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Abstract 
This paper examines the employee perspective of the expectations, both positive and 
negative, of the Performance Appraisal in the context of Social Capital Theory that 
impacts on the Psychological Contract. In order to determine the underlying basis of 
why employees have a negative view of the performance appraisal process, a study 
was undertaken to examine the perspective of management promises, perceived or 
actual, and the impact this has on the employee Psychological Contract. A qualitative 
study of 162 participants across multiple countries within different sectors and age 
groups, identified findings of gender differences in relation to Social Capital Theory 
expectations, and that management are not being held accountable for promises, 
whether implied or actual, which directly impacts on employee engagement, 
productivity, and view of management integrity within the workplace.  
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1. Introduction 
The dreaded Performance Appraisal (PA) remains an ongoing topic of research and 
strong reactions from employees. Management promises, both explicit and implied, 
made to employees create an expectation that, if breached for any reason, generates 
discontent from the employee. What appears in literature has a key focus on process 
and procedure. However, there is a distinct absence of the employee perspective in 
connection to understanding the contentious issues associated with the PA process, 
and management promises both explicit and implied. Consideration of whether the PA 
process itself creates discontent amongst employees, thereby adding to the struggle 
for managers in the handling of the review discussions, needs to be explored. 
 
Current research examines the source of ‘pre meeting tensions’ and what is driving 
reactions, however, exposing the ‘why’ aspect of PA tensions is a topic that remains 
current within both management and communication journals (Cropanzano et al., 
2023; Shao et al., 2022; Zacher & Rudolph, 2021; Sandhya & Sulphey, 2020; Islami 
et al., 2018). Within literature to date, it has been established that there is both a 
psychological and emotional context to the PA (Tenakwah et al., 2023; Hamilton et al., 
2018). The explanations and understanding of the defensiveness (Ohana et al., 2024; 
Lawler et al., 2012) can suggest that the process holds tension and negative 
interactions from both the manager and employee perspective. However, there is 
minimal research completed to explain this or identify the reasons that trigger the 
employee reactions. 
 
Taking an employee perspective, this paper sets out to examine the role of 
metacommunication surrounding the PA process and the impact it has on determining 
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employee behaviour and expectations. Exploring a perspective to the role of Social 
Capital Theory (SCT) (Tsounis et al., 2023; Metz et al., 2022) in application to the 
existing Pinch Crunch Model (PCM) (Sherwood & Schere, 1976), the paper seeks to 
identify the role of employee talk in the effectiveness of the PA process and its impact 
on employee productivity within an organisation (Patro, 2019; Lawler et al., 2012). 
 
2. Theoretical Background and Literature Review 
The literature review considered key aspects of the PA process, including an 
understanding of the performance appraisal process, associated Psychological 
Contract (PC) that evolves, and the SCT as the context of the research. The literature 
further explores aspects of management integrity and breach of PCs that may evolve 
as part of the PA process, and the associated metacommunication process. 
 
2.1 Performance Appraisal  
Organisations have clear policy and procedure guidelines to enable a structured and 
consistent approach towards the performance appraisal (PA), however, the process 
holds tensions for those involved. Whilst the PA process itself is a top-down 
communication flow, the onus of responsibility is placed on managers to ‘get it right’ 
(Murphy & DeNisi, 2023; Murphy 2020; Kinley & Ben-Hur, 2017; Rothwell, 1993). The 
‘it’ element within the PA remains unclear. There are indications that the ‘it’ could be 
either company objectives, increased performance outcomes, employee engagement, 
or that the process is a positive one.   
 
A key element in determining the perception of fairness in relation to the PA is the 
influence of non-job-related elements such as liking the person, or not, and whether 
the person undertaking the rating understands the role requirements (Islami et al., 
2018; Selvarajan et al., 2018; Dusterhoff et al., 2014). Whether 100 years ago or today, 
it appears that the accuracy of the PA relies on recollections and general memory of 
events, which in turn relies on social networks as a communication tool to influence 
positively or negatively the evaluations ‘in peoples’ minds’, where memory influences 
people’s perceptions which, in turn, influences the ratings given (Murphy & Denisi 
2023; Varma et al., 2023; Tziner & Rabenu, 2018; DeNisi & Murphy 2017). When 
considering the relevance in current times of the error level of the person rating, it 
appears to be a current issue whether in industrial or commercial environments, 
despite over 100 years of the PA being implemented in many workplaces (Murphy & 
DeNisi 2023; Tenakwah et al., 2023; Islami et al., 2018). Despite looking to address 
the element of ‘rater error’ through training, it is found that perception, reasoning 
behind bias, politics and pre-conceived perceptions remains an issue that negatively 
influence the integrity of PA (Sánchez et al., 2019; Tziner & Rabenu, 2018).   
 
Although literature shows many employees do not like the PA, it is noted as an 
‘unavoidable event’ (Adofo, 2011, p.21), suggesting a negativity surrounding the event 
as a whole (Murphy & DeNisi, 2023). With the association of ‘unavoidable’ suggesting 
a defeatist or negative context, this may be considered a fair classification as there is 
no choice and little employee driven influence in the process, where research shows 
that the communication methods and rating bias (Ryan, 2018) support the PA as being 
process rather than relationship driven. Furthermore, DeNisi and Murphy (2017) 
discuss how perceptions of fairness and rating accuracy have an influence on an 
employee’s reaction to the PA. There are three main factors in relation to an 
employee’s perception of fairness with the PA process that can be considered, 
‘distributive justice, procedural justice and interactional justice’ (Umair et al., 2016, 
p.13) which supports the findings by Golin (2017) and further support the notion of a 
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direct link between perceived fairness of the PA and job satisfaction, as well as 
retention and organisational commitment (Kuvaas, 2006). 
 
From a management perspective, aside from the meeting with the employee, 
Weinstein (2016, p.23) found that ‘95% of managers are dissatisfied with the way their 
companies conduct performance reviews, and nearly 90% of HR leaders say the 
process doesn’t yield accurate information’. Which is reflected as an ongoing issue, 
as highlighted by Agovino (2023). In addition, managers tend to view the PA process 
as both time and energy consuming (Murphy, 2020; Ryan, 2018; Du Plessis & Van 
Niekerk 2017; Ellis, 2017). When looking at the meeting itself, between the employee 
and manager, Goretzki et al. (2018) found the facet of ‘competing interests’ within the 
PA, however there was no identification of what those competing interests are, other 
than they exist within the PA process (Ryan, 2016).  
 
These clearly identify that the responsibility of 'getting it right' falls on the shoulder of 
the manager, yet the managers themselves find the process cumbersome and time 
consuming. Is it that HR push the responsibility to the manager without allowing 
enough resources for managers to offer the time and focus for a constructive PA 
meeting? This is an area for further research.  
 
2.2 Metacommunication  
Metacommunication or ‘codification of communication’ is the meaning or interpretation 
of the employee which they are sharing with another person (Ruesch et al., 2017, 
p.17).  The ‘codification of communication’ is referred to as ‘signals’ about one’s own 
understanding of what was communicated, the meaning and expectations (Ruesch et 
al., 2017, p.17), where codification is found to link the ‘intangible’ due to the nature of 
individual interpretation of what was being communicated and the meaning therein 
(Freeze & Kulkarni, 2007).  Linking this to the PA, codification would be the employee’s 
interpretation of what the manager has discussed, which can be interpreted as 
promises or set expectations by an employee (Karani et al., 2022). Therefore, within 
this research, codification identifies the forms of metacommunication and codification 
of the SCT network sources. 
 
2.3 Psychological Contract in relation to the Performance Appraisal review meeting 
Studies on the Psychological Contract (PC) have found that employees have 
expectations and those expectations come from informal discussions with 
management, colleagues, and personal social networks (Kraak et al., 2024; Tsounis 
et al., 2023; Hamilton et al., 2018; Kinley & Ben-Hur, 2017; Rousseau, 2011, 1995).  
These expectations are examined in this research to determine the impact and 
influence this has on the Performance Appraisal (PA) process being viewed positively 
or negatively by an employee.   
 
The PC lends an additional complexity to communication in the business relationship 
due to its very nature of being an implicit agreement of what is expected to be given 
and received (Ohana et al., 2024; Nelson & Quick, 2013; Rousseau, 1989).  In the 
context of the PA, the giving and receiving can be identified as based on the template 
elements upon which the employee is measured, and the potential of promotions or 
pay increase is inferred. Linking the PA to the PC, DeNisi and Murphy (2017) found 
that the reaction to the appraisal was a cognitive process, with De Meuse (1987) 
detailing that the non-verbal cues have an impact on the appraisal process. The giving 
and receiving view can be directly applied to the PA, where bonus links to measured 
performance elements when considering it on an equity basis, along with a trust-based 
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relationship between the employee and manager (Newton et al., 2017; Pichler, 2012). 
In examining this relational and psychological perspective, Kickul and Lester (2001) 
researched the PC, determining the role of equity on the relationship between PC 
breach and employee’s attitudes and behaviours. Further to this, Ellershaw et al. 
(2014) examined how managing the PC is used to sustain staff commitment. Clearly 
the PC is an important business relationship which cannot be pre-determined nor 
taken for granted, considering that it involves ‘expectations’ on both sides of the 
relationship (Ohana et al., 2024; Chaudhry & Teleab, 2013; Fletcher, 2010; Murphy & 
Cleveland, 1995). Patro (2019) draws attention to the risk that the PA can also have a 
destructive effect on the relationship between employees and employers.  
 
It is found that perception, reasoning behind bias, politics and pre-conceived 
perceptions remain an issue that negatively influence the integrity of PA (Ohana et al., 
2024; Merkel et al., 2021; Tziner & Rabenu 2018; Bayo-Moriones et al., 2019, 2011). 
Applying the perspective of the PC and relationship to the PA based on the ‘Assessment 
of Psychological Contract’ by Rousseau and Tijoriwala (1998), shown in Figure 1, 
highlights the separation between transactional, short-term and that of relational, 
loyalty orientated (O’Leary-Kelly et al., 2014). By having relational on the opposite 
spectrum, ‘relational’ can be considered as ‘long term’ where transactional is short-
term. Figure 1 also highlights that within the PC the perspective of negative reactions 
within the lower ‘transitional’ half of the chart where there is ‘no trust, uncertainty and 
erosion’ which can be linked to employee reactions. 
 

 
Figure 1.  Assessment of Psychological Contract (source: Rousseau & Tijoriwala, 

1998) 
 
To determine what is influencing or impacting the PC, PC can be explained by applying 
the PCM, as shown in Figure 2 (Sherwood & Schere, 1976). The PCM (Sherwood & 
Glidewell, 1973) specifically mentions the role of ‘talk’ and ‘relationship’ as factors that 
can influence a reaction by the receiver.   
 



5 | P a g e  
 

 
 
Figure 2. The Pinch Crunch Model (source: Sherwood & Glidewell, 1973)  

 
The Pinch Model offers a framework for identifying forms of formal and informal 
communication within the element ‘talk’, which has been further endorsed by De Meyer 
(1991, p.49) who referred to talk as ‘a way to exchange information and ideas’. 
 
Further to this, Jarvenpaa and Leidner (1998) identify that communication [talk] and 
trust are part of the PC, where ‘dysfunctional and low commitment’ are the results of 
a rupture in the relationship. This offers the potential to underpin the connection of 
metacommunication [talk] and the PC, which are supported by the Adobe study by 
Golin (2017).  An adaption of the PCM in the context of PA is proposed in Figure 3. 
 

  
  

Figure 3. Adaption of The Pinch Crunch Model (Illingworth 2023 from Sherwood & 
Glidewell, 1973) in the context of Performance Appraisals as an employee 
perspective 
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2.4 Psychological Contract (in relation to PA review meeting) 
When considering the adaptation of the PCM that Sherwood and Schere (1976) built 
on the Sherwood and Glidewell (1973) model by examining small group behaviour 
aligned to the PCM, this model can clarify the phases of an unhappy employee or 
workforce in determining that if discontent or negative reactions are happening and 
where these are not addressed, managed, and rebalanced, that the relationship, 
whether with the organisation or confidence and trust in a line manager, can be broken 
beyond repair.   
 
Although the PCM (Sherwood & Schere, 1976) is not noted for being part of the PA, 
there is a clear potential due to the specific mention of the role ‘talk’ has in the 
relationship process (Sherwood & Glidewell, 1973). The ‘talk’ element falls in a 
position of either ‘pinch or reconciliation’ of a relationship as shown in Figure 3 above, 
where the model can be divided in two halves, separating the part which is the process 
of formal communication. The importance of the role of ‘talk’ and ‘mishandling’ clearly 
fits within the perspective of the role of metacommunication and that of the importance 
of the PA on the employer/employee relationship. 
 
2.5 Social Capital Theory  
Social capital (Filipovic & Arslanagic-Kalajdzic, 2023) refers to ‘features of social 
organization such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate co-ordination and 
cooperation for mutual benefit’ (Putnam, 2000, p.67). When considering the literature 
and key findings pertaining to Social Capital Theory (SCT), the perspective of trust 
within SCT can be linked to the PA (Tsounis et al. 2023; Metz et al., 2022; Putman, 
2000). Within the PA, the trust issues were identified as being either the process 
through the level of transparency or trust in the outcomes discussed with the manager. 
Within the SCT literature, the identification of the role of social capital, SCT and 
networks within the workplace have the function of offering morale support (Filipovic 
& Arslanagic-Kalajdzic 2023; Metz et al., 2022; Munzel et al., 2018; Treas, 2011; 
Widmer et al., 2009; Milardo & Duck, 2000; Gilchrist, 1998). These have not been 
explored in the context of this research.  
 
Munzel et al. (2018) proposed a conceptual framework based on SCT (Lin, 2017, 
2001) on the two central social network characteristics of quality (i.e., intimacy with 
social network friends) and quantity (Munzel et al., 2018). The main themes are that 
informal networks including those within formal structures such as the workplace offer 
support and guidance to those in the network. SCT is shown to add value to an 
organisation, however, it has not been linked to PA and the influence on perceptions 
of trust, fairness, and expectations of outcomes such as pay or promotion. The gap, 
however, is that SCT has not been examined in the employee perspective of the PA 
process. The theory and literature support the relevance of exploring the phenomena 
through the SCT lens. Linking this to the PC and expectations supports the need for 
future research of PA discontent linked to the PC, where metacommunication playing 
a role when aligned to the PCM (Haden, 2015; Sherwood & Glidewell, 1973, 1971). 
This all forms within SCT, as SCT can influence certain behaviours and actions 
(Tsounis et al., 2023; Metz et al., 2022; Coleman, 1988).  
 
This research adds value by examining people’s ‘happiness’ in relation to the PA, 
bringing new dimensions to existing models and new context to SCT literature. 
Therefore, SCT allows the incorporated perspectives of trust, morale, informal network 
support that take place in and out the workplace, with modern methods for evaluation. 
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2.6 Management Integrity and Breach of Psychological Contract 
Ngobeni et al. (2022, p.2) state that ‘The informal agreement, known as the 
psychological contract, is often overlooked, although it is pivotal in determining the 
engagement of employees in an organisation’ which raises the question as to why can 
something be so important, so ‘pivotal’ and yet be overlooked and by whom is it 
being overlooked? When we consider the role of compassion in addressing workplace 
disharmony, is it that we have become so individualised and self-focussed that 
managers need to return to realising that the employee is important, and that the 
relationship is to be nurtured and developed by the manager (Simpson et al., 2020; 
Muratbekova-Touron & Galindo, 2018)? 
 
Aggarwal and Bhargava (2009) researched the link between Human Resource (HR) 
practices, of which the PA is within and the psychological impact on employee attitude, 
however, their research identified the provision of training and development as the key 
factor that could breach the PC. Whereas Karani et al. (2022) found that within the 
healthcare sector, the results did not support previous research that had identified 
managerial support as one significant major enabler in creating ambidextrous 
behaviour (Rosing et al., 2011; Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004). Although it could be 
considered relevant, it would appear that literature has sought to identify tangibles as 
a means to explain employee behaviour linked to the PC. What we explore in this 
paper is that, indeed, it is managerial behaviour through the intangible promises as 
the key that makes or breaks the employee PC, which then goes on to impact on 
employee engagement and productivity. Something Leyshon (2021) considered from 
a psychological contract/management authenticity perspective in decision making bias 
during senior management approval and in manager/employee meetings. Wherein, 
every interaction is considered at risk of misunderstandings if communication is only 
guided visually by policy as the invisible barriers at every stage of this process can be 
missed, which is individual culture fuelling perception (Leyshon & Hiddlestone-
Mumford, 2023; Leyshon, 2021). 
 
2.7 Social Capital Theory and Network Theory 
When looking at more recent reviews of the Network Theory (NT) connected to social 
capital within the work environment, it appears as still in development (Zhao et al., 
2023; Metz et al., 2022; Lin, 2017). Supporting this, Burt and Soda (2021) and Borgatti 
(2011) found that despite considerable research on social networks, there is certain 
confusion about NT itself. NT is built upon Granovetter’s (1973) and Burt’s (1992) 
research, whilst Hooghe and Stolle (2003) examined the perspective of social capital 
in the context of the workplace, finding that indeed SCT is linked to and influenced by 
social interactions, a person’s network. The network is also identified as a mechanism 
for social capital within organisational knowledge sharing perspective (Wulandhari et 
al., 2022; Monaghan et al., 2017; Chow & Chan, 2008). 
 
When considering the literature and key findings pertaining to SCT, the perspective of 
trust within SCT can be linked to the PA. Within the PA, the trust issues were identified 
as being either the process through the level of transparency or trust in the outcomes 
discussed with the manager. 
 
3. Methodology 
When reviewing extant literature on the themes and methodological approaches that 
underpinned this research, it was apparent that there has not been one set approach 
used. The summary table below (Table 1) offers a holistic view of the main researchers 
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identified within the literature review, their research technique, and their chosen 
methodological approach. 
 

Table 1. Summary of key authors, technique, and methodological approach 

Topic Author/s Technique used Quant Qual 
Psychological Contract   
 Kraak et al., 2024 Round table discussion of leading psychological contract 

scholars 
 Sandhya & Sulphey, 

2020 
Survey google.doc cross-sectional,  
392 responses. 

  

 Muratbekova-Touron 
& Galindo, 2018 

Interviews with employees and 
managers.  
The working environment contributes to 
the development of trust and fairness, 
which forms part of the content of the 
balanced contract. 

  

 O’Leary-Kelly et al., 
2014 

Qualitative methodology to develop 
grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 
1967; Strauss and Corbin, 2014) that 
would provide an understanding of the 
employment relationships and 
experiences. 
Semi- structured phone interviews. 
Sample size 54. 

  

 Gioia et al., 2013 
 

Qualitative for sensemaking of 
experiences. 

  

 Chao et al., 2011 238 questionnaires distributed. 
131 valid responses. 
Snowball sampling used. 

 
 

 

 Rousseau, 2011  Online survey.   
Performance Appraisal   
Sector 
specific 

Bayo-Moriones et 
al., 2019 

Mixed methods. 
Interviews with HR manager and survey 
when Manager not available with 
controlled sampling. 

  

PA and 
Satisfaction 

Islami et al., 2018  Using primary and secondary data. 
Primary data - quantitative survey using 
a self-administered questionnaire. 

  

Country 
comparison 

Selvarajan et al., 
2018  

Survey. 
Testing the hypothesis using the 
mediational analysis during the 
procedure. 

  

 Tenakwah et al., 
2023 

Two wave survey 
439 respondents 

  

 Dusterhoff et al., 
2014 

71 respondents.  
Internet survey. 
Likert-type Scale 1-5. 
70% female. 

 
 

 
 

 Bayo-Moriones et al., 
2011 

Individual interviews with 50 managers, 
employees and representatives … 
however…’further knowledge of the 
issues included in the questionnaire 
…resulting in more reliable data’. 

  

 
Table 1 influenced the anticipated number of responses required as a minimum and 
whether the research would take a quantitative or qualitative approach. 
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3.1 Philosophical Stance 
Having explored the various methodological approaches and supporting literature of 
these, the choice of structured questionnaire with an ‘interpretative’ philosophical 
stance, taking an ‘abductive’ approach to the research (Ong, 2023; Saunders et al., 
2011) was selected. The reason being that when reviewing the techniques for data 
collection from research within the fields of psychological contracts, PA, and 
metacommunication, there was no clear one approach applied.  
 
The ‘interpretivist’ philosophical stance is focussed on interpretation of human 
interaction and interpretation of the significance of that interaction (Clark et al., 2021; 
Frechette et al., 2020; Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006; Cresswell, 2003). Data collection 
from an interpretivist stance tends to use qualitative methods rather than quantitative 
methods (Grass 2024; Wahyuni, 2012; Schram, 2006; Mertens, 2005; Ponterotto, 
2005). This is best explained as ‘researchers who are using interpretivist paradigm 
and qualitative methods often seek experiences, understandings and perceptions of 
individuals for their data to uncover reality rather than rely on numbers of statistics’ 
(Thanh & Thanh, 2015, p.24) and reinforced by Tenakwah et al. (2023). Taking an 
interpretivist approach allows examination of experiences, perceptions and 
understanding to understand the ‘meanings expressed through words’ (Saunders et 
al., 2009, p.482) from ‘real world settings’ (Golafshani, 2003, p.600). 
 
A pre-study was undertaken to determine which research method to apply and the 
efficiency of it to obtain valid and reliable data, along with ensuring that the questions 
presented were clearly understood (Saunders et al., 2012; Blessing & Chakrabarti, 
2009). The initial study involved a sample size of ten face-to-face interviews using 
semi-structured questions. Question refinement was then applied to 30 masters 
students through a supervised online structured survey that reflected the questions 
used in the study, and evaluated as to the level of data presented, resulting in some 
refinements of the final question order and question phrasing, to avoid leading 
participants to taking a more negative stance in their replies (Ashforth et al., 2007; 
Baker & Nelson, 2005; Corley & Gioia, 2004). The order of the questions was guided 
to ensure themes and questions flow to ensure the respondent offers their full 
recollection of events that took place and their reactions and checked for ‘construct 
validity’ (Saunders et al., 2012). The structure of the questions alternated with a 
positivist angle first then a negative angle, e.g., Have you ever had a positive PA 
discussion? Y/N. The balance was to ensure the respondent was not influenced to 
take a more negative reaction to the questions but to trigger a real recollection of their 
reaction to PA events. 
 
3.2 Data Collection Method 
The use of online software offers wider data interpretation, with ease of access to 
gather a larger response rate and facilitates time-efficient interpretation compared to 
manual interpretation of notes or recordings (Allsop et al., 2022; Dalkin et al., 2021; 
Roberts et al., 2021). Using software for data analysis has been widely researched 
and although there exists a wide selection of tools, when compared they offer many 
similarities (Mazumdar et al., 2023; Clark et al., 2021; Cobanoglu et al., 2021).   
 
As a pre-study validity test, both NVivo and Qualtrics online options were compared 
to manually collected data. Further to the methodology pre-study, a pre-study was 
undertaken by 30 participants across a range of age-groups and industry sectors, 
using semi-structured interviews which followed an online survey using the same 
questions to determine whether the responses were: a) understandable, and delivered 
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b) consistency in results. This pre-study supported that the survey was understood 
and generated consistent results compared to the recordings of responses of the 30 
individual interviews. The result of this second pre-study confirmed that nothing was 
‘lost’ in the interpretation of the questions by using an online option for data collection 
compared to an interview and that it gave usable data interpretations.  
 
Qualtrics was selected as the data collection medium for its contextuality, where data 
interpretation was able to be single question data or related question data e.g., gender 
and perceived promises during the PA meeting. Qualtrics offered ease of accessibility 
to the survey, descriptive and relational data whilst being user-friendly for participants 
(Roberts et al., 2021) and has been used for both data collection and data analysis in 
this research. By using Qualtrics online survey, we sought a minimum of 100 valid 
responses from a cross-sectional and cross-age group cohort, with a focus on three 
countries (Australia, UK, and France). The countries chosen were based on their 
‘cultural differences’ (Segundo, 2023; Hofstede, 2011) with the goal to examine if 
culture has an impact on the phenonium being examined.  
 
3.3 Research Design 
When considering whether to take a quantitative, qualitative, or mixed-method 
approach to this research, it was determined that a qualitative method would support 
recommendations from the data interpretation, whereas quantitative would evidence 
that a problem exists and provide statistics. The research examines the perspective 
of a perceived promise occurring endorsing this as qualitative research; whereas if 
examining whether the perspective was a formalised promise then the research would 
take a quantitative approach e.g., did the promised pay rise (for example) get actioned 
prior to the following PA review. 
 
To facilitate this, each question had ‘free text’ if respondents wished to add further 
context or detail. Some measures were based on a Likert Scale to identify the level of 
impact rather than a ‘yes no n/a’ approach. The resulting data also offers secondary 
data for future development for either or both qualitative and quantitative approaches. 
 
Therefore, for this study, a qualitative approach was used in developing both open and 
closed questions and distributed using the Qualtrics survey tool. The survey used a 
design that was initially tested through a mix-method of doing in-person interviews to 
determine whether the questions delivered had clarity for both respondents and data 
generated. This was then applied to an online survey format using Qualtrics to a small 
group of 15 to test if the questions drew the same level of information from the 
respondents as it did in person and online in the second pre-study group. Some minor 
adaptations were applied following these, which resulted in a final format questionnaire 
that was distributed through various networks resulting in 162 responses, with the 
majority being from Australia, France, and the UK. The items in the questionnaire were 
self-developed following the interview approach format to validate rigour. 
 
As a result, an online structured questionnaire was used to identify key themes and 
patterns, offering primary data that identified valuable insights to the phenomena being 
researched (Ohana et al., 2024; Braun & Clarke, 2021, 2006; Maguire & Delahunt, 
2017; Clarke & Braun, 2013; Gioia et al., 2013; Keyser, 2010). The questionnaire 
contained both positive and negative angles to ensure the respondents were not 
influenced to focus on negative experiences alone. The link to the survey was shared 
within a variety of social and professional networks primarily within Australia, UK, and 
France.  
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When looking at data interpretation, it was determined that qualitative data was able 
to offer a greater level of detail and interpretation using Qualtrics in comparison to 
NVivo.    
 
Measures focussed on:  

• Metacommunication: employee to colleagues pre- and post-PA. 
• Metacommunication: employee to friends and family pre- and post-PA.  
• Metacommunication: employee to Trade Union pre- and post-PA. 
• Employee expectations: pre the PA process involving metacommunication with 

social network. 
• Employee expectations: based on previous PA meetings. 
• Promises: implied promises during the PA process. 

 
3.4 Validity and Reliability 
When looking at research methods, analysis of existing literature on the psychological 
contract and performance appraisals, data collection methods evidenced that there 
was no one consistent approach applied (Table 1). What is apparent is that rigour, 
reliability, and validity are extremely important, especially within qualitative research 
when being applied in research that examines reactions and interpretations (Harley & 
Cornelissen, 2022; Campbell et al., 2020; Rahman, 2020).   
 
The survey was distributed using an anonymous link, using the snowball effect, similar 
to that of Chao et al.’s (2011) research approach. In using the snowball effect, people 
shared the survey link to their networks across various industries. Onward unrestricted 
sharing with ethical considerations have been considered in collecting the data 
(Zapata-Barrero & Yalaz, 2020). The purpose of not restricting the survey audience 
was to evidence anonymity, where the focus is on the responses, not on identifying 
factors pertaining to a single organisation or group, creating cross-group and cross-
industry representation. Additionally, the inability to submit more than one response 
by enabling the ‘prevent multiple submissions’ feature of Qualtrics, prevented 
participants taking the survey more than once, further supporting legitimacy in 
responses.  
 
Data saturation is considered at the point where the responses become repetitive, 
‘data adequacy’, from a data interpretation perspective (Aguboshim, 2021; Braun & 
Clarke, 2021). For the data to be ‘usable’, ‘saturation’ is anticipated to begin after 50 
completed responses, based on the pre-study data which determined the goal of 
achieving over 100 responses to the survey. This approach is also endorsed in the 
existing literature response levels shown in Table 1.  
 
This research considered the common method bias, due to being a structured 
questionnaire, could be a concern. To address this possible bias, when looking at 
research methods, what is clear is that rigour, reliability, and validity are extremely 
important, especially within qualitative research (Cypress, 2017; Noble & Smith, 2015).  
What this means is that the results need to be continually producing the same results 
and would do if the process was repeated at another time, with another set of 
respondents, which offer valid findings through their accuracy (Clark et al., 2021; 
Noble & Smith, 2015; Zikmund et al., 2012; Schram, 2006). It was anticipated that as 
the source of the respondents would be from a broad range of sectors, a pre-test was 
undertaken on a sample of 30 respondents, using semi-structured interviews, to 
determine whether the responses were consistent, and was tried with different age 
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groups. It was found that the testing of the proposed process and questions offered 
reliable data and that the online questionnaire was anticipated to offer a larger scale 
of responses offering data that will be valid and reliable in shaping theories pertaining 
to the phenomena. Both positive and negative reactions had open text space for 
respondents to elaborate if so desired. 
 
3.5 Reliability Testing 
To ensure reliability, comparative data was tested at 25, 50 and 75 responses for fit 
within the Inter-Rater Reliability (IRR) context of ensuring consistency of interpretation 
by respondents and data that resulted from the same questions (Protogerou & Hagger, 
2020).  In addition, to further ensure reliability, the ‘test – retest’ was applied in the pre-
studies (Matthews et al., 2022). The test - retest took place one month apart to ensure 
the reliability of two pre-study groups to ensure the questions were understood in the 
same context and interpretation, offering the same results. Thus, the survey was 
considered to offer reliable and valid data for use in this research as per Figure 4 
provides a summary of the pre-study process, showing rigour, reliability and validity of 
the survey development and testing. 
 

 
Figure 4. Survey Validation Process 

 
 
 
4. Findings and Analysis 
4.1 Demographics 
We approached respondents that resided in three core countries to undertake the 
structured questionnaire, with wider responses through social networks. Table 2 
provides the country of respondents at the time of response. 
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Table 2. Respondents by country of residence at time of response 

Country location of respondent Quantity 
Australia   71 
France   54 
United Kingdom   26 
New Zealand     2 
Other    9 
Total 162 

 
Table 3 provides the age range of respondents at the time of responding to the 
structured questionnaire. 
 

Table 3. Age range of respondents 

Age range Quantity 
18-24 years old   12 
25-34 years old   22 
35-44 years old   36 
45-54 years old   43 
25-64 years old   40 
65+ years old     9 
Total 162 

 
4.2 Promises during the PA 
To examine whether promises, whether implied or implicit, had been made the 
question was asked: In your opinion, have you ever felt that your manager (or a 
previous manager) has made a promise of something positive that didn't eventuate?   
 
As shown in Table 4, findings show that 77.3% of female respondents reported ‘actual 
promises’ in comparison to 22.7% of males. When considering ‘perceived promises’, 
63.9% of males reported having had what they perceived or considered a promise 
made, whilst only 36.1% of women reported having had perceived promise. These 
findings identify that during the PA an employee can perceive a promise to have been 
made whether implicit or explicit.  
 

Table 4. Promises made from the employee perspective 

 
 
 
 
 

These results clearly identify that, from an employee perspective, promises are made 
during the PA discussion. There is a significant gender difference within the results 
which raises the question on gender interpretation of what was considered an actual 
promise, or whether the difference is on the manager communication style being 
adapted to the gender of the employee, or that managers are more comfortable 
making promises without certainty on being able to deliver. This raises the question 
as to whether the issue is the manager making the promise or the organisation not 
supporting managers decisions in the interest of enhancing team performance and 
staff motivation. This would benefit from further research to understand in more detail 

Statement made during PA Male Female 
Actual Promise ‘you will’, ‘I will’ … 22.7% 77.3% 
Perceived promise ‘You should … it 
might be possible to .. 63.9% 36.1% 
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as to the motivations and interpretations of a management promise made during the 
PA. 
 
4.3 The effect of Management Promises whether implied or actual 
Of the respondents, 56.3% consider themselves to be immune to management 
promises indicating a perceived lack of integrity to promises made by a line manager. 
Where the respondent felt a promise by their manager had been broken, all age groups 
reported the effect being less happy at work. When looking at age reactions to ‘broken 
promises’, 80% of respondents in the 18-24 age group reported ‘bad mouthing’ the 
manager.  This is something that could be further explored as to whether it is a broken 
relationship and the communication methods of ‘bad mouthing’ the manager. 
 
The responses by those who had a negative experience and view of the PA stated 
that there had been a breach of promises by their line manager made in the previous 
PA meeting. These promises were perceived based on words used, leading the 
employee to have expectations of an action over the coming year. When this did not 
eventuate, it caused a break in the psychological contract having a direct negative 
impact on employee engagement. Findings also show that employees consider 
promises to have been made in previous PA meetings and to be delivered, whether 
these promises were actual or perceived.  
 
The reaction of looking for a new job also drew high response levels for younger age 
groups and reduced for older age groups, with 100% in the 18-24 age group reported 
positively, where in comparison to 50% of those in the 35-54 age group to 0% in the 
60+ age group. This could be further examined in ageism of the workforce and the 
requirement of wage security for the older workforce.  
 
When looking at discretionary effort, as a direct result of the psychological contract, 
37% of respondents in the 18-34 age group responded that they would ‘do less extra 
hours at work’, effectively withdrawing their discretionary effort. This aspect could be 
examined in a tangible dollar value of hours worked by salaried employees.  
 
The older the respondent the greater the reaction of the PA being a ‘make or break’ of 
the positive working relationship which supports the interpretation of the PCM as 
relevant in understanding employee behaviour in connection to the PA process. 
 
4.4 People talk - the talk that influences expectations 
The findings showed that men were more influenced than women from talking to 
someone in relation to influencing expectations of the PA outcomes. The findings 
showed 60% of men compared to 40% of women, with the gender they associated 
themselves as, were more influenced from such talking. Findings identified that there 
are gender differences in relation to SCT, where males talk to others about their 
forthcoming PA meeting whilst women did not talk to their social network. However, 
strangers, someone unknown to the female respondents was asked for guidance in 
relation to an anticipated negative PA discussion. The discussions were shown to 
identify expectations of the PA meeting both positive and negative. 
 
When looking at expectations, with the question ‘has a discussion with a colleague 
influenced your expectations of a performance appraisal meeting’, respondents by job 
level showed that 54.5% at junior or low skilled levels expected a positive outcome, 
with 20.8% expecting a negative outcome. Comparing this at higher work levels, such 
as supervisor level, 27.3% reported expecting a positive outcome with 34.4% 
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expecting a negative outcome. Whereas at manager level the expectation of a 
negative outcome was greatest at 53.7%, with 20% as having no influence on 
expectations.   
 
This can be interpreted that the negative expectations increase at higher levels of the 
organisation, while at lower levels there is a positive expectation. When considering 
these findings in connection to reactions of ‘broken’ promises, in the context of SCT 
we can determine that indeed talk does matter in the PA process. That is, talk not only 
with the manager but with others in the social network. 
 
4.5 Broken Promises - reasonable adjustments withdrawn 
This study drew an alarming and unexpected set of results which are of concern when 
considering the number of people with health conditions, disabilities and, in particular, 
those with hidden disabilities who are in the workforce. Findings related to those 
requiring workplace adjustments due to health conditions which were already in place 
with the new manager declining ‘continuation of the reasonable adjustments’. 
 
Of the 162 respondents, 38.1% considered themselves to have requirements for 
reasonable adjustments, where 70% of that group reported having had a new manager 
decline continuation of the reasonable adjustments. 
 
5. Discussion 
The implications of this study identify that ‘talk’ is a major factor in the PA process.  
Figure 5 provides the interpretation of the PA communication flow drawn from the 
literature. Literature provides a flow that the research found not to be the case in the 
PA communication process, where a web of communication evolves, reflective of the 
underlying culture of the organisation, as well as individual cultural influences.  
 

 
 
Figure 5.  Interpretation of PA communication flow from literature (Illingworth, 2023) 

 
When looking at formal communication elements within the PA process, the policy and 
forms are indeed a form of direct communication. However, it is the web of 
communication that surrounds the PA process which is being suggested as the 
potential influence on the employee’s reaction based on their expectations and 
Psychological Contract (PC).  It appears from both experience and the above extant 
research covering the elements of PA, communication, metacommunication and the 
PC, that a key role in the way the process is experienced by the employee, could be 
dominated by a web of metacommunications (MC), a web that goes wider than just 
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the formal manager and employee discussion. The findings support the development 
of the model below (Figure 6) that reflects the thematic web of metacommunication 
surrounding the PA. 
 
 

 
Figure 6. Thematic web of metacommunication surrounding the PA (Illingworth, 2023) 

 
It is the web of metacommunication set out as informal communication channels that 
sheds light on the hidden complexities surrounding the PA. Further to this, it would 
appear logical to interpret that indeed informal communication in the form of 
metacommunication does take place during the PA process. The pre- and post-PA 
employee experience reflects how perceptions, and both the organisational and 
individual cultural lenses influence the experience, along with the associated PC and 
management authenticity, supporting Leyshon’s (2021) and Leyshon and 
Hiddlestone-Mumford’s (2023) findings and taking it further into the 
metacommunication web. 
 
Although this topic has scope to be applied to a single sector, single country and other 
avenues, as the method for distribution was the ‘snowball’ effect, where a selected 
starting group then shared with their networks and onwards, this research reflects 
multiple sectors, multiple job levels, gender and age groups. Through this approach, 
the phenomenon was evidenced consistently, which highlights the importance and 
attention required by management to ensure perceived promises and perceived 
integrity are paramount during the PA process from an employee perspective. 
Findings indicated that 88.9% of male respondents go to the PA with expectations, 
whether positive or negative, compared to 79.6% of female and non-binary 
respondents. Furthermore, males reported a higher rate of ‘perceived promises’ 
(69.7%) occurring during the PA discussion with their manager compared to female 
and non-binary respondents at 27.7%. In the context of ‘actual promises’, 15.2% male 
respondents reported lower than female and non-binary respondents at 36.2%, with 
44.4% of males reported to anticipate negative outcomes compared to other genders.  
From a cross-country comparative stance, France reported higher at 80.6% for 
‘becoming immune to management promises’ when compared to Australia at 48.6%, 
UK at 37.5% and other countries at 25%, where respondents ‘switch off if my manager 
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makes a promise’. Overall, 83.3% of respondents go to their PA review meeting with 
expectations.   
 
The most concerning data set evidenced negative actions impacting on those who 
have had ‘reasonable adjustments’ in the workplace. Reasonable adjustments impact 
those with both visible and hidden disabilities, where the data evidenced managers 
are found to revoke continuation of these adjustments. As this is in the PA process it 
can be interpreted that it is occurring without explanation or considering the impact 
(Figure 7 which examined by age-group). 
 

 
Figure 7. Age group of respondents for the question of ‘Have you ever had a manager 

decline continuation of adjustments agreed by a previous manager?’ 
 
This research study had anticipated differences based on country but had not 
anticipated exposing differences in relation to those with ‘hidden’ disabilities. This 
finding requires the urgent attention of HR and senior leaders in the workplace.  
 
6. Limitations  
This study was undertaken over a three-month period for the pre-study phase and a 
further two-month timeframe for the questionnaire phase. This impacted on the 
number of responses gathered and would have benefitted with being analysed through 
SPSS software for finer precisions of data analysis, taking a blended quantitative and 
qualitative context rather than data being interpreted from a qualitative perspective 
alone using Qualtrics analysis. 
 
Limitations of this research are primarily relying on respondents having a true and 
accurate recollection of their emotional reactions to the PA process in a neutral and 
constructive manner. Further limitation is time factor in relation to following up to 
validate responses through in-person interviewing allowing probing for further detail in 
some questions. 
 
7. Future Research 
Based on the responses indicating that managers are not adhering or respecting 
existing reasonable adjustments, future research would benefit those in the workplace 
who have a diagnosed health condition requiring reasonable adjustments and if or 
when changes to these occur and the reactions it forces on the employee.    
 
Gender showed results that would benefit from further research in relation to the 
breach of PC during the PA process. Similarly, the discretionary effort in terms of a 
tangible dollar value of hours worked by salaried staff. Further, an examination in 
agism in the workforce and the requirement of wages security for the older workforce. 
Additional future research could examine if an employee makes the decision to leave 
the organisation as a result of a PA failure of delivering previous promises, whether 
implicit or formal. 
 

Response 18-24 years 25-34 years 35-44 years 45-54 years 55-64 years 
Yes   50.0%   80.0%   60.0%   75.0%   80.0% 
No   50.0%   20.0%   40.0%   25.0%   20.0% 

Total 100.0%  100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
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Finally, whether HR’s push of the responsibility to the manager without allowing 
enough resource for managers to offer the time and focus for a constructive PA 
meeting is warranted. 
 
8. Conclusion 
This paper identifies the importance of ‘management promises’ whether implicit or 
explicit that are made during the PA process.  Management, or mismanagement of 
these, has identified as the source of employee engagement and impact on employee 
performance through engagement of the PC. These finding show that there is much 
work to be done in the realms of management communication that aligns to the 
purpose of the PA being on improving and maintaining employee performance levels. 
It can be interpreted from the data that management are not being held accountable 
for promises, whether implied or actual, which directly impacts on employee 
engagement, productivity, and view of management integrity within the workplace.  
 
The study offers important insight in identifying the ‘why’ of the negative view towards 
the PA process. There has been no prior research or data that links the employee PC 
to the PA process which clearly identifies the responsibility of the PA integrity as the 
responsibility of management communication and perceived integrity by the 
employee. The implications of the data show that although there are processes in 
place and even laws when considering ‘reasonable adjustments’, that managers 
themselves are not being held accountable for the management/mismanagement of 
employee expectations. 
 
The issue of communication including the time pressures on managers taking on a 
new team, is that making time to focus and discuss with the employee rather than 
taking a process driven and non-engaging approach is the key to breaking the 
negativity surrounding the PA. The concerning results of withdrawal of existing 
reasonable adjustments is alarming and one that managers need to be educated and 
supported in understanding the complexities surrounding health conditions in the 
workplace. The organisation through allowing non-awareness and indirectly 
supporting the manager in withdrawing reasonable adjustments has an impact both 
on Government initiatives in multiple countries, and also on the workforce members 
themselves. Therefore, this paper identifies that where managers are lacking in 
integrity of their word, it influences directly on the employee’s interpretation of the 
validity and effectiveness of the PA process. 
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