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A psychological contract, is a concept developed in contemporary research by organisational 
scholar Denise Rousseau represents the mutual beliefs, perceptions, and informal obligations between 
an employer and an employee. It sets 
the dynamics for the relationship and 
defines the detailed practically of the 
work to be done. The written contract 
of employment and job description 
only identifies duties and 
responsibilities in a generalised form.  
The psychological contract is 
concerned with how well the two 
parties are ‘fitting’ together; often we 
measure this when we undertake 
employee satisfaction surveys and the 
like. 
 
When a person is offered, and accepts 
a new post, both the formal employment, and the psychological contracts must be beneficial to both 
parties.  We regularly review employment contracts and terms and conditions, usually on an annual 
basis in some form or other.  The reality of psychological contract emerges through the interpersonal 
relationships formed in the workplace. How employers, supervisors and managers behave on a day-to-
day basis is not determined by the legal contract. Employees slowly negotiate what they must do to 
satisfy their side of the bargain, and what they can expect in return. 
 
This negotiation is sometimes explicit, e.g. in appraisal or performance review sessions, but it more 
often takes the form of behavioural action and reaction through which the parties explore and draw 
the boundaries of mutual expectation. Hence, the psychological contract determines what the parties 
will, or will not do and how it will be done. When the parties' expectations match each other, 
performance is likely to be good and satisfaction levels will be high. As long as the values and loyalty 
persist, trust and commitment will be maintained. 
 
If managed effectively, the relationship will foster mutual trust between the parties, matching the 
objectives and commitments of the organisation to those of their employees. But a negative 

psychological contract can result in employees 
becoming disenchanted, demotivated and 
resentful of authority. This will result in an 
increasingly inefficient workforce whose 
objectives no longer correspond to the 
organisation they work for. 
 
A poor psychological contract will have an 
adverse effect on both performance and safety. 
Helping especially middle managers to 
understand this behavioural concept and what 
they can do about it can have significant impact 
on safety. 

 


