
Journal of Applied Sport Management Journal of Applied Sport Management 

Volume 7 Issue 4 Article 10 

1-1-2015 

The Impact of Psychological Contract Breach on Student-Athlete The Impact of Psychological Contract Breach on Student-Athlete 

Perceived In-Role Performance and Organizational Citizenship Perceived In-Role Performance and Organizational Citizenship 

Behaviors Behaviors 

Christopher R. Barnhill 

Brian A. Turner 

Follow this and additional works at: https://trace.tennessee.edu/jasm 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Barnhill, Christopher R. and Turner, Brian A. (2015) "The Impact of Psychological Contract Breach on 
Student-Athlete Perceived In-Role Performance and Organizational Citizenship Behaviors," Journal of 
Applied Sport Management: Vol. 7 : Iss. 4. 
https://doi.org/10.18666/JASM-2015-V7-I4-5684 
Available at: https://trace.tennessee.edu/jasm/vol7/iss4/10 

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by Volunteer, Open Access, Library Journals (VOL Journals), 
published in partnership with The University of Tennessee (UT) University Libraries. This article has been accepted 
for inclusion in Journal of Applied Sport Management by an authorized editor. For more information, please visit 
https://trace.tennessee.edu/jasm. 

https://trace.tennessee.edu/jasm
https://trace.tennessee.edu/jasm/vol7
https://trace.tennessee.edu/jasm/vol7/iss4
https://trace.tennessee.edu/jasm/vol7/iss4/10
https://trace.tennessee.edu/jasm?utm_source=trace.tennessee.edu%2Fjasm%2Fvol7%2Fiss4%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://doi.org/10.18666/JASM-2015-V7-I4-5684
https://trace.tennessee.edu/jasm/vol7/iss4/10?utm_source=trace.tennessee.edu%2Fjasm%2Fvol7%2Fiss4%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://trace.tennessee.edu/jasm


                                                

Abstract
Recent research has demonstrated that breached psychological contracts between 
student-athletes and their coaches can have negative consequences for team mem-
bers (Barnhill, Czekanski, & Turner, 2013; Barnhill & Turner, 2013, 2014). While 
these studies are informative, they have been focused on student-athlete attitudes. 
The purpose of this study was to explore how psychological contracts affect stu-
dent-athletes’ behaviors and performance. The results indicated that neither psy-
chological contract breaches, nor psychological contract violation are significantly 
related to organizational citizenship behaviors or in-role performance of student-
athletes. Implications and suggestions for future results are discussed.

Keywords: coach-athlete relationship, psychological contracts, student-athletes, 
perceived performance, organizational citizenship behaviors
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Introduction
Recently, sport management scholars have taken an interest in psychological 

contracts between coaches and athletes (Bravo, Shonk, & Won, 2012). Research 
has shown that athletes do form psychological contracts with their coaches (An-
tunes de Campos, 1994; Barnhill et al., 2013) and that each athlete’s contract is 
unique (Owen-Pugh, 2007). Studies have also shown that many athletes feel that 
their coaches are failing to live up to the obligations that make up the psychologi-
cal contract (Barnhill, Turner, & Czech, 2014). Multiple studies have shown that 
perceived breaches of the psychological contract can affect attitudinal outcomes of 
athletes (Barnhill et al., 2013; Barnhill & Turner, 2013, 2014). 

To date, the psychological contract studies of coaches and athletes have dem-
onstrated the important link between communication, the coach-athlete rela-
tionship, and attitudes of athletes. However, behaviors and in-role performance 
have not been introduced into the scholarship. Since behavioral outcomes and 
in-role performance directly affect team outcomes, we felt it was important to 
examine how psychological contracts between coaches and athletes affected those 
variables. Using a sample of National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) 
student-athletes, the purpose of this study was to examine how breaches of the 
psychological contract affect athletes’ perceived performance and behaviors to-
wards their teammates. We also examined how the development of psychological 
contract violation may partially mediate the relationship between perceptions of 
contract breach and the outcome variables.

Psychological Contracts Between Coaches and Athletes
Psychological contracts are “individual beliefs, shaped by the organization, 

regarding the terms of an exchange agreement between individuals and their or-
ganization” (Rousseau, 1995, p. 9). As the complex relationship between an in-
dividual and an organization develops, the psychological contract accounts for 
areas of the relationship that a formal contract cannot (Rousseau, 1990, 1995). The 
psychological contract also allows individuals to know what is expected of them, 
as well as what to expect in return for their efforts (Rousseau, 1990).  

Multiple studies have found that student-athletes form psychological con-
tracts with their coaches (Antunes de Campos, 1994; Barnhill et al., 2013). Coach-
es, representing the management tiers of a team organization (Chelladurai, 2009), 
pass information to the student-athletes, who must then interpret if the informa-
tion is part of the psychological contract (Rousseau, 1995). According to Rous-
seau, any form of communication, including nonverbal communication, can alter 
the psychological contract if the organizational member (i.e., the student-athlete) 
believes that there is a change to the exchange agreement. Thus, individuals often 
have a different interpretation of the psychological contract than their managers 
(Robinson & Rousseau, 1994). 
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Psychological contracts form when an organization begins recruiting an 
individual to become a member (De Vos, Buyens, & Schalk, 2003; De Vos, De 
Stobbeleir, & Meganck, 2009; Rousseau, 1990). The recruiting process in inter-
collegiate athletics creates a complicated scenario where coaches must play the 
role of salesperson, while creating accurate expectations about the intercollegiate 
athletic experience. For many student-athletes, the initial relationship built with 
the coaching staff is an important factor in their school selection (Gabert, Hale, 
& Montalvo, 1999; Goss, Jubenville, & Orejan, 2006; Huffman & Cooper, 2012; 
Klenosky, Templin, & Troutman, 2001; Pauline, 2010). Student-athletes complain 
that coaches are often unclear with their communication during the recruiting 
process (Barnhill et al., 2014; Hyatt, 2003). The lack of clarity continues during the 
student-athletes’ career. A thematic analysis by Barnhill et al. (2014) found that 
many student-athletes felt that their coaches did not follow through with promises 
related to playing opportunities, scholarship funding, and athletic skills develop-
ment. 

Coaches often engage in what is commonly referred to as “coach-speak” 
(LeUnes, 2006), meaningless phrases meant to encourage or motivate an athlete. 
Spend time at a college practice and you are likely to hear a head or assistant coach 
tell one or more athletes, “Keep up the hard work and good things will happen,” 
or some variation. Teammates may interpret the same vague phrase differently 
(Rousseau, 1995). An experienced, first-string athlete may interpret the saying as 
a message from the coaches to work harder during practice and the team will have 
a good chance at victory in their next contest. At the same time, another teammate 
might interpret the phrase as a promise, “If I continue to work hard, I will play in 
the upcoming contest.” If the second athlete does not play in the upcoming game, 
the individual may construe the situation as a broken promise by the coach. Rous-
seau (1995) argued that individuals interpret communications from their organi-
zation in accordance with their career ambitions and often with a positive outlook. 
Based on Rousseau’s argument, student-athletes are likely to interpret communi-
cations from their coaches in a manner that is positive to their athletic ambitions.

Psychological Contract Breach
Robinson and Rousseau (1994) stated, “Each party believes that both parties 

have made promises and that both parties have accepted the same contract terms. 
However, this does not necessarily mean that both parties share a common under-
standing of all contract terms. Each party only believes that they share the same 
interpretation of the contract” (p. 246). Often, one party falls short of the other 
party’s expectations creating what is known as a psychological contracts breach. 
Morrison and Robinson (1997) stated, “perceived breach refers to the cognition 
that one’s organization has failed to meet one or more obligations within one’s 
psychological contract” (p. 230). 

Based on the literature, it is quite possible for coaches to breach a psycho-
logical contract that they never knew existed.  Perceived breaches of the psycho-
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logical contract between coaches and student-athletes has been found to lower 
student-athletes trust in their coaches (Barnhill et al., 2013; Barnhill & Turner, 
2013), commitment to their teams (Barnhill et al., 2013; Barnhill & Turner, 2014), 
and satisfaction with their role as an athlete at their university (Barnhill et al., 
2013; Barnhill & Turner, 2013). Perceived psychological contract breaches have 
also been found to increase student-athletes intentions to leave their university 
(Barnhill et al., 2013; Barnhill & Turner, 2013). Unfortunately for coaches, the 
outcomes of a breach occur regardless of whether the breach was intentional or 
accidental (Morrison & Robinson, 1997).

Psychological Contract Violation
Even worse than a perceived breach is the development of psychological 

contract violation (Morrison & Robinson, 1997; Robinson & Morrison, 2000). 
Psychological contract violation is an emotional, effective state that sometimes 
follows an individual’s perception of a psychological contract breach (Morrison 
& Robinson, 1997). Outcomes following the development of psychological con-
tract violation are more intense (Rigotti, 2009). Pate (2006) found that relation-
ships are often unsalvageable following feelings of violation. Barnhill and Turner 
(2013) is the only study to examine psychological contract violation in student-
athletes. They examined student-athletes at four NCAA universities and found 
that psychological contract violation partially mediated the relationship between 
perceived psychological contract breaches and student-athletes trust, as well as the 
relationship between psychological contract breach and intentions to leave.

Extending the Theory
Previous studies examining psychological contracts between coaches and 

student-athletes are enlightening, but there is reason to believe that psychologi-
cal contracts may also affect in-role performance and organizational citizenship 
behaviors of student-athletes. Outside of the team sports setting, psychological 
contract breach has been found to negatively affect in-role performance (Bal, 
Chiaburu, & Jansen, 2010; Conway & Coyle-Shapiro, 2006; Coyle-Shapiro & Kes-
sler, 2000; Orvis, Dudley, & Cortina, 2008; Restubog, Bordia, & Tang, 2006; Res-
tubog, Bordia, Tang, & Krebs, 2010; Sturges, Conway, Guest, & Liefooghe, 2005; 
Suazo, Turnley, & Mai-Dalton, 2005; Turnley, Bolino, Lester, & Bloodgood, 2003) 
and organizational citizenship behaviors (Coyle-Shapiro, 2002; Coyle-Shapiro & 
Kessler, 2000; Modaresi & Nourian, 2013; Restubog et al., 2006; Suazo et al., 2005; 
Turnley et al., 2003) of individuals. A meta-analysis by Zhao, Wayne, Glibkowski, 
and Bravo (2007) found that psychological contract violation mediates the rela-
tionships between psychological contract breach and performance and behavioral 
outcomes.

Most research has indicated that student-athletes react to psychological con-
tracts in the same nature as other organizational members (Antunes de Campos, 
1994; Barnhill et al., 2013; Barnhill & Turner, 2013, 2014). Therefore, it is reason-
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able to assume that student-athletes’ performance and behavioral outcomes will 
be affected by psychological contract breaches and violations. Studies examining 
communication and athlete outcomes also support these assumptions. Studies ex-
amining communication between coaches and athletes have found that athletes 
believe that coach communication affects their feelings toward their teammates 
(Turman, 2008) and affected their performance (Kassing & Infante, 1999; Kris-
tiansen, Tomten, Hanstad, & Roberts, 2012). Because communication is a major 
factor in psychological contract development (De Vos et al., 2003; De Vos et al., 
2009; Rousseau, 1990, 1995), it is possible that these studies were actually measur-
ing outcomes related to psychological contracts.

Hypotheses

In-Role Performance
Williams and Anderson (1991) defined in-role performance as an individual’s 

ability to complete tasks directly associated with their position within the organi-
zation. In practical terms, in-role performance describes a student-athlete’s ability 
to performance tasks associated with their role on the team. If team members 
consistently perform their tasks in a successful manner, the team should be more 
likely to experience success. Based on the previously explored psychological con-
tract literature, we proposed the following hypotheses.

H1: Psychological contract breach will negatively affect student-athletes’ 
perceived in-role performance.
H2: Psychological contract violation will partially mediate the relation-
ship between psychological contract breach and perceived in-role perfor-
mance.

Organizational Citizenship Behavior
Organizational citizenship behavior is defined as “individual behavior that is 

discretionary, not directly or explicitly recognized by the formal reward system, 
and in the aggregate promotes the efficient and effective functioning of the or-
ganization” (Organ, 1988). Organizational citizenship behavior has been directly 
linked to organizational performance (Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1997). In terms of 
this study, organizational citizenship behavior examined student-athletes willing-
ness to engage in behavior that is positive to the team without explicit instruction 
from their coaches. Based on the previously reviewed literature, we proposed the 
following hypotheses:

H3: Psychological contract breach will negatively affect student-athletes’ 
organizational citizenship behaviors.
H4: Psychological contract violation will partially mediate the relation-
ship between psychological contract breach and organizational citizen-
ship behaviors.
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Method

Procedures
Surveys were distributed to student-athletes at four NCAA universities dur-

ing the spring semester. Three of the universities competed at the Division I level, 
while the other competed at the Division II level. We sought and obtained permis-
sion from the institutional review boards (IRBs) at each participating university. 
Per IRB instructions, all of the surveys were distributed with athletic department 
cooperation. To avoid bias, surveys were distributed and collected by athletic de-
partment employees at previously scheduled team meetings without coaches pres-
ent. A total of 271 surveys were returned by the athletic department representa-
tives, of which 248 were usable. Our athletic department representatives did not 
accurately track the number of surveys distributed nor did they report the number 
of student-athletes present at the meetings. Because of this limitation, we were un-
able to determine an accurate response rates. Potential issues related to this issue 
are discussed in the limitations section.

Respondents
The respondents were student-athletes participating at one of four universi-

ties. Of the 248 respondents, 196 (79.0%) competed at the Division I level. The 
remaining 52 (21.0%) respondents competed at the Division II level. In terms 
of demographics, 142 of the respondents (57.3%) were female, compared to 104 
males (41.9%). Two respondents did not give their gender. A majority of respon-
dents were first-year student-athletes (n = 87, 35.1%), followed by second-year 
student-athletes (n = 65, 26.2%), third-year student-athletes (n = 56, 22.3%), and 
fourth-year student-athletes (n = 30, 12.1%). Five respondents identified them-
selves as fifth-year student-athletes, and five other respondents did not provide 
their year in school. Most of the respondents indicated that they had a starting role 
on their team (n = 162, 65.3%), 58 (23.4%) identified themselves as reserves, and 
21 (8.5%) indicated that they were redshirting. Seven respondents did not answer 
the question. The IRB at the Division II school prevented us from collecting sport 
information at that institution. Respondents at the Division I schools participated 
in 22 different sports. The sport that was most represented in the sample was track 
and field (n = 48), followed by women’s soccer (n = 23), softball (n = 20), and 
men’s soccer (n = 15). No football players participated in the study (the Division II 
school does not participate in football). 

Instrumentation
In order to test the proposed models, an instrument was adapted to measure: 

1) perceived psychological contract breach, 2) psychological contract violation, 3) 
organizational citizenship behavior, and 4) perceived in-role performance. Items 
from the instrument are listed in Table 1.
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We defined psychological contract breach based on Morrison and Robinson’s 
(1997) definition. In this study, psychological contract breach was defined as a 
perceived negative balance between what the student-athlete believes they were 
promised and what they actually received from their coaches. Psychological con-
tract breach was measured using items adapted from Robinson and Morrison’s 
(2000) global scale of psychological contract breach.  To illustrate the nature of the 
adaptations, Robinson and Morrison’s scale contains the item, “I have not received 
everything promised to me by my organization.” To make the item relevant to the 
target population, it was adapted to, “I have not received everything promised to 
me by my coaches.” Four items were adapted and measured using a Likert-type 
scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 6 = Strongly Agree). 

Morrison and Robinson (1997) defined psychological contract violation as 
“the emotional and affective state that may, under certain conditions, follow from 
the belief that one’s organization has failed to adequately maintain the psychologi-
cal contract” (p. 230). To measure psychological contract violation, we adapted 
four items from Morrison and Robinson’s (2000) emotional response to breach 
scale. To demonstrate the changes made, Morrison and Robinson’s scale contains 
the item, “I feel betrayed by my organization.” We adapted the item to, “I feel be-
trayed by my coaches.” Responses were measured using a Likert-type scale (1 = 
Strongly Disagree, 6 = Strongly Agree).

Organ (1988) stated that “organizational citizenship behavior represents indi-
vidual behavior that is discretionary, not directly or explicitly recognized by the 
formal reward system” (p. 4). Williams and Anderson (1991) further conceptual-
ized the theory by acknowledging that organizational citizenship behaviors may 
be directed at benefiting individuals within the organization (organizational citi-
zenship behaviors – individuals) or the organization as a whole (organizational 
citizenship behaviors – organizational). Willingness amongst teammates to help 
one another without prompts from coaches is an important dynamic within the 
sport team organization. As such, our operational definition of organizational citi-
zenship behavior was aligned with Williams and Anderson’s definition of organi-
zational citizenship behaviors – individuals. We defined organizational citizenship 
behavior as a student-athlete’s willingness to help their teammates. To measure or-
ganizational citizenship behavior, four items from Williams and Anderson’s scale 
were adapted to the sample population. To illustrate the nature of the adaptations, 
Williams and Anderson’s scale includes the item, “Goes out of the way to help new 
employees.” On our scale the item read, “I go out of my way to help new members 
of the team.” Responses were measured using a Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly 
Disagree, 6 = Strongly Agree).

In-role performance examines behaviors necessary to one’s position with the 
team or organization (Katz & Kahn, 1978). To provide uniformity across sports 
and to protect anonymity, participants were asked to provide their own percep-
tion of their performance. The use of self-evaluative creates potential for self-en-
hancement bias. However, Goffin and Gellatly (2001) found that self-evaluative 
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measures are highly correlated with objective performance measures. To mea-
sure perceived in-role performance, four items from Williams and Anderson’s 
(1991) scale were adapted. To illustrate the adaptations, Williams and Anderson’s 
scale includes the item “The employee performs tasks that are expected of him or 
her.” The item was adapted to “I consistently perform the tasks expected of me.” 
Responses were measured using a Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 6 = 
Strongly Agree).

Reliability and Validity
To establish construct validity, a panel of five experts reviewed the instru-

ment. The panel was comprised of organizational behavior researchers and sports 
management scholars. Suggestions made by the panel of experts were incorpo-
rated into the instrument, thus substantiating the construct validity of the instru-
ment. 

Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to establish the reliability of the 
instrument. Any items with a factor loading ( ) below .70 were removed from 
analysis per recommendations by Hair, Anderson, Tatham, and Black (1998).  
One performance item failed to meet the .70 threshold and was removed from 
our analysis. The results of the confirmatory factor analysis are illustrated in Table 
1. Internal consistency of the instrument was tested by determining the Cron-
bach’s alpha ( ) for each construct. A construct with an  of .70 or greater was 
considered acceptable (Hair et al., 1998). The   levels of all of the variables were 

Items 
Factor 

Loading ( ) 
Almost all of the promises made by my coaches during recruitment have been kept so far. 
(PCB, reversed) .875 

So far my coaches have done an excellent job of fulfilling their promises to me. (PCB, 
reversed) .897 

I have not received everything promised to me by my coaches. (PCB) .772 
My coaches have broken many of their promises to me even though I’ve upheld my end of 
the deal. (PCB) .835 

I feel a great deal of anger toward my coaches. (PCV) .896 
I feel betrayed by my coaches. (PCV) .903 
I feel extremely frustrated by how I have been treated by my coaches. (PCV) .899 
I feel that my coaches have violated the contract between us. (PCV) .800 
I take personal interest in the well being of my teammates. (OCB) .750 
I go out of my way to help new members of the team. (OCB) .840 
I take breaks when no one is watching. (OCB, reversed) .861 
I take the time to listen to the worries of my teammates. (OCB) .812 
I fulfill all of the responsibilities of my specified role on the team. (IRP) .838 
I consistently perform the tasks expected of me. (IRP) .884 
I sometimes fail to perform up to my abilities. (IRP, reversed) .513 
I consistently perform to the level that is expected of me. .833 
Factor loadings <.70 in italics 

Table 1
Confirmatory Factor Analysis
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considered acceptable: psychological contract breach = .87; psychological con-
tract violation  = .89; organizational citizenship behavior = .84; and in-role 
performance  = .830).

Results
Descriptive statistics for each of the variables can be found in Table 2. A cor-

relation matrix was produced using IBM SPSS Statistics 21. The correlation matrix 
can be found in Table 3.  

 

 

p
M SD 

PCB 2.56 1.23 

PCV 2.12 1.17 

OCB 5.02 .82 

IRP 4.89 .80 

Table 3
Correlation Matrix

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics

PCB PCV OCB IRP 

PCB 1.000  

PCV .764** 1.000  

OCB -.150* -.182** 1.000  

IRP -.051 -.076 .264** 1.000 
*Significant at the .05 level 
** Significant at the .01 level 

To test our hypotheses, regression analysis was conducted using Lisrel 9.1. 
H1 predicted that psychological contract breach will negatively affect student-ath-
letes’ perceived in-role performance. H1 was not supported. In-role performance 
was not significantly related to psychological contract breach ( = .01, t(248) = .17, 
p = .422). H2 predicted that psychological contract violation will partially medi-
ate the relationship between psychological contract breach and perceived in-role 
performance. H2 was tested using the mediation method prescribed by Baron and 
Kenny (1986). Partial mediation would be established if the independent variable 
maintained a significant relationship with both the mediating variable and the 
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dependent variable, while at the same time the mediating variable maintains a sig-
nificant relationship with the dependent variable. H2 was not supported. Psycho-
logical contract breach was positively related to psychological contract violation 
( = .73, t(248) = 18.66, p < .001). However, neither psychological contract viola-
tion (  = -.06, t(248) = -.91, p = .366), nor psychological contract breach ( = .01, 
t(248) = .17, p = .422) was significantly related to in-role performance (Figure 1). 

 

  

 

 

 

PCB 
 

PCV 
 

IRP 
 

 = .73***  = -.06 

 = .01 

 p < .001. 

Figure 1. Partial Mediation Model PCB, PCV, IRP

H3 predicted that psychological contract breach will negatively affect stu-
dent-athletes’ organizational citizenship behaviors. H3 was not supported. Psy-
chological contract breach was not significantly related organizational citizenship 
behaviors of student-athletes ( = -.02, t(248) = -.27, p = .790). H4 predicted that 
psychological contract violation will partially mediate the relationship between 
psychological contract breach and organizational citizenship behaviors. Once 
again we used Baron and Kenny’s (1986) mediation method. H4 was not sup-
ported. Neither psychological contract breach ( = -.02, t(248) = -.27, p = .790) 
nor psychological contract violation (  =  -.11, t(248) = -1.69, p = .093) were sig-
nificantly related to organizational citizenship behavior (Figure 2).

 

 

 

 
PCB 

 

 = .73*** 
PCV 

 

OCB 
  = -.02 

 = -.11 

 p < .001. 

Figure 2. Partial Mediation Model PCB, PCV, OCB



Barnhill and Turner

47

A majority of the student-athletes in the study reported that they were starters 
on their teams. However, a substantial number of athletes identified as reserves. 
Owen-Pugh (2007) found that athletes develop unique psychological contracts 
with their coaches based on their team roles but none of the previous psycho-
logical contract literature explored the difference between athletes who identify 
as starters and students who identify as backups. Rousseau (1995) hypothesized 
that individuals interpret their psychological contracts differently based on their 
organizational role and their career ambitions. To control for potential differences 
within the sample population, we conducted an independent samples t-test to 
determine if playing status affected student-athletes perceptions of breach. This 
test was conducted to see if student-athletes who identified themselves as reserves 
were more likely to perceive a psychological contract breach than student-athletes 
who identified as starters. The mean response from starters regarding perceptions 
of psychological contract breach was 2.52 (SD = 1.22). For reserves, the mean 
response was 2.80 (SD = 1.31). The difference between the two groups was not 
significant t(218) = -1.46, p = .145.

Discussion
The purpose of this study was to determine how perceived psychological con-

tract breaches and psychological contract violations between coaches and student-
athletes affect organizational citizenship behaviors and perceived in-role perfor-
mance of student-athletes. Based on the previous literature, we hypothesized that 
psychological contract violation would partially mediate the relationship between 
psychological contract breach and the outcome variables. The results of the study 
did not support our hypotheses.

The results of this study are surprising. The literature indicates that psycho-
logical contract breaches and psychological contract violation are strongly linked 
to poorer performance (Bal et al., 2010; Conway & Coyle-Shapiro, 2006; Coyle-
Shapiro & Kessler, 2000; Orvis et al., 2008; Restubog et al., 2006; Sturges et al., 
2005; Suazo et al., 2005; Turnley et al., 2003) and poorer organizational citizenship 
behaviors (Coyle-Shapiro, 2002; Coyle-Shapiro & Kessler, 2000; Modaresi & Nou-
rian, 2013; Restubog et al., 2006; Suazo et al., 2005; Turnley et al., 2003) in other 
organizational settings. Our results indicated that psychological contract breaches 
might affect student-athletes differently than other types of organizational mem-
bers.

There are some plausible explanations for the results. Intercollegiate athletics 
are hyper-competitive and performance measures publically available. A drop in 
performance has numerous negative consequences that may affect the student-
athlete differently than others. If an athlete is performing at substandard levels, 
their team may lose a game or a championship. Student-athletes performance may 
be more a product of their relationships with their teammates, their drive to win 
games, their drive to play sport beyond college, or their need to avoid public em-
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barrassment than a product of their relationship with their coaches. In an effort to 
avoid these outcomes, a student-athlete may continue to perform at a high level 
despite psychological contact breaches and psychological contract violations. The 
same dynamics may also explain why organizational citizenship behavior was un-
affected by psychological contract breaches and psychological contract violations. 
Student-athletes may feel pressure from teammates or just desire to help team-
mates in an effort to win contests.

It is also possible that the outcome of our study was affected by self-enhance-
ment bias from the survey participants. Although the findings of Goffin and 
Gellatly (2001) indicated that self-enhancement bias is unlikely, self-reported 
measures can leave open the possibility of its occurrence. The outcomes of self-
enhancement bias may be twofold. If student-athletes are actually performing at 
lower levels than indicated in the study, the results could be the outcome of mea-
surement error. On the other hand, if the participants are performing at levels 
lower than what they reported, it could indicate that they are failing to recognize 
their own breaches of the psychological contract. Psychological contracts require 
performance by both parties. It is possible that the actions of the coaches were 
actually reactions to worse performances than the student-athletes believed they 
were giving. Further studies would need to be conducted to explore both possibili-
ties.

Finally, we examined whether student-athletes who identified as reserves 
would be more likely to perceive a psychological contract breach than those who 
identified as starters. Our results indicated that, although the mean perception 
of breach was higher for reserves, the difference was not statistically significant. 
Rousseau (1995) speculated that organizational members should interpret their 
psychological contracts based on their roles and ambitions. Owen-Pugh (2007) 
did find evidence that athletes do form different psychological contracts based 
on their team roles but did not address playing status. It is possible that reserves 
and starters are equally perceptive of breaches. However, it is also possible that 
our results were influenced by the demographics of our study. Barnhill and Turn-
er (2013) found that student-athletes are more likely to perceive a psychological 
contract breach in their later years at the university. A majority of the student-
athletes in our sample were in their first or second year. Student-athletes that are 
reserves in year one or two may not expect to have a starting role on their teams 
and therefore would not interpret the lack of playing time as a psychological con-
tract breach. Student-athletes who are reserves in years three or four may interpret 
the psychological contract differently.

Directions for Future Research
There results of this study provide several directions for future study. This 

was the first psychological contract study of student-athletes that indicated a dif-
ference between student-athletes and other populations. Duplication of the study 
could help determine if this study was an anomaly or if the results are consistent. 
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In addition, future studies should include football playing student-athletes in the 
study. Football players are the most prominent student-athletes at the NCAA Di-
vision I level. Their experience may be quite different from student-athletes from 
other teams. Finally, duplications of this study should include scholarship amount 
as a control. We were prevented from measuring scholarship levels by multiple 
IRBs, but it is possible that student-athletes with a full scholarship have different 
perspectives on their relationship with their coaches than other student-athletes. 

Outside of duplication, scholars should also explore the development of di-
mensional scales for psychological contract research on student-athletes. The 
psychological contract between coaches and student-athletes has been indicated 
to affect many outcomes (Barnhill et al., 2013; Barnhill & Turner, 2013, 2014), 
but scholars are unable to determine which perceived promises or expectations 
truly affect individual outcomes. A dimensional scale would allow scholars to 
determine which expectations affect different dependent variables  (Rousseau & 
Tijoriwala, 1998). The development of a dimensional scale would allow research-
ers to determine if the psychological contract is truly unrelated to student-athlete 
performance and organizational citizenship, or if certain dimensions may affect 
in-role and extra-role performance. Finally, scholars should examine other behav-
ioral outcomes associated with student-athletes. Student-athletes have multiple 
relationships with their university. The current study examined performance out-
comes within the athletics realm. Future studies should examine measures related 
academics and other aspects of student-athletes’ lives.

Limitations
The major limitation to this study was the use of self-evaluation measures 

for in-role performance. Although, Goffin and Gellatly (2001) supports the as-
sumption that self-evaluation scales are highly correlated with objective measures, 
there is a possibility that self-enhancement may have biased the performance 
based measures. Another limitation was the survey distribution method, which 
protected student-athlete anonymity, but took survey administration out of the 
investigators control. Other limitations included the use of items adapted from 
other organizational settings and the lack of a question pertaining to scholarship 
amount.   
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