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Abstract

The employee-organization relationship (EOR) is a well-established re-
search topic in the applied psychology and organizational behavior litera-
tures. However, the potential links between the EOR and employee health
and well-being are understudied in comparison to the effects of the EOR on
traditional organization-focused outcomes such as organizational commit-
ment, job performance, and turnover. To address the need for development
of the role of the EOR on employee health,we focus on two of themost pop-
ular EOR concepts: psychological contracts and perceived organizational
support.We review the empirical research on the EOR and health and well-
being as well as theoretical underpinnings of social exchange and reciprocity.
We then suggest that the COVID-19 pandemic may have increased empha-
sis on employee health and well-being, resulting in heightened employee
expectations from their organization. Subsequently, we present a model
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based on social exchange theory to explain how this increased attention on health is linked with
employee perceptions of organizational support and psychological contracts, ultimately contribut-
ing to enhanced or decreased health andwell-being.Finally,we discuss the practical implications of
the changing emphasis on the health andwell-being of employees for the EOR and the importance
of an expansion of research linking the EOR with health and well-being.

INTRODUCTION

A large body of research has been conducted on the employee-organization relationship (EOR) in
the last 40 years (Shore et al. 2017). The EOR is “an overarching term to describe the relationship
between the employee and the organization” (Shore et al. 2004, p. 292).Within the EOR domain,
the two most popular concepts are perceived organizational support (POS) (Eisenberger et al.
1986) and psychological contracts (PCs) (Rousseau 1989). As shown in meta-analytic studies of
both POS (Kurtessis et al. 2017) and PCs (Rees 2022, Zhao et al. 2007), employee health and well-
being, outcomes that are beneficial to the employee, have been understudied in favor of outcomes
focused on benefiting the organization such as organizational commitment, performance, and
citizenship. The COVID-19 pandemic brought to the fore the fragility and importance of health
in a stark manner and, with it, a refocus on the idea that employee health is integral to the EOR.
In the spirit of elevating employee health as fundamental to the employee-employer exchange
relationship, we draw attention to this understudied outcome of the EOR.

Our inclusion/exclusion decision in terms of EOR frameworks was guided by the extent of
accumulated empirical research, and thus we focus exclusively on two of the most frequently re-
searched EOR constructs: PCs and POS. The former captures “an individual’s beliefs regarding
the terms and conditions of a reciprocal exchange agreement between the focal person and another
party” (Rousseau 1989, p. 123), and the latter captures an individual’s perception concerning the
degree to which an organization values employee contributions and cares about their well-being
(Eisenberger et al. 1986).

Our review is organized as follows. First,we define the central constructs and review their theo-
retical underpinnings in social exchange theory.Then,we explain how the pandemic disrupted the
EOR and provided the impetus for greater emphasis on health and well-being. Next, we summa-
rize the limited empirical evidence linking the EOR and employee health as well as the dominant
theoretical mechanisms. This provides the foundation for our temporal model that is presented
subsequently and that explains how and why the EOR has expanded to include employee well-
being and health due to the disruptive effects of the pandemic. Penultimately, we present practical
implications, and then we conclude with future research directions.

PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACTS AND PERCEIVED
ORGANIZATIONAL SUPPORT

Recall that PCs capture an individual’s beliefs regarding the reciprocal exchange between that in-
dividual and their employer. As Rousseau (1990, p. 390) notes, “beliefs become contractual when
the individual believes that he or she owes the employer certain contributions (e.g., hard work,
loyalty, sacrifices) in return for certain inducements (e.g., high pay, job security).”How an individ-
ual assesses their PC is the driving factor to understanding its consequences (Conway & Briner
2005). Specifically, researchers have focused on fulfillment, breach, and violation.1 PC fulfillment is

1Sometimes, the label nonfulfillment is used to reflect breach. Here, we use the term breach as it reflects
nonfulfillment and is widely used by researchers.We acknowledge that employees may experience breach and
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described as “the extent to which one party to the contract deems the other has met its obligations”
(Lee et al. 2011, p. 204). In contrast, PC breach and violation represent employee assessments of
lack of reciprocation of obligations from the employer to the employee. Specifically, PC breach is
defined as “the cognition that one’s organization has failed to meet one or more obligations within
one’s PC in a manner commensurate with one’s contributions” (Morrison & Robinson 1997,
p. 230). Finally, PC violation is portrayed as “an intense reaction of outrage, shock, resentment,
and anger” (Rousseau 1989, p. 129).

In contrast, POS is unidimensional in capturing the degree to which employees feel supported
by their organization. Organizational support theory posits that employees make attributions
concerning the organization’s intentions behind their receipt of favorable or unfavorable treat-
ment and that favorable discretionary treatment and treatment that fulfills the needs of employees
should enhance POS (Kurtessis et al. 2017). Evidence suggests that highly discretionary actions
by the organization have six times more positive influence on employee perceptions of organiza-
tional support than actions in which the organization is perceived to have little choice (Eisenberger
et al. 1997). An employee experiencing unreasonable work pressure is likely to perceive low or-
ganizational support, whereas an employee who received recognition from the CEO for their
contributions is likely to perceive high organizational support.

POS and PCs are independent yet complementary frameworks in understanding the EOR.
Both rely on social exchange theory and the normof reciprocity (Gouldner 1960) as the underlying
theoretical basis.

THE EMPLOYEE-ORGANIZATION RELATIONSHIP AND SOCIAL
EXCHANGE THEORY

When Shore and her colleagues published a comprehensive review of the EOR literature in 2004,
they referred to major changes in work structures in the twentieth century that contributed to
modifications in the EOR (Shore et al. 2004). Since 2004, however, while much has continued
to change in the world of work and in society, there continues to be an overwhelming research
emphasis placed on antecedents focused on the work context (e.g., fairness and supervisor sup-
port) and outcomes of the EOR that directly benefit the organization. This reflects the traditional
EOR in which obligations are centered on work-specific elements. In a recent meta-analysis of PC
breach (Rees 2022), there were 909 studies that captured organizationally beneficial outcomes such
as lower commitment, identification, organizational citizenship behavior (OCB), and task perfor-
mance, and increased turnover intentions and CWB. In contrast, 80 studies captured employee
well-being and health outcomes such as increased psychological distress, burnout, emotional ex-
haustion, and the undermining of physical health as a result of contract breach and violation. A
similar picture is painted for POS, where 314 studies captured the enhancing effects of POS on
affective commitment, normative commitment, and organizational identification, with 45 studies
linking lower POS to increased burnout, emotional exhaustion, and stress (Kurtessis et al. 2017).
Kurtessis et al. (2017) listed the following categories of antecedents of POS: treatment by or-
ganizational members, EOR quality, and human resources practices and job conditions. Within
the human resources practices and job conditions antecedent category, only 3 studies focused on
flexible work schedule and 6 studies examined perceptions of family-supportive organizational
practices (4% of the results in this category). For the outcomes category, they included orienta-
tion toward the organization and work, subjective well-being, and behavioral outcomes. Subjective

fulfillment concurrently, but this has not received much empirical attention and falls outside the focus of this
review.
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well-being contains studies relevant to well-being and health, and included 247 studies, of which
29 focused on health (12% of results in this category) and 16 focused on stress (6% of results). In
addition, 27 studies focused on work-family balance or work-family conflict (11% in this outcome
category). The overwhelming emphasis on organizationally advantageous outcomes is consis-
tent with the primacy of shareholder profits, a perspective currently being challenged (McGahan
2023).

The PC and POS literatures rely predominantly on social exchange theory to explain the
employee-employer relationship. These literatures have focused on employee perceptions of
what is exchanged between employee and employer (e.g., job security for loyalty), as well as what
results from these exchanges. Blau (1964) and Gouldner (1960) argued that social exchanges
involve unspecified obligations so that when an individual treats another party favorably, there is
an anticipation of some future return to reciprocate the favorable treatment. In social exchanges,
both parties invest in the other party, creating a vulnerability to risk that the investment will not
be returned, requiring trust (Blau 1964, Cotterell et al. 1992, Eisenberger et al. 1987). In addition,
relationships that emphasize social exchange focus on socioemotional elements of the relationship
such as being taken care of by the organization (Shore et al. 2006). A key component of the
application of social exchange theory to the EOR is that it reveals the employee’s viewpoint on
the relationship. The employee attributes humanlike characteristics to the organization (Coyle-
Shapiro & Shore 2007), and actions by agents of the organization are viewed as a reflection of
the employee’s relationship with the organization itself. This personification of the organization
leads employees to evaluate the exchange in a similar way to how they would judge treatment
by another person. As such, a loss of favorable treatment by an agent of the organization is
often assumed to reflect the organization’s loss of concern for the employee. And the loss of
perceived caring in both the PCs and the POS literatures has been shown to affect how employees
reciprocate treatment by the organization, including such behaviors as lower job performance
and turnover (Kurtessis et al. 2017, Zhao et al. 2007).

THE IMPETUS FOR EXPANSION OF THE EMPLOYEE-
ORGANIZATION RELATIONSHIP DOMAIN

The COVID-19 pandemic raised societal awareness of the importance of health and well-being.
Dua et al. (2022) report that two-thirds of employees said that the pandemic caused them to reflect
on their purpose in life, and millennials were three times more likely than others to report that
they were reevaluating work. Employees who experience greater purpose at work are purported to
experience higher energy and better health (Dua et al. 2022). A key question is whether this aware-
ness and reflection also changed societal beliefs pertaining to the fundamental role of the employer
in creating and maintaining a healthy work environment that promotes well-being. Specifically,
do employees view the EOR through an expanded lens of greater organizational responsibility for
health and well-being?

In the past, the obligations incorporated into the EOR by scholars were bounded by work
settings with narrow parameters.The traditional EOR involved work arrangements in whichmost
employees worked in a common location, with regular hours, and with separation of work and
personal life. Employees working full-time were expected to address family obligations and health
and well-being in their personal time and through nonwork means.However, APA’s 2023Work in
America Survey found that 92% of workers said it is very (57%) or somewhat (35%) important to
them to work for an organization that values their emotional and psychological well-being (APA
2023). This reflects increasing expectations that organizational care for employee health is part of
the post-pandemic EOR.

272 Shore • Coyle-Shapiro • Cnop-Nielsen



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 w
w

w
.a

nn
ua

lre
vi

ew
s.

or
g.

  G
ue

st
 (

gu
es

t)
 IP

:  
45

.1
48

.1
2.

21
4 

O
n:

 T
hu

, 3
0 

Ja
n 

20
25

 1
0:

05
:1

3

OP12_Art11_Shore ARjats.cls December 10, 2024 11:54

Likewise, organizations of today reflect a variety of work arrangements that were rare in the
early part of the twenty-first century. Flexible work arrangements have become more common in
part due to the pandemic (Dua et al. 2022). The norms separating work and nonwork life became
less clear during the pandemic (Adisa et al. 2022). The nature of work arrangements has expanded
(Chafi et al. 2022), and generational shifts in expectations have evolved (Lub et al. 2016).

Two recent changes in society may well be contributing to expanded employee expectations
that organizations show concern for their health and well-being. These changes were catapulted
to the fore by the COVID-19 pandemic. For safety reasons, many organizations were forced to
require that employees worked from home. The varied and flexible work arrangements employ-
ees experienced, and the health and well-being benefits associated with flexible work (Shifrin &
Michel 2021), have opened the door to considering major changes in the EOR. At the same time,
many employees who transitioned quickly to working from home discovered that it was difficult
to maintain their well-being and fulfill their work obligations while also taking care of family de-
mands (Allgood et al. 2024, Shockley et al. 2021). The swift move to working from home that
occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic uncovered the inadequacy of established organiza-
tion policies and resources for supporting employees during rapid and unpredictable periods of
change (Pulido-Martos et al. 2021). Less separation of work and home responsibilities may have
changed the way people look at their work obligations and altered the way organizations treat
work-family challenges (Allen et al. 2014) as well as accommodating remote work for employees
with disabilities (Kanter 2022).

The expansion of remote and hybrid work during the pandemic provided an opportunity for
employees to experience working without some of the stresses associated with the office environ-
ment. Both women and men point to the same key benefits of remote work: “increased efficiency
and productivity, better work/life balance, and less fatigue and burnout” (Dua et al. 2022). A meta-
analysis of remote work intensity including pre- and during-pandemic data (Gajendran et al. 2024)
showed that higher levels of remote work are associated with several benefits for employees includ-
ing greater job satisfaction, POS, organizational commitment, and supervisor-rated performance,
as well as reduced turnover intentions. In addition, there were no major downsides except for
perceived isolation. However, post-pandemic, there are increasing tensions between employees
who want to continue to work remotely at least part of the time and employers who want a full-
time return to the office (RTO) consistent with the traditional EOR (Mortensen 2023). Given the
increased popularity of remote and hybrid work, especially among younger (Deloitte 2024) and
disabled employees (Anand & Sevak 2017), it is important to determine how such modifications
in the EOR influence employee health and well-being.

A second issue during the pandemic was the expanded awareness of the fragility of health and
well-being and the need to support employee health (Vaziri et al. 2020). Well-being is a broad
category that involves employees’ moods, emotions, and evaluation of satisfaction (Diener et al.
2004). The view that health and well-being are the responsibility of the individual employee, with
the employer playing a minor role,may be at a turning point. If societal demands on organizations
to have a sense of purpose gain momentum, forward-looking conceptual frameworks are needed
to strengthen the body of knowledge showing the connections between actions and policies of the
organization, and their effect on employee health. Those actions and policies should also reflect
societal trends promoting expanded and varied forms of EORs and consideration of their dif-
ferential effect on younger and older employees as well as employees with minoritized identities
(e.g., gender, race/ethnicity, disabled, sexual minorities).

Figure 1 displays traditional work arrangements and the EOR,as well as the disruptive work ar-
rangements that occurred during the pandemic. Based on the data presented in the meta-analyses
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–Standardized work location and 
hours with necessary resources to 
work (e.g., equipment, o�ces)

–Family and medical leave as 
mandated by law

–Required health and well-being 
responsibilities of employers as 
mandated by occupational safety 
and health laws

Traditional work context
–Work location and hours vary with the needs

of the organization
–Necessary resources to work (e.g., equipment, 

o�ces, protective gear) may not be available
–Separation of work and family varies with work 

setting, educational resources for children, and 
occupational demands

–Health and well-being responsibilities of 
employers vary with the needs of the organization, 
demands of the occupation, and location

Disruptive pandemic work context

Traditional EOR Pandemic EOR

–Treatment by organizational 
members

–Relationship quality
–Human resource practices 

and job conditions

Traditional organizational
obligations

–Positive attitudes toward 
the organization

–Behavior that is bene�cial to 
the organization

Traditional
employee obligations

–Treatment by organizational 
members

–Relationship quality
–Human resource practices 

and job conditions
–Safety
–Health protection

–Positive attitudes toward the 
organization

–Behavior that is bene�cial to
the organization

–Work in settings that may 
challenge health and 
well-being

–Complete work tasks while 
not being supplied with 
equipment or a setting 
conducive to work

–Complete work tasks while 
caring for children or elderly 
family members, or for sick 
family members

Organizational obligations
in the pandemic

Employee obligations
in the pandemic

Figure 1

The context for the traditional employee-organization relationship (EOR) involves standardized work locations and hours and legal
mandates for family and medical leaves, as well as occupational safety and health. In this context, the traditional EOR involves
work-bounded organizational obligations in exchange for employee fulfillment of obligations pertaining to attitudes and behaviors that
benefit the organization. The work context during the pandemic was disruptive as organizations sought to keep employees as safe as
possible while also maintaining the productivity of the organization. The pandemic EOR involved an expansion of organizational
obligations focused on safety and health, and an enlargement of employee obligations to fulfill work requirements in a variety of
settings in which work needed to be completed while challenged with (1) inadequate equipment, technology, or work environment;
(2) unsafe environments; and (3) family demands.

described above, there has been less emphasis in the EOR literature pre-pandemic on well-being
and health, as well as the effects of work on family and vice versa of nontraditional work arrange-
ments having to do with where people work (in a work setting or from home).Work arrangements
altered drastically and quickly during the COVID-19 pandemic, creating large disruptions in the
lives of employees and their families. As depicted in Figure 1, social exchange theory underlies
the EOR in both the traditional work context and the pandemic. However, the pandemic created
an expansion of organizational and employee obligations amid a very frightening and stressful
context, given the number of people dying and the lack of understanding as to how the virus was
transmitted or how to prevent health- and life-threatening consequences. Now that the COVID-
19 pandemic is no longer as widespread and is better understood, many questions remain as to
whether the EOR has altered or whether it will return to the pre-pandemic traditional EOR. In
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the latter half of this review, we more fully explore the potential changes to the EOR that may
result from the pandemic experience.

THE CURRENT STATE OF THE EMPLOYEE-ORGANIZATION
RELATIONSHIP AND HEALTH

What does current empirical evidence tell us about the impact of the EOR on employee
health? Our review is not a comprehensive one, as we selected to review studies that were most
theoretically impactful for developing an expansion of the link between the EOR and health.

Psychological Contracts: Empirical Evidence

Research linking PCs and health has primarily focused on breach, so we review these findings first,
followed by violation and then fulfillment.

Breach and health. Robinson et al. (1994) argued that the negative effects of breach on relation-
ships were enduring and difficult to repair, while Rousseau (1989) argued that fulfillment after
breach was unlikely to mend the relationship. To test this element, Conway et al. (2011) examined
the relationship between PC breach and fulfillment and affective well-being outcomes. In support
of Rousseau’s theorizing about breach, they found that an increase in breach significantly and neg-
atively predicted affective well-being, while an increase in fulfillment had no effect on affective
well-being. Likewise, Achnak et al. (2021) found a positive link between breach and faster heart
rate, a physiological stress reaction. These studies suggest that breach may have direct effects on
health, supporting social exchange arguments about the harmful effects of an imbalanced PC.

Some studies suggest that health may mediate relations between breach and employee behav-
ior directed toward the organization. In a study of soldiers on a peacekeeping mission, Chambel
& Oliveira-Cruz (2010) found that breach increased burnout and lowered engagement during
the mission. Achnak et al. (2018) found that breach led to negative emotions, which in turn led
to self-reported stress. Similarly, Costa & Neves (2017) found that breach was a source of stress
that increased emotional exhaustion, which in turn lowered OCB and in-role performance. The
unpredictability and lack of control associated with breach may have precipitated these effects.
Specifically, breach appears to undermine well-being, which in turn lowers employees’ reciprocity
to the organization. Interestingly, when forgiveness cognitions were high, employees were less
emotionally exhausted because these thoughts allowed them to better cope with PC breach. In
another study linking breach and health, Garcia et al. (2018) found that psychological distress
mediated the relationship between breach and increased insomnia among older employees. Im-
portantly, generativity, or the “concern in establishing and guiding the next generation” (Erikson
1963, p. 267), buffered the negative effect of breach on employee insomnia.Given the focus on the
well-being of others, the authors argue that generativity may serve to minimize focus on the self
and motivate other-oriented behavior as well as provide a source of positive self-worth, serving to
mitigate the effects of breach.

In a longitudinal study linking breach with mental and physical health complaints, Griep et al.
(2021) found that effort-reward imbalance (ERI) (Siegrist 1996) served as a mediating mechanism.
Specifically, breach contributed to employee perceptions that the organization has not fulfilled its
obligations toward them, thus creating an imbalance between employee contributions and em-
ployer inducements. This resulted in higher perceptions of ERI, or under-reward, which in turn
undermined health. Another study examined the buffering impact of mindfulness on the link be-
tween breach and hostility as well as between hostility and deviant behavior (Shaffakat et al. 2022).
It was found that mindfulness dampened the relationship between breach and hostility as well as
the relationship between hostility and organizational deviance. Importantly, employees who were
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higher in mindfulness experienced lower levels of hostility in response to breach and were also
less likely to respond to hostility by engaging in deviant behaviors.

To summarize, PC breach is a source of stress that can affect employees’ mental and physical
health. Several studies suggest that breach operates in a manner consistent with social exchange
theory. Specifically, breach is experienced as an undermining of reciprocity that would be expected
in a high-quality social exchange relationship. The imbalance in the exchange relationship (ERI)
is an important mechanism for explaining the negative effects of breach on health. This effect of
imbalance in the EOR is shown through the existing studies linking breach to mental and phys-
ical health. In addition, breach has been shown to precipitate negative emotions, a psychological
mechanism; negative emotions, in turn, are harmful to health. Finally, there are individual differ-
ences such as mindfulness, forgiveness, and generativity that serve to buffer the negative effects of
breach on health.

Violation and health. Less empirical work exists linking violation and health. Ali et al. (2019)
found that violation mediated the relationship between workplace bullying and job burnout. Jamil
et al. (2013) found a positive association between breach and felt violation and that both increased
employee burnout. Abbas & Al Hasnawi (2020) compared breach and violation in relation to job
procrastination and emotional exhaustion and found that they both had concurrent direct effects
on procrastination and exhaustion. This pattern of results suggests that both breach and violation
undermine employees’ ability to fully function at work. In a sample of police officers, Duran et al.
(2021) found that fairness and self-efficacy fully mediated the relationship between violation/stress
and anxiety. Perhaps the imbalance in exchange that is associated with violation is a trigger for anx-
iety for police given the uncertainty this creates in their demanding and stressful jobs. Empirical
evidence linking breach and violation to employee health is quite limited yet provides promising
avenues for development.

Fulfillment and health.There have been some studies that have focused on the health-enhancing
effects of PC fulfillment. First, Parzefall & Hakanen (2010) tested a model of the effects of PC
fulfillment and found that although it did not have direct effects on health, work engagement
fully mediated the relationship fulfillment had withmental health. Second,Rogozińska-Pawełczyk
(2023) concluded that fulfillment was associated with both workplace well-being and life well-
being. This suggests that the employee’s perception of a reciprocal and balanced set of obligations
with the organization as reflected in fulfillment provides a work setting that promotes well-being
and that transcends organizational boundaries to positively affect life well-being. A third study
reported similar findings (Ruokolainen et al. 2018) by showing that either strong and balanced or
average and balanced PCs were superior to unbalanced contracts in relation to enhanced vigor at
work. Similarly, van der Vaart et al. (2015) found that fulfillment was associated with employee
well-being, which in turn negatively predicted employees’ intention to leave. To summarize, this
set of studies supports the logic of social exchange theory that a balanced and fulfilled PC promotes
a more effective EOR but also contributes to understanding this relationship by showing the
mediating effect of employee well-being as a psychological mechanism underlying the exchange
relationship. However, considering the limited research on fulfillment and health, more studies
are needed to determine whether well-being mediates the myriad links between PCs and both
attitudinal and behavioral outcomes (Zhao et al. 2007), or if there are other mechanisms that
explain these links.

Overall, the emerging findings support the undermining effect of breach and violation on
employees’ physical and mental health. The potentially health-promoting effects of fulfillment
have been studied less frequently, raising questions as to whether the health-promoting effects of
fulfillment are weaker than the harmful effects of breach and violation.
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Perceived Organizational Support: Empirical Evidence

The research linking POS and health is evolving, although it is not as well developed as that
linking POS to organizationally beneficial outcomes. The available empirical evidence supports
a direct link between POS and health and also reveals that POS acts as a buffer to stressful work
environments.

In a meta-analysis by Kurtessis et al. (2017), there was some evidence that POS is negatively
related to mental health including burnout and emotional exhaustion. A recent review article by
Eisenberger et al. (2020) additionally concluded that POS is related to several well-being variables
including job satisfaction, positive mood, and improved health. These findings support the idea
that POS is a source of socioemotional need fulfillment. Several studies have utilized the need
fulfillment logic to argue that POS should influence health via emotions and well-being.

Arnold & Dupré (2012) found that both negative (e.g., anxious, bored) and positive (e.g., calm,
excited) emotions at work served as mediators in the relationship between POS and self-reported
physical health. Full mediation was supported for negative emotions whereas partial mediation
was shown for positive emotions. These results suggest that POS has an impact on individual
physical health through the emotions employees experience at work. Another study examined the
relationship POS has with well-being and found that POS enhanced thriving and flourishing,
which in turn positively mediated the relationship between POS and work engagement (Imran
et al. 2020). This study indicates that through enhancing well-being by providing support, orga-
nizations also increase the likelihood of reciprocation that raises the probability of organizational
success. O’Neill et al. (2009) argued that employees are likely to see low POS as a lack of concern
for their well-being and that organizational support is something they feel entitled to. Based on
this logic, the authors expected low POS to be associated with negative emotions such as anger, and
for anger in turn to lead to both negative outcomes for the organization (turnover intentions, acci-
dents, and absences) and employee health-undermining behaviors (e.g., tobacco product use, not
having regular physical examinations). They found evidence for both predictions, suggesting fur-
ther that emotions may link POS with both organizational outcomes and personal, health-related
outcomes. In sum, these studies indicate that emotions may serve as the underlying mechanism
through which POS is related to health.

Individual differences may be important in explaining how employee health is affected by POS.
In a longitudinal study, Marchand & Vandenberghe (2016) found that while POS was unrelated
to subsequent emotional exhaustion, for employees high in negative affect, there was a positive
relationship between POS and emotional exhaustion. The authors suggested that negative affect
is an element of personality that involves a pessimistic perception of the environment, so that
POS might be viewed as a “demand rather than as a resource” (p. 367). Similarly, Ni & Wang
(2015) examined the influence of core self-evaluations, “a broad, integrative trait indicated by self-
esteem, locus of control, generalized self-efficacy, and (low) neuroticism (high emotional stability)”
( Judge 2009, p. 58). They concluded that core self-evaluation moderates the association between
POS and psychological well-being such that it is more strongly related for employees who are
higher, compared with those lower in core self-evaluation.These studies thus suggest the potential
importance of individual differences in the impact of POS on health.

Eisenberger et al. (2020) summarized literature showing the buffering effects of POS on stress-
ful work environments, signifying that POS may reduce the emotional or cognitive burden felt
by employees when dealing with work difficulties. Consistent with this perspective, a study of
humanitarian volunteers in traumatic contexts showed that perceived helplessness (PH), a mea-
sure of stress, and perceived self-efficacy (PSE) fully mediated the relationship between POS and
mental health outcomes (well-being and adverse mental health, including anxiety and depression)
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(Aldamman et al. 2019). POS lowered PH and enhanced PSE, suggesting the critical role of POS
for people working in difficult situations to protect their mental health. Likewise, Rineer and col-
leagues (2017) expanded on research showing that perceptions of unfairness, a source of stress,
are associated with both physical and mental health (Robbins et al. 2012), by examining the po-
tential buffering effects of POS when employees experience unfair treatment. Specifically, they
examined the moderating role of POS as a boundary condition for these relationships. POS was
shown to moderate the effects of procedural justice, but not distributive justice, on three objec-
tive cardiovascular health measures, specifically, heart rate, systolic blood pressure, and diastolic
blood pressure. This study shows the importance of fair procedures in combination with organi-
zational support to enhance cardiovascular health. Another study by Wang and colleagues (Wang
et al. 2013) examined the effects of customer mistreatment on employee well-being and health.
They found that on days a service employee received more mistreatment, they ruminated more at
night about negative interactions with customers. This in turn was associated with higher levels of
negative mood the next morning. As predicted, POS moderated the effect of customer mistreat-
ment on rumination, such that this effect was weaker among those who had higher levels of POS.
This result is consistent with research on social exchange and reciprocity in which trust between
parties to the EOR is a key element (Shore et al. 2006). Specifically, POS may serve to make the
employee feel more confident that the organization will not hold them responsible for customer
mistreatment.

Several studies examined the effects of POS during the pandemic. First, a study of doctors and
nurses in Wuhan, China, during the COVID-19 pandemic showed that POS indirectly affected
well-being outcomes of resilience and thriving through enhancing use of individual strengths in
response to the COVID-19-related chaos (Chen et al. 2021). This pattern is consistent with the
caring that is transmitted through POS, showing its ability to assist employees in dealing with
difficult work situations. Second, a study by Walsh & Kabat-Farr (2022) examining changes in
support during the pandemic found that higher-than-normal POS enhanced job satisfaction but
was not associated with job insecurity, anxiety, or depression. This study was conducted during
the early stage of the pandemic (March to April 2020) when little was known about COVID-19
so that efforts by the organization to be supportive to employees may not have been impactful on
employee mental health given the generalized fears due to the unknown nature of the virus.Third,
Yang et al. (2020) concluded that POS moderated the link between psychosocial stress caused by
the pandemic (e.g., loss of sleep, anxiety) and work stress among hotel workers in China during
the pandemic (March 2020), with support lessening the negative impact.

In sum, these studies indicate two important roles POS may play in promoting health in chal-
lenging situations. First, POS promotes health by providing signals from the organization to
employees that they are cared about. Such caring lowers stress levels and enhances employee well-
being. Second, POS provides a buffering effect for negative work events because it contributes to
employee perceptions that the organization will fulfill the obligations inherent in a high-quality
exchange relationship by providing needed backing.

Conclusion

Research linking the EOR and health has established that fulfilled contracts and high levels of
POS are good for employee health. In contrast, breach and violation or low POS are harmful
for employee health. The types of health outcomes associated with the EOR seem primarily to
be measures of well-being, with few studies focused on physical measures of health. This raises
questions as to the nature of the relationship between the EOR and health—whether the EOR is
primarily a distal contributor to physical health and a more proximal antecedent to mental health.
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EXPLANATIONS LINKING THE EMPLOYEE-ORGANIZATION
RELATIONSHIP WITH HEALTH

There are two explanations in the EOR literature that have garnered empirical attention to explain
why the EOR would affect health: balance in exchange and emotions.

Balance in Exchange

As argued in social exchange theory and the norm of reciprocity (Blau 1964, Gouldner 1960),
it is important that social exchanges reflect a degree of balance or equivalence in contributions
by parties to that relationship. Aligned with this logic, the review of current literature described
above showed that imbalance in exchange between employee and employer as shown in breach
and violation of the PC had significant negative effects on both mental and physical health. This
conceptual element is also consistent with research on ERI (Siegrist 1996), which provides both
reasoning and empirical evidence for the impact of imbalance in the employment relationship on
health.

Siegrist (1996) introduced the ERI model to capture occupational stressors in employment
relationships and the effects on health. Reciprocity lies at the heart of the employment contract in
which efforts exerted by employees are exchanged for adequate rewards. Failed reciprocity occurs
when effort is high and rewards are low, eliciting negative emotions and harmful effects on health;
the effects are accentuated for individuals exhibiting an excessive degree of commitment.Negative
effects on mental health are likely to occur for the following reasons as a result of ERI. First, ERI
may lead to feelings of humiliation and low self-esteem (Rugulies et al. 2017). Second, where there
is a lack of alternatives, individuals may experience entrapment and learned helplessness (Rugulies
et al. 2017). Finally, ERI may lead to dysregulation of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal stress
axis (Rugulies et al. 2017).

Siegrist et al. (2019) found that high ERI was associated with elevated depressive symptoms
in a general sample of 24,327 French employees. Among UK academics, ERI was associated with
poorer mental health (Kinman 2016). Compared to the general population, Hinz et al. (2016)
found that German teachers reported greater ERI and more mental health problems. A similar
finding is reported for Norwegian priests, who experience greater ERI compared to the general
population, impacting anxiety and depression.Ndjaboué et al. (2014) found that ERI was prospec-
tively associated with medically certified absence for mental health problems among white-collar
workers. In their meta-analysis, Rugulies et al. (2017) found that ERI was associated with a 1.5-
fold increased risk of depressive disorders. Barrech et al. (2017) found that stress management led
to an improvement in ERI, and this significantly predicted lower anxiety and depression 7 years
later. ERI was highly predictive of burnout among nonhealthcare hospital workers (Clinchamps
et al. 2021) and childcare workers in Germany (Koch et al. 2017).

Many studies have examined the effects of ERI on physical health. Higher ERI was associated
with worse sleep quality among community health workers in China (Deng et al. 2021) and higher
musculoskeletal symptoms among childcare workers (Koch et al. 2017). Wege et al. (2024) found
that high effort in combination with low reward at work was significantly associated with a mod-
erately increased risk of diabetes 9 years later. This US finding corroborated previous empirical
research in Europe (Pena-Gralle et al. 2022) on the adverse effect of ERI on increased risk of dia-
betes. In a cohort study of 90,164 individuals in 6 European countries, ERI at work was associated
with an elevated risk of coronary heart disease controlling for job strain (Dragano et al. 2017).
Additional evidence suggests that employees returning to work following a myocardial infarction
were at increased risk of coronary heart disease in the subsequent 4 years when they experienced
ERI at work (Aboa-Éboulé et al. 2011).
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Emotions

Both the PCs and the POS literatures have found evidence consistent with the view that emotions
may mediate the relationship between the EOR and health (Kurtessis et al. 2017, Rees 2022).
Interestingly, the PC literature has primarily focused on the link that breach and violation have
with negative emotions, whereas the POS literature has primarily focused on positive emotions.
According to Rhoades & Eisenberger (2002, p. 699), “the caring, approval, and respect connoted
by POS should fulfill socioemotional needs, leading workers to incorporate organizational mem-
bership and role status into their social identity.” In contrast, when the employee perceives that
there is breach, violation, or low POS, then this implies that the relationship is not one of social
exchange and will no longer serve as a source of socioemotional need fulfillment. Considering the
personification of the organization inherent in the EOR (Coyle-Shapiro & Shore 2007), breach,
violation, and low POS can all serve as indications that the relationship is endangered. This may
thwart an individual’s need to belong, a fundamental human need (Baumeister & Leary 1995).
There is a large body of research showing that threats to belonging such as rejection and exclu-
sion bring forth a variety of emotions, such as anxiety, hurt feelings, and sadness (Leary 2021).
In examining these negative emotions, Leary (2021) concluded that a key central feature was low
perceived relational value. “Relational value refers to the degree to which people regard their re-
lationship with another person as important, valuable, or close” (Leary 2021, p. 8). In contrast,
fulfillment of belonging needs is beneficial and enhances positive emotions (Baumeister & Leary
1995). Thus, the role of emotion linking the EOR and health may be based on the support for or
threat to belongingness needs and the employee’s perception of relational value.

In summary, evidence shows that balance in exchange and emotions are key theoretical mech-
anisms for linking the EOR with health. Specifically, balance in exchange explains why and
emotions clarify how the EOR impacts health. Next, in the model below (Figure 2) in which we
incorporate these theoretical mechanisms, we explain how the disruptive effects of the pandemic
may have increased employee focus on health as a core element of the EOR.

Expected organizational obligation ful�llment post-pandemic

High support 
for health and 
well-being

Low support 
for health and 
well-being

Psychological contract 
ful�llment
High perceived 
organizational support

Psychological contract 
–Breach
–Violation
Low perceived 
organizational support

Enhance 
employee health 
and well-being

Undermine 
employee health 
and well-being

Employee ful�llment of obligations during pandemic

Employee e�orts
to work during
the pandemic Save:

–Work from home
–Work in life-

threatening
environments

–Organization
–Lives

Pandemic EOR

Post-pandemic EOR

Health threat

Stress

Positive emotions

Negative emotions

Figure 2

During the pandemic, the employee-organization relationship (EOR) involved organizational expectations for employees to expand
efforts to fulfill obligations to their organization by working from home or in life-threatening environments, which led to health threat
and stress to save the organization from decline or death, and to save lives in the case of medical and first responder employees.
Post-pandemic, such sacrifice increased employee expectations for organizational obligations focused on health and well-being. If
health and well-being organizational obligations are fulfilled, these in turn enhance psychological contract fulfillment and perceived
organizational support, leading to positive emotions and enhanced employee health and well-being. In contrast, low support for
employee health and well-being post-pandemic decreases psychological contract fulfillment and perceived organizational support,
leading to negative emotions and undermined employee health and well-being.
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MODEL OF PANDEMIC DISRUPTIONS AND INCREASING HEALTH
EMPHASIS IN THE EMPLOYEE-ORGANIZATION RELATIONSHIP

The COVID-19 pandemic brought many changes to the EOR. This included employee flexi-
bility and working from home, employer focus on the physical and mental health of employees,
and work-life balance because many employees could no longer send their children to school
while they were at a work setting. Employers also expected employees who were public facing
such as nurses, teachers, first responders, and construction workers to risk their health and well-
being by interacting with people who may have had the virus. A critical question is whether these
experiences have substantially changed the EOR.

There are several possible effects of the pandemic disruption on the EOR. First, the self-
sacrificing efforts made by employees may have contributed to an expansion of the perceived
obligations of employers. Following the norm of reciprocity, the efforts employees made to save
businesses and lives during the pandemic are likely to increase their expectations for reciprocation
by their employer. Löffert & Diehl (2023) found that employees were willing to make sacrifices
during the pandemic including accepting a lack of employer fulfillment of obligations in their PC
but expected a future return from their employers for the compromises made. Employer post-
pandemic treatment of employees may be crucial in determining whether the social exchange
relationship as reflected in a fulfilled PC or high POS continues. Organizational requirements
that employees RTO full-timemay be viewed as a betrayal by employees who completely upended
their lives but made needed adjustments to support the organization.Many employees discovered
that they prefer flexible work arrangements for work-life balance and well-being (Gibson et al.
2023). Organizational RTO requirements may signal to employees that the employer is not
willing to reciprocate the sacrifice and contributions provided during the pandemic, suggesting
potential breach or even violation. Likewise, return to work requirements may be perceived as
low organizational support, showing a lack of concern for employee well-being.

Second, many executives view remote or flexible work as undermining workplace culture and
collaboration (Gibson et al. 2023) and are expanding RTO requirements. In social exchange par-
lance, these requirements may signal a lack of trust in employees. Lowered trust threatens the
social exchange relationship as a basis for the EOR as employees question whether the relationship
has eroded. Third, the evidence of quiet quitting suggests that many employees may have given
up on having a good relationship with their employer. Gallup’s 2023 State of the Global Workplace
report found that nearly 6 in 10 employees engaged in quiet quitting, in which they may be phys-
ically present or on their computer but are psychologically disengaged from work. Those who
experience quiet quitting “don’t have any supportive bonds with their coworkers, boss or their
organization” (Gallup 2023). This trend signifies a serious erosion of the social exchange relation-
ship and is a threat to employee health and well-being as well as the productivity and success of
organizations.

Our model integrates the logic of social exchange theory and the norm of reciprocity includ-
ing balance in exchange in the EOR; established links between the EOR, emotions, and health;
and the impact of pandemic disruptions on the EOR. Prior to the pandemic, the EOR in most
organizations was still primarily focused on a traditional exchange of workplace-based obliga-
tions between the organization and the employee. Traditional arrangements involving separation
of work and personal life were the norm. Employees working full-time were expected to ad-
dress health and well-being mostly through nonwork means. During the pandemic, the exchange
relationship between the employee and organization necessarily changed. Employee efforts to
fulfill organizational obligations during the pandemic posed a threat to their health and well-
being through the expansion and revision of work and home obligations as well as exposure to
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the COVID-19 virus in public-facing occupations, especially healthcare and first responders such
as law enforcement, emergency medical services, and fire service (Lee et al. 2024). This sacrifice
likely increased subsequent employee expectations post-pandemic for fulfillment of organizational
obligations to the employee in return. Likewise, because many employers successfully provided
support for health and well-being during the pandemic, employee expectations of continued sup-
port may be heightened. These heightened expectations as opposed to the return to pre-COVID
business as usual may influence their assessment of whether they are receiving a fair and bal-
anced return on their investment in the organization during the pandemic. Increasingly, after the
pandemic, many employers expect a return to pre-COVID work arrangements, raising the likeli-
hood of a perceived imbalance in the EOR by employees. This can result in PC breach, violation,
and low POS, with associated negative emotions and harm to employee health and well-being.
However, employers that continue to emphasize health and well-being through flexible work ar-
rangements, healthcare benefits, paid sick leave, and supportive supervision are likely to enhance
PC fulfillment and POS, positive emotions, and greater employee health and well-being.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

Employee health and well-being are not new topics of importance in the organizational psychol-
ogy and organizational behavior literatures, but public interest in them has certainly increased
due to the experience of the COVID-19 pandemic. At present, however, the effects of the pan-
demic on the EOR are not fully known. The perspective that employees want greater support
from their employers for health and well-being is reflected in studies by Stringer (2023) and
Dua et al. (2022). From a practical perspective, what does this greater support look like in terms
of organizational practices and policies? Flexible work arrangements, benefits supporting health
and well-being, and responsive supervisors who express caring and tangible support for employee
health are all likely candidates. Research shows that more PC fulfillment and higher POS enhance
employee well-being and health (Eisenberger et al. 2020) and result in higher commitment, better
job performance, and lower turnover (Rees 2022). Thus, we expect that organizations that provide
health-related support will continue to thrive.

Practically speaking, organizations can benefit through providing support for health and work-
life balance based on the logic of social exchange and reciprocity underlying the EOR. Evidence
gathered during the pandemic certainly highlights the importance of such benefits and the po-
tential harm if the health and well-being of employees are ignored. It was established before the
pandemic that long-term exposure to work environments that are physically and psychologically
demanding can result in burnout (Halbesleben et al. 2014). Building on this pre-pandemic infor-
mation,Lee et al. (2024) studied first responders’ safety and well-being during the pandemic.They
found that promoting a safe climate and alleviating emotional exhaustion can increase first respon-
ders’ safety behavior and well-being. Furthermore, Hendrickson and colleagues (2022, p. 397)
found that during the pandemic, healthcare workers and first responders experienced high levels
of stress, “including fear for their own safety and that of their colleagues and family, exposure to
death and suffering, separations from family, and prolonged periods of exhaustion and vigilance.”
In addition to psychiatric distress including depression and post-traumatic stress disorder, a high
number of these employees planned to leave their current field. Suggested mitigation strategies
by Hendrickson and colleagues included more adequate staffing to reduce work overload, better
training, robust safety protocols, responsive leadership, clear communication from leadership, ac-
cess to wellness resources and mental health care, protections from job and financial insecurity,
and communication from the community. These mitigation strategies not only are relevant to the
health and well-being of healthcare workers and first responders but also will be welcomed by
employees more generally.
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Table 1 Implications for practice

Support for employee health and
well-being Benefits to organizations Benefits to employees

Provide flexible work arrangements Increase employee retention Lower employee stress
Expand health and well-being benefits Increase employee retention Improve employee health
Provide manager training on showing

employee support
Enhance employee trust and strengthen
the employee-organization relationship

Increase employee well-being

Show appreciation for employee
sacrifices during the pandemic

Increase employee commitment and
motivation

Increase employee-perceived
organizational support through care
shown

Show perceived organizational support
when an employee is faced with a
challenge at work

Increase employee retention Increase trust and lower stress

Prepare for the next pandemic Display organizational survival Be ready for disruptive events

One important outcome of the pandemic is the turnover rates of employees who risked their
own health during the pandemic due to work demands and adverse situations. Shen et al. (2024)
found that there was a large and persistent increase in healthcare workforce turnover after the
pandemic. A study of first responders found that personal or family risk during the pandemic
contributed to decisions to quit (Remington et al. 2023). These studies point to the importance of
incorporating health-supportive practices, especially for those who play especially critical public-
facing roles for emergency handling.

InTable 1, we summarize some implications for practice based on linking the EOR and health
andwell-being.First, flexible work arrangements provide employees with opportunities tomanage
their personal demands and can also provide a safe environment for employees who have minori-
tized identities. Second, expanding health and well-being benefits will encourage employees to
stay while also supporting their health. Third, managers are tasked with managing relationships
in their work groups but differ in their abilities. Providing training that teaches managers how to
provide support and develop trusting relationships will lower employee stress and strengthen the
EOR. Fourth, expressing appreciation for the sacrifices made during the pandemic will increase
employee commitment and motivation. Such communication lets employees know that they are
valued for their extra effort. Fifth, evidence shows that POS provides a buffer for challenging
work situations, resulting in lower stress and higher employee retention. Finally, many organiza-
tions were unprepared for the pandemic,which oftenmeant that employees were expected to work
longer hours in more difficult situations to help the organization survive or to serve the public in
a life-threatening situation. Organizational preparation for future pandemics will benefit their
employees, the public, and the organization itself.

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

In light of the limited empirical research on the EOR and health, we now focus on a number of
directions for future research.

Remote Work

During the COVID-19 pandemic, research showed that remote work was associated with work
intensification (Shirmohammadi et al. 2022). This was likely due to the rapidity of the change and
that many employees also had children at home or did not have a space that was conducive to
working. Research on working parents during COVID-19 showed that even when both men and
women worked remotely, women generally took more responsibility for education and childcare
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(Dunatchik et al. 2021). Nonetheless, many employees were given an opportunity to test some of
the benefits of remote and hybrid work through their experience, such as having better working
conditions, less stress, and the ability to manage personal obligations more easily. This “preview”
may have inspired many employees to anticipate employer support for remote or hybrid work
arrangements if their work was completed as expected.

Some of the groups that may benefit the most from remote or hybrid arrangements are
employees who are physically or mentally disabled, women who have childcare and eldercare re-
sponsibilities, and those with minoritized sexual and gender identities. First, there has been a rise
in employment among disabled employees in the United States and the United Kingdom during
the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond (Ruhi et al. 2023, US Bur. Labor Stat. 2023). Disabled em-
ployees benefited from remote and hybrid work experiences during the pandemic by being able
to show that they fulfilled their work obligations. In the United States, employees with disabil-
ities who successfully worked from home during the pandemic may request the opportunity to
continue with such an arrangement as a reasonable accommodation under the Americans with
Disabilities Act (EEOC 2024). Second, the gap between the amount of unpaid work performed
by women and men is large and consistent across the globe, averaging 83 minutes a day for men
and 265 minutes a day for women (Hayes & Lee 2023). This gap continued during the pandemic,
with caretaking for children and elderly family members done more frequently by women (Del
Río-Lozano et al. 2022). While remote work for women has benefits in terms of the flexibility
to handle family responsibilities, it can also affect women’s career opportunities, especially when
working in the office is perceived by managers as a sign of loyalty and dedication. Third, a study
by Amerikaner et al. (2023) on the LGBTQ+ community during the COVID-19 pandemic found
that LGBTQ+ adults felt significantly less stressed and tired while doing paid work at home than
while working at a workplace. The authors point out that LGBTQ+ adults often experience dis-
crimination and harassment at the workplace, creating a very stressful environment, which can
be alleviated to some extent by working at home. In sum, working remotely has become more
common and was increasingly normalized during the pandemic. The health and well-being ben-
efits shown in particular for disabled employees or those with minoritized identities highlight the
perceived value for some groups. Employees may view remote and hybrid work as an expected
part of the EOR, considering the evidence that organizations can be successful with these types
of work arrangements. At the same time, organizations are struggling with the assumption that
RTO is critical to effective collaboration and positive cultures (Gibson et al. 2023).

An important issue pertaining to the tension between employees and organizations related
to RTO is how this is linked to the EOR. Social exchange theory and the norm of reciprocity
point to the criticality of trust. If employees perceive the RTO requirements as a lack of employer
trust, especially after the sacrifices made during the pandemic, this can undermine a high-quality
relationship. Furthermore, breach, violation, and low POS have all been associated with higher
levels of turnover (Kurtessis et al. 2017, Rees 2022). Research is needed to examine the effects
remote and hybrid work have on the EOR, and the potential threat of changes in these work
arrangements on employee well-being and health.

Changes in Attitudes Toward Health and the Workplace

According to Stringer (2023), attitudes about employee mental health have shifted dramatically,
with increased recognition that the work environment can increase or prevent mental health chal-
lenges.This is a major shift from before the pandemic whenmental health was likely to be assumed
to be the responsibility of employees through managing their stress levels. Further, the concern
shown by employers for employee health during the pandemic had temporary but positive effects
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on employee perceptions of organizations caring about their well-being (Harter 2022). According
to Harter (2022), prior to COVID-19, only about 25% of employees strongly agreed that their
employer cared about their overall well-being. Interestingly, 49% of employees felt their employer
cared about their well-being in 2020 at the beginning of the pandemic, but that percentage had
dropped to 24% by 2022.Harter attributed efforts made by employers to protect employee health
as a likely source of this upward shift in 2020.Harter (2022) suggested that employee expectations
of workmay have dramatically changed after the pandemic experience. “Many learned newways of
working and may have an updated definition for what an employer caring about their overall well-
being means.” Due to employee experiences during COVID-19, opportunities for remote work,
better work-life balance, and concern for employee health may be part of the increased expecta-
tions employees hold when considering the obligations of their employer in the EOR.Our model
suggests that health-supportive practices are expected post-pandemic, but research is needed to
establish whether this is the case.

Threat to Belongingness and Low Perceived Relational Value

The personification of the EOR in which actions by agents of the organization are viewed as a
reflection of the employee’s relationship with the organization itself points to some important
issues for organizations.When employees believe that the organization values the relationship as
shown through fulfillment of the PC and POS, then they are more likely to feel that they belong
in the organization, enhancing strong relational ties. In contrast, when the EOR involves breach,
violation, or low POS, the employee may perceive that they are viewed by their organization as
offering low relational value. Such treatment may be interpreted by the employee as involving a
decrement in the social exchange relationship and thus precipitate the types of negative emotions
associated with rejection. Perceived rejection in relationships has been linked to negative emotions
such as hurt feelings, loneliness, shame, embarrassment, sadness, and anger; however, the nature
of those negative emotions depends on the situation (Leary 2021).

Managersmay interpret an employee’s negative affect, desire for remote work, or lower engage-
ment as a threat to a social exchange–based EOR involving trust and reciprocity. Recent research
has concluded that managers generally prefer employees to come back to the office. Parker et al.
(2021) found that managers were having trust issues with employees who were remote during the
pandemic. Similarly, in a review of the literature, Pianese et al. (2022) found that trusting rela-
tionships is an area that is challenged by remote work. Thus, research raises questions as to how
organizations can recover from the potentially negative effects of the pandemic on the EOR.One
possibility is the consideration of the agent who is best able to reinstate or repair loss of trust.
Zhang et al.’s (2008) research suggests that the supervisor needs to play a key role in reinstating or
retaining trust in the EOR. They found that low supervisory support is associated with low em-
ployee trust, regardless of the type of EOR. The supervisor may enhance trust through behavior
that shows care and concern for employee health and well-being. However, without support from
upper management for remote work or other health-promotive benefits, the effects of supervisor
treatment may be limited. Future research is needed that specifically examines supervisor and or-
ganizational treatment related to well-being and health concurrently to determine if both have a
positive impact on the EOR.

While it has been established that the EOR is associated with emotions, much more research
is needed to establish the conditions under which these occur. For example, if the employee views
the changes in the EOR as discretionary as opposed to forced by external factors (Eisenberger et al.
1997), this may influence their emotional reactions.Many of the changes made to the EOR during
the pandemic were more likely viewed as forced by the situation. However, unforced changes
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made after the pandemic may precipitate employee anger or hurt feelings with the calculus that
the organization “chose” to modify the EOR without considering the health and well-being of
the employee. Organizations who return to pre-pandemic work arrangements may unknowingly
be contributing to quiet quitting. Much more research is needed to understand how employees
make sense of changes in the EOR and the associated emotions that may influence health and
well-being.

Imbalance in Exchange

A great deal of research has established that imbalance in exchange relationships can undermine
health and well-being. A clear challenge for organizational leaders is that the EOR involves per-
ceptions by employees, and employees act on those perceptions by supporting or undermining the
accomplishment of organizational goals and strategies. It is also clear that emotions and health and
well-being are affected by imbalance in which employers are perceived as offering much less than
they expect to receive from employees. Much more research is needed to understand how leaders
can manage changes in the EOR in a manner that is not associated with breach, violation, or low
POS. The pandemic was a very disruptive event, causing many deaths, changes in employment
arrangements, and challenges to health and well-being. This disruption may have provided the
stimulus for some organizations to insert greater imbalance into the EOR to the point that their
employees feel exploited. As evidence from the exploitation of migrant workers suggests, there are
wide-ranging deleterious consequences on themental and physical health of these workers (Potter
&Hamilton 2014,Moyce & Schenker 2018). This experience is not confined to migrant workers,
as Hallett (2022) reports that over a half a million healthcare workers quit in August 2021 as a
result of the exploitative nature of their work, representing a 20-year high. Whether this current
of exploitation travels further into other occupations and categories of workers should provide
pause for thought for organizational leaders. Leaders have a unique opportunity to consider the
impact of their actions on the health of employees from the perspective that employee health is
the organization’s wealth.

Purpose in Exchange

Recent attention on corporate purpose by strategy scholars highlights organizational purpose that
“extends beyond wealth creation to human actualization, quality of life” (McGahan 2023). This
decentering of the organization in favor of creating value for all stakeholders will require a re-
focus on the priorities of organizational researchers; for organizations, it will require embracing
organizational purpose that promotes employee health.

This is particularly important at this juncture, as Kaplan (2023) argues: “[W]hen COVID-19
hit, the resulting health, jobs and economic consequences brought even further attention to what
companies should be doing in the face of such dramatic societal dislocations” (p. 288).

What is the impact of organizational purpose on the EOR and employee health? As purpose re-
quires an organization to go above and beyond its financial performance, it should put people first
(Sisodia&Gelb 2019), foster employee well-being and engagement (Bajer 2016), and integrate the
needs of society (Metcalf & Benn 2012). Van Tuin et al. (2020) found that organizational purpose
enhanced employee work engagement. Having a personal purpose is thought to have beneficial
effects on meaning in life and well-being (Shuck & Rose 2013). The confluence of the ascendency
of organizational purpose and changing societal expectations regarding the importance of health
provides several directions for future research.

Important questions have been raised as to whether organizations that enact purpose prior-
itize employee health and well-being. Heaphy & Dutton (2008) argue that a common identity
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and shared fate among organizational members will enhance positive connections that in turn
positively affect cardiovascular, immune, and neuroendocrine systems. Does the enactment of or-
ganizational purpose provide fertile ground for positive connections and employee health? Does
organizational purpose create ideologically infused PCs that give employees a sense of meaning
if fulfilled? Does this sense of meaning and contribution to society have a positive impact on em-
ployees’ mental and physical health? These questions are critical to advancing research on the
EOR and health.

Global Reactions to the Pandemic

Silver & Connaughton (2022) examined how people in countries around the globe responded
to government handling of the pandemic. Interestingly, the highest percentage of people who
viewed their country as failing to effectively handle the virus was in the United States (66%) and
the lowest was in Singapore (24%).While research has found that cultural, social, and institutional
factors played a role in the spread of COVID-19 (Dheer et al. 2021), comparisons of how organi-
zations across the globe may have altered the EOR due to the pandemic have not been examined
in management research (for an extensive review, see Bolino et al. 2024). An important research
question is whether culture played a role in organizational treatment of employees, including
the creation of health-promoting systems, during the pandemic. Likewise, an investigation into
longer-term effects of the pandemic on the EOR is merited. Hofstede & Minkov (2010) pointed
out that cultures differ in their time orientation, with countries such as China and Japan having a
long-term and the United States a short-term orientation. Short term–oriented cultures appreci-
ate recent and past times and quick achievements, whereas long term–oriented cultures focus on
the future and value long-term planning (Hofstede &Minkov 2010). This suggests the possibility
that country cultures with a long-term orientation may incorporate more health-promoting
elements into the EOR in preparation for future disrupting health events. Future research should
explore links between culture and changes in the EOR based on major environmental events.

CONCLUSION

While the EOR literature has consistently shown the value of social exchange relationships in the
EOR, it is not entirely clear how to maintain those types of relationships based on changes in the
global economy. In an age of extreme financialization of the economy, there has been a shift in
power away from managers to investors (Dundon & Rafferty 2018). Investors are typically far re-
moved from concerns about maintaining the EOR but instead are motivated by profit.During the
pandemic many organizations were faced with choices that supported survival, and employees and
investors understood that even though changes were not best for them individually, this was a situ-
ation beyond the control of the organization. After the worst period of the pandemic, the pressure
on organizations toward business as usual and investor power have returned in full force, creating
challenges for the EOR. Organizational actions that show caring and investment in employees
are more difficult under this power dynamic. However, as pointed out by Kraak et al. (2024), “[t]o
make an exchange relationship viable over time necessitates effort to build a more caring orga-
nization, where the employer—and by extension its managers—acts as a buffer to personal and
external influences.” Short-term organizational strategies that undermine the EOR are unlikely to
support organizational accomplishments in the longer term. Employees are key to organizational
success, and the EOR based on social exchange is a stabilizing influence that promotes the welfare
of the organization and the health and well-being of employees.

It is important for organizational leaders to consider the critical role of the EOR for long-
term success and also for society at large. Work and employment are key features of modern
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life, influencing not only individuals but also the broader society. The many deaths and serious
illness brought about by the pandemic have caused people to reexamine the function of work
in their lives (Fuller & Kerr 2022). The EOR is one area that may be critical to considerations
as to what is deemed best for the individual. As Guest (2017) has argued, there is an emphasis
on increasing employee performance in the human resource management literature. However,
efforts to increase performance rarely consider the potential effects on employee well-being.Quiet
quitting is merely one trend that may be in part due to the experience of the pandemic and the
changing organizational environment. Another is the gig economy as people seek ways to support
themselves outside of the high-pressure environment organizational leaders face.These responses
are a natural outgrowth of human needs for high-quality relationships, belonging, and health and
well-being. The current business environment is not sustainable considering the mismatch of
the employment exchange with basic human needs. Our review and model are calls to action.
It is critical to understand not just the factors that undermine the EOR but also the actions that
organizations can take in the current environment to sustain employees and organizations through
high-quality EORs that protect and promote employee health. As individuals, the experience of
the pandemic reminded us that our health is our wealth. Our leaders in organizations and society
more broadly need the same reminder. Let us unite around this inspiring goal of promoting health
and well-being!
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