
Toward a more 
nuanced view on 
organizational 
support theory

Health & Medicine

https://assignbuster.com/essay-subjects/health-n-medicine/
https://assignbuster.com/toward-a-more-nuanced-view-on-organizational-support-theory/
https://assignbuster.com/toward-a-more-nuanced-view-on-organizational-support-theory/
https://assignbuster.com/toward-a-more-nuanced-view-on-organizational-support-theory/
https://assignbuster.com/


 Toward a more nuanced view on organizati... – Paper Example  Page 2

Introduction 
The perceived organizational support (POS) construct occupies a prominent 

place in organizational psychology and management literature, with more 

than 1, 200 studies on this topic. Drawing on social exchange theory ( Blau, 

1964 ) and the norm of reciprocity ( Gouldner, 1960 ), organizational support

theory holds that by providing positive resources to employees, POS induces 

among employees a felt obligation to help the organization to reach its goals

( Eisenberger et al., 1986 ; Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002 ; Kurtessis et al., 

2017 ). Additionally, organizational support theory assumes that POS fulfills 

important socioemotional needs in the workplace such as employee need for

affiliation or approval, leading to self-enhancement processes (e. g., 

Eisenberger and Stinglhamber, 2011 ; Caesens et al., 2017 ). These two 

mechanisms (i. e., social exchange and self-enhancement) are the basis for 

explaining why a high POS leads to beneficial outcomes for both 

organizations and individuals (e. g., Eisenberger and Stinglhamber, 2011 ). 

Empirical evidence has indeed indicated that POS is related to a plethora of 

positive consequences, which have been classified into three main 

categories of outcomes, i. e., (1) employees' subjective well-being (e. g., 

increased job satisfaction, reduced burnout), (2) employees' positive 

orientation toward the organization and work (e. g., increased affective 

commitment, organizational identification, work engagement), and (3) 

employees' favorable behaviors (e. g., increased performance, and reduced 

absenteeism and turnover) (e. g., Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002 ; 

Eisenberger and Stinglhamber, 2011 ; Kurtessis et al., 2017 ). 
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So far, the literature has thus mainly considered POS as a positive element in

the workplace, having beneficial effects for both employees and 

organizations ( Eisenberger and Stinglhamber, 2011 ). This theoretical 

opinion paper aims to shed new and more nuanced light on organizational 

support theory by considering the possibility that, in some cases, POS might 

cease to generate positive effects or even lead to aversive consequences. So

far, the evidence of a potential dark side of POS is sparse, uncertain, and 

little discussed. Yet, there is some preliminary evidence that indicates that 

POS might have negative consequences for both organizations and 

employees under certain circumstances. 

First, Armeli et al. (1998) unexpectedly discovered in their empirical study 

that, for workers having low socioemotional needs, the link between POS and

performance was interestingly negative. The authors explained this finding 

by “ the possibility that employees with low socioemotional needs may view 

high POS as a bank of good will that provides an opportunity to rest on one's 

laurels” ( Armeli et al., 1998 , p. 295). This unexpected result might also be 

understood in light of the threat-to-self-esteem model ( Deelstra et al., 2003

) which suggests that for employees having low socio-emotional needs, a 

high level of POS may be perceived negatively. In particular, a high POS 

could be perceived by employees as an indication of incompetence or a lack 

of confidence on the part of the organization toward them, leading to a 

reduction of employee performance. 

Second, based on the “ too-much of a good thing effect” (TMGT effect) 

proposed in the management literature ( Pierce and Aguinis, 2013 ; Burnett 
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et al., 2015 ) demonstrated that the relationship between POS and 

employees' taking charge is characterized by a curvilinear inverted U-shaped

curve. They suggested that when good things are present in excess and 

reach a threshold (e. g., supportiveness) it can backfire. More precisely, 

Burnett et al. (2015) integrated the threat-to-self-esteem model ( Nadler and

Fisher, 1986 ) and the social exchange theory ( Gouldner, 1960 ) to explain 

this curvilinear effect. They proposed that, when POS is present in excess, it 

can be perceived as self-threatening (employees may perceive POS as an 

indication of being incompetent or overhelped) and thus employees become 

unable to reciprocate for a high level of POS, resulting in subsequent 

negative reactions. Interestingly, this curvilinear relationship was also found 

to be stronger for employees having high concerns or perceiving high 

anticipated costs related to a potential non-receptivity to their proactive 

behavior. 

Third, again based on the TMGT effect ( Pierce and Aguinis, 2013 ; Harris and

Kacmar, 2018 ) recently proposed that employees perceiving high levels of 

support might at some point consider that they have done enough efforts to 

reciprocate for the positive treatments received from the organization, 

leading to plateauing effect in the POS-outcomes relationships that can 

either lead to asymptotic (nor more beneficial effect) or negative effects. In 

line with this, they found that the relationships between POS and in-role 

performance, extra-role performance, affective commitment and deviance 

(all rated by supervisors) were non-linear (characterized by an inverted U -

shaped curve for in—role, extra-role performance, and affective 

commitment, and a U -shaped curve for deviance). Unfortunately, these 
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scholars did not explicitly test whether the nonlinear relationships found lead

to a ceiling effect or to actual negative effects after the inflection point. They

concluded that the overall shape of the relationships between POS, in-role, 

extra role performance, and affective commitment were characterized by “ 

upwardsloping lines until a certain point (the inflection point) where the line 

no longer slopes upward and even goes down at the end” (p. 194). 

Future Lines OF Research 
Based on this prior first evidence, it seems relevant to explore in the future 

years the conditions under which POS might lead to negative consequences, 

or at least to cease to have beneficial effects in order to offer a better 

comprehension of the POS construct. We propose here several directions for 

future research that can be explored. 

First, research on the curvilinear effects of POS should be continued. To date,

this research has focused on consequences in terms of positive orientation 

(e. g., affective commitment; Harris and Kacmar, 2018 ) or favorable work 

behaviors (e. g., proactivity, performance; Burnett et al., 2015 ; Harris and 

Kacmar, 2018 ). These curvilinear effects were mainly explained through the 

equity theory ( Adams, 1965 ) which is at the core of social exchange and 

suggests that the benefits received by one party should be proportional to 

investments made by the other party. An unbalance in this reciprocity (to 

receive more than what we give) might lead to iniquity feelings, generating 

negative emotions among employees ( Scheer et al., 2003 ). While cultural 

differences may mitigate these effects (e. g., Scheer et al., 2003 ), an 

excessive level of POS might lead to an asymmetric relationship of inequity 
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where an employee does not feel able or does not want to reciprocate, which

would reduce his/her feeling of obligation toward the organization and 

his/her subsequent positive attitudes or behaviors toward the organization. 

Even less is known regarding the consequences of an excessive level of POS 

on employees' subjective well-being. Yet, as described earlier, some theories

related to the threat-to-self-esteem model ( Deelstra et al., 2003 ) suggest 

that an excessive level of POS could induce among employees a feeling of 

incompetence and limitation of freedom and autonomy, which could 

influence their well-being. In line with this, we suggest that at some extreme 

level, too much POS could lead to detrimental consequences for employee 

well-being such as increased stress levels or reduced job satisfaction. Future 

research should examine these potential nonlinear associations between POS

and various outcomes, particularly employees' well-being, while providing a 

sound theoretical framework and explanations for such effects. In this 

perspective, we encourage researchers to further examine whether they 

found a ceiling effect of POS or actual adverse effects after the inflection 

point and to investigate the reasons for such effects. 

Second, it might be that situational individual factors reverse the relationship

between POS and beneficial consequences (or exacerbate the nonlinear 

effects, see prior point). These potential moderators of POS certainly need 

further investigation. For instance, for employees who are highly 

perfectionist, a high level of POS might lead to higher levels of stress as they

feel that they have to reciprocate for the high level of support received. 

Similarly, for employees having high equilibrium in exchange (i. e., high in 

equity sensitivity), a high level of POS might lead to perceive a particular 
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imbalance in the reciprocity, leading to more negative subsequent 

consequences. In another vein, negative social comparisons occurring 

between employees regarding their assessment of POS (i. e., perceiving to 

be less supported by the organization as compared to colleagues) might also

lead to less beneficial outcomes. Finally, low perceived organizational 

competence ( Kim et al., 2016 ) or low organizational prestige ( Marique et 

al., 2013 ) might also exacerbate the potential nonlinear effects of POS on 

outcomes. 

Third, future research should examine the dynamic of POS over time using 

longitudinal designs and multiple measurement time. Indeed, most prior 

research considered POS as a stable variable. Yet, it may be relevant to 

examine this construct dynamically and to analyze whether employees who 

generally perceive high levels POS may react more negatively to a slight 

decrease in their POS over time, as compared to employees who are 

characterized by stable perceptions of moderate support from their 

organization over time. This suggests that providing a high POS could 

generate negative consequences if it is not fully maintained, and thus 

provide interesting insight regarding its effects. 

Conclusion 
Overall, this future line of research will certainly contribute to a more 

nuanced perspective on organizational support theory (e. g., Eisenberger 

and Stinglhamber, 2011 ; Kurtessis et al., 2017 ), by providing a better 

comprehension of the effects of POS and will also help managers to optimize 

their allocation of supportive resources. 
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