to . . . ’ with
responses rated on a 7-point scale anchored from 1 =
No extent to 7 = Extreme extent. The set of questions
relating to the extent to which the obligation was being
fulfilled used the stem: ‘To what extent do you believe the
organisation is [you are] fulfilling their [your] obligation
to . . . ’ and used the same 7-point response scale.

Trust. Based on the argument that the process of psycho-
logical contract formation and fulfilment is more likely
to have positive outcomes if an environment of trust pre-
vails (Clinton & Guest, 2004; Robinson, 1996), trust
was assessed. Participants were asked whether or not they
trusted their employer (Yes or No), and whether or not
they believed their employer trusted them (Yes or No).
Participants were also asked to rate how important it was
for this trust to exist (1 = Not important to 4 = Very
important). The format of the questions was based on a
review of relevant studies (Clark & Payne, 1997; Kors-
gaard, Brodt, & Whitener, 2002; Kramer, 1999) and the
measurement of trust (Clinton & Guest, 2004; Kessler
& Undy, 1996).

The response scales for all remaining measures were
standardised and assessed on a 7-point scale anchored
from 1 = Strongly disagree to 7 = Strongly agree.

Career plateau. To assess the extent to which partici-
pants believed they were experiencing career plateau, a
measure constructed by Cable (1999) was utilised. Cable
adopted two items from Chao (1990) and three items
from Ettington (1998). The questions in the measure ad-
dressed the likelihood of the participant being promoted
or getting ahead in the organisation and included such
items as: ‘I am not getting ahead in the organisation’ and
‘I expect to advance to a higher level in the near future in
the organisation’ (a = .73).

Intention to quit. A five-item bank of questions, devel-
oped by Bozeman and Perrewe (2001), and based on the
work of Mowday, Koberg, and MacArthur (1984), was
used to assess participants’ intention to quit (a = .91).
Containing both positively and negatively worded items,
the measure included items such as ‘I will probably look
for a new job in the near future’, and ‘I do not intend to
quit my job’. Bozeman and Perrewe reported coefficient
alphas of .94 and .90 for two different samples in their
study.

Organisational commitment. To assess organisational
commitment the three component measure developed
by Meyer and Allen (1997) was relied upon. Meyer and
Allen reported median reliabilities for the affective (want
to stay), continuance (have to stay), and normative (ought
to stay) commitment components of .85, .79, and .73 re-
spectively (present study = .78, .81, .77 respectively). The
measure included items such as ‘I really feel as if this or-
ganisation’s problems are my own’ and ‘This organisation
deserves my loyalty’.

Job involvement. Kanungo’s (1982) original 10-item
measure of job involvement was reduced to 9 for the
present study by the removal of the negatively worded
item 7 (‘Usually, I feel detached from my job’). Paterson
and O’Driscoll (1990) found this item reduced the in-
ternal consistency of the measure which when removed
yielded an alpha for the measure of .85. The nine-item
measure adopted for the present study (a = .85) included
items such as ‘To me, my job is only a small part of who I
am’ and ‘Most of my personal life-goals are job-oriented’.

Perceived organisational support. Accepting the veracity
of Eisenberger, Cummings, Armeli, and Lynch’s (1997)
work with the eight-item measure of perceived organisa-
tional support (POS), and its use in research by Lynch,
Eisenberger, and Armeli (1999, a = .90) and Rhoades,
Eisenberger, and Armeli (2001, a = .90), this measure of
POS was accepted for the present study. The measure
included items such as ‘This organisation really cares
about my well-being’ and ‘Help is available from this
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organisation when I have a problem’ and, in this study,
returned an alpha reliability coefficient of .86.

Job satisfaction. The three-item Michigan Organisa-
tional Assessment Questionnaire (Cammann, Fichman,
Jenkins & Klesh, 1979, as cited in Cook, Hepworth, Wall,
& Warr, 1981), was relied on for a measure of overall job
satisfaction (a = .81). Items in the measure included ‘In
general, I don’t like my job’ and ‘All in all, I am satisfied
with my job’.

Person–organisation fit. The three-item measure of
person–organisation fit (POF) developed by Cable and
Judge (1996, a = .87) was adopted for the present study
(a = .81), with the wording changed slightly to conform
to the overall format of the questionnaire. For example,
‘To what degree do you feel your values “match” or fit this
organisation and the current employees in this organisa-
tion?’ was changed to ‘My values “match” or fit those of
the organisation’ and ‘My values “match” or fit those of
current employees in the organisation’.

Work involvement. In conjunction with the develop-
ment of the job involvement measure, Kanungo (1982)
developed a six-item measure of work involvement
(a = .75) and this measure was adopted for the present
study (a = .79). The measure included items such as
‘Work is only a small part of my job’ and ‘My personal
life goals are work-oriented’.

Results
Trust. The level of trust prevailing at the time this re-
search was conducted was assessed with the following
results. Seventy-four per cent of the 83 participants who
responded confirmed that they trusted the organisation
and agreed that it was close to Very important to do so
— 3.8 on 4-point scale. Conversely, 81% of the 75 par-
ticipants who responded confirmed that they believed
the organisation trusted them, also agreeing that it was
Very important for the organisation to do so — 3.9 on
4-point scale. Based on this analysis it was accepted that a
reasonable level of trust prevailed and that could be inter-
preted as confirming that the content of the psychologi-
cal contract was not subjected to any adverse employer–
employee relationship influence.

Factor analysis: Content of the psychological contract.
The dimensionality and factor structure of the content
measure was analysed using maximum likelihood factor
analysis. As the measure of the psychological contract was
a new measure, maximum likelihood factor analysis was
considered appropriate to search for factors in the mea-
sure (Kline, 2000). Three criteria were used to determine
the number of factors to rotate in the factor analysis: (a)
the a priori hypothesis that each measure was unidimen-
sional, (b) the eigenvalues, and (c) the interpretability of
the solution (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1995;

Kline). A factor loading criterion of 0.40 was accepted as
confirming a significant loading.

Factor analysis: The organisation’s obligations. The
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy
(KMO-MSA) for the 17 items reflecting the content of
the psychological contract covering the obligations the or-
ganisation had to officers — now termed Organisation’s
Obligations — was .86 (Hair et al., 1995), and Bartlett’s
Test of Sphericity was significant, confirming that it was
appropriate to continue with the analysis. Three initial
factors with eigenvalues of 6.70, 2.36, and 1.36 were ro-
tated, and as the factors were expected to be correlated, an
oblimin (oblique) rotation procedure with Kaiser normal-
isation was used (Breakwell, Hammond, & Fife-Schaw,
2000; Hair et al.). The final rotated solution, with item
5 deleted as it did not load significantly, yielded two
interpretable factors accounting for 37.28 and 11.09 per-
cent of the item variance respectively (Table 1). The low
ratio of cases to items (84/17 = 4.9:1) is a potential lim-
itation (see Limitations). Factor 1 items (items 4, 6–17;
Table 1) appear to relate to obligations that affect more di-
rectly the manner in which officers expect to be treated or
supported by the organisation. This factor may be viewed
as the organisational environment. Factor 2 items (items
1–3; Table 1) appear to relate more to job conditions and
the creation of an environment in which officers feel se-
cure and satisfied in their jobs. Based on this analysis, two
variables were constructed. The first variable, containing
14 items (Factor 1), was termed ‘psychological contract –
organisational environment’ (PC-OrgEnv, a = .91). The
second variable, containing three items (Factor 2), was
termed ‘psychological contract – job environment’ (PC-
JobEnv, a = .73).

Factor analysis: The employee’s obligations. The
KMO-MSA for the 19 items reflecting the content of
the psychological contract covering the obligations offi-
cers had to the organisation — now termed Employee’s
Obligations — was .83 and Bartlett’s Test of Spheric-
ity was significant, confirming that it was appropriate
to continue with the analysis. Five initial factors, with
eigenvalues of 7.44, 2.19, 1.55, 1.18, and 1.02, were ro-
tated and as the factors were expected to be correlated,
an oblimin (oblique) rotation procedure with Kaiser nor-
malisation was used (Breakwell et al., 2000; Hair et al.,
1995). The final rotated solution, with items 10, 13,
16, and 19 removed as they either cross-loaded or did
not load significantly, yielded two interpretable factors
accounting for 41.06 and 11.46 percent of the item vari-
ance respectively (Table 2). The low ratio of cases to
items (84/19 = 4.4:1) is a potential limitation (see Lim-
itations). Factor 1 items (items 4–9, 11–12, 14–15, 17–
18; Table 2) appear to relate more to obligations officers
believe they have with regards to the way they behave
on the job and that may influence their overall perfor-
mance. Factor 2 items (items 1–3; Table 2) appear to
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TABLE 3
The Nomological Network: Correlations

Variable 1. PC Org — Org Env 2. PC Org — Job Env 3. PC Emp — Dev 4. PC Emp — Perf

2. PC organisation — Job environment .68**

3. PC employee — Development .21 .26*

4. PC employee — Performance .31** .13 .30**

Career plateau − .37** − .45** − .35** − .12

Intention to quit − .21 − .27* − .03 .11

Affective commitment .34** .41** .31** .08

Continuance commitment − .16 − .21 − .29** − .26*

Normative commitment .25* .23* .20 − .04

Job involvement .09 − .03 .02 − .15

Perceived organiaational support .51** .70** .12 .07

Job satisfaction .42** .53** .29** .24*

Person-Organisation fit .33** .40** .22* .26*

Work involvement .03 − .01 − .14 − .23*

Note: ** = Significant at p = .01
* = Significant at p = .05

relate to obligations that officers believe they have toward
pursuing their own development. Based on this analysis,
two variables were constructed. The first variable (Fac-
tor 1), containing 14 items, was termed ‘psychological
contract — employee performance’ (PC-Pfm, a = .90).
The second variable (Factor 2), containing three items,
was termed ‘psychological contract — employee develop-
ment’ (PC-Dev, a = .78).

Construct validation. The factor structure revealed in
the analysis of the items relating to the extent to which
obligations were believed to exist was imposed on the
items relating to the extent to which participants be-
lieved the obligations were being fulfilled. This action
resulted in four separate measures, assessing the extent
to which officers believed the psychological contract was
being fulfilled, being embedded into the nomological
network of variables as previously defined: PC-OrgEnv,
(a = .90); PC-JobEnv, (a = .70); PC-Dev, (a = .78); PC-
Pfm, (a = .90). Within the network it was hypothesised
that the extent to which participants believed that the
psychological contract was being fulfilled would be posi-
tively related to organisational commitment, job involve-
ment, perceived organisational support, job satisfaction,
person–organisation fit, and work involvement, and neg-
atively related to career plateau and intention to quit.
The extent to which these hypothesised relationships were
confirmed in this study provides strong evidence to ar-
gue for the construct validity of the measure (Freese &
Schalk, 2008).

The nomological network and fulfilment of the psy-
chological contract. The correlations relevant to the as-
sessment of the nomological network are presented in
Table 3. Significant relationships were found between at

least one of the four components of the psychological con-
tract and all variables in the nomological network, with
the exception of job involvement. As predicted, various
components assessing fulfilment of the psychological con-
tract were significantly related to career plateau, intention
to quit, organisational commitment, perceived organ-
isational support, job satisfaction, person–organisation
fit, and work involvement but, against prediction, the
relationships with work involvement and continuance
commitment were negative. The nonsignificance of job
involvement, and the negative relationships of work in-
volvement and continuance commitment, may support
the contention that the psychological contract varies by
employment sector and that the use of generic measures
may be problematic. However, based on the analysis of
the nomological network, and despite the relatively small
number of exceptions, the number of predicted and sig-
nificant relationships that were found presents a strong
argument for construct validity of this four-component
measure of the psychological contract for frontline police
officers.

Discussion
Much of the research to date involving the psychological
work contract has relied on measures developed ad hoc
and a priori by researchers and for which little evidence
of construct validity has been established or presented
(Freese & Schalk, 2008). The present research addressed
that situation by utilising an inductive approach to the
development and validation of a measure of the psycho-
logical contract. This research has confirmed what front-
line police officers believe is important to them regarding
the content of their psychological work contracts. The
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research also confirmed that the measure developed is
reliable and valid and may be used with confidence in
assessing the psychological contract for this employment
sector. Replication of this study within another sample
of police officers would further reinforce the measure’s
validity.

Accepting Rousseau’s (1989) and others (Morrison &
Robinson, 1997; Turnley, Bolino, Lester, & Bloodgood,
2003) argument that the psychological contract is an in-
dividually constructed and perceived phenomenon, par-
ticipants were relied upon to provide both their and
the organisation’s perspective (Goddard, 1984; Rousseau,
1995). Two views were captured: what the individual be-
lieved the organisation’s obligations were, that is, their
expectations; and what the individual believed the or-
ganisation expected from him or her in return, that is,
their own obligations. These two views are grounded in
the argument that a promise creates an obligation, which
in turn creates an expectation of fulfilment by the other
party.

Factor analysis revealed two factors for each compo-
nent, the organisation’s obligations and the employee’s
obligations, of the measure. There is debate in the litera-
ture over the view that psychological contracts generally
comprise transactional and relational components (see,
e.g., Conway & Briner, 2005; Crossman, 2004), and this
typology was not specifically identifiable in this particu-
lar study. The two factors in the organisation’s obligations
component suggest a differentiation on the part of front-
line police officers between the environment in which
the job itself is performed (e.g., interesting and satisfying
job, job security) and the general organisational environ-
ment (e.g., safe working environment, fair and equitable
treatment). Whether this differentiation may be viewed
as transactional versus relational is an individual perspec-
tive.

The two factors that emerged from the employee’s
obligations components suggest a differentiation between
the individual pursuing development (e.g., career devel-
opment and training opportunities) and engaging in be-
haviours that potentially influence their overall job per-
formance (e.g., perform job to utmost ability, personal
ethics and integrity). Again, whether this differentiation
may be viewed as transactional versus relational is an in-
dividual perspective. It could be argued, for example, that
development has more impact on the individual (trans-
actional), whereas the performance component may have
more influence on the employment relationship (rela-
tional).

How the idiosyncratic content of the psychological
contract may be measured in practice remains an issue to
be faced by both researchers and practitioners. Although
measures that capture the commonalities of content for
a specific and identified employment group can be de-
veloped, such measures may exclude the obligations and
expectations arising from promises, explicit or implicit,

idiosyncratic to an individual. As both Kotter (1973) and
Sims (1994) speculated, the psychological contract may
literally contain thousands of items. Condensing these
items into a practical measure for any employment sector
will inevitably result in some loss of idiosyncratic content.

Despite the loss of idiosyncratic content, a measure has
been developed that captures the important content of the
psychological contract for frontline police officers and
against which other measures may be compared and/or
validated. In doing so, an understanding of the content of
psychological contracts has been furthered. As ongoing
research into content focuses on different samples, the
extent to which content varies across those samples will
become evident.

Limitations
The sample size (N = 84) may influence the extent to
which the results may be generalisable to other similar
samples. Additionally, the low response rate may have
introduced a positive bias to the data (see for example
Dreher, 1977; Rogelberg, Luong, Sederburg, & Cristol,
2000), further restricting generalisability. Although the
sample size was slightly outside the range of N = 100 to
200 for models with well-determined factors (MacCal-
lum, Widaman, Zhang, & Hong, 1999), and resulted in
a low cases-to-items ratio, the factor analyses produced
reliable factors. That this research included only frontline
police officers from one country (NZ) may also restrict
its applicability and the extent to which the results may
be generalised to other police samples, or to police from
other countries.

Future Research
The underlying premise of this research was that the
content of psychological contracts varies across several
factors at societal, organisational, and individual levels
(Conway & Briner, 2005; Dabos & Rousseau, 2004;
McLean Parks, et al., 1998; Rousseau & Tijoriwala, 1998;
Thomas, et al., 2003). Confirming whether or not this
premise has foundation potentially opens up a kaleido-
scope of opportunities for researchers to pursue contin-
uing research into the content of the psychological con-
tract. Psychological work contracts are studied because
of the impact that breach or violation (nonfulfilment) of
those contracts has on the employment relationship, al-
though there is increasing interest in also understanding
the effects of psychological contract fulfilment and over-
fulfilment (Ho, 2005; Kotter, 1973; Lambert, Edwards,
& Cable, 2003). Research indicates that when the psycho-
logical contract is violated, the attitudes and behaviours
of individuals are negatively affected, with a consequen-
tial impact on organisational functioning. Having valid
and specific measures will lead to a greater understand-
ing of the effect that contract fulfilment may have on an
individual’s attitudes and behaviours.
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Conclusion
The content of psychological contracts is proposed to
vary by, among other factors, employment level. This
may be illustrated by comparing the potential content
of the contract for a police officer versus the potential
content of the contract for a factory worker. The ex-
pectations each would have, and therefore the obliga-
tions they believed the organisation would have toward
them, would differ. Although this research indicates that
much of the content of psychological contracts for front-
line police officers may, at an aggregated level, be rea-
sonably common for these employees, and provides the
items that may be included in a measure to assess fulfil-
ment of the contract, the relevance or strength of specific
items may vary depending on individual circumstances or
expectations.

What emerges is the likelihood that although re-
searchers may be able to develop psychological contract
measures that represent specific groups of employees, ul-
timately what is in an individual’s psychological contract,
and the relevance of that content is very much an indi-
vidual construction. So, although measures may be de-
veloped that will contain content of common interest to
specific groups of workers, there will always be items of
specific interest to individuals that may be excluded from
those measures. This highlights the idiosyncratic nature
of psychological contracts as discussed by many authors
(Freese & Schalk, 1996; Kotter, 1973; McLean Parks
et al., 1998; Sims, 1994).

An understanding of the consequences of contract ful-
filment, or conversely breach or violation, of the psy-
chological contract drives the ongoing research interest
in the phenomenon. That research will be more credi-
ble and more applicable when it utilises measures of the
psychological contract that have established validity and
acknowledge the many influences on the formation of
content.
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