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ABSTRACT 

 

This article proposes ways in which different types of accounts can be used to repair relationships 

following psychological contract breaches.  We offer an accounts typology demonstrating which 

accounts are most effective for specific relationship breaches.   We conclude with practical implications 

for organizations using accounts as an initial action in psychological contract breaches. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Researchers and practitioners have recently recognized the importance of psychological contracts in the 

employment relationship.  A psychological contract refers to employees’ perceptions of the reciprocal 

obligations between themselves and their organizations [1] [8].  Breaches to these perceived obligations 

occur frequently; Rousseau and Robinson [10] found that 55 % of their study participants had 

experienced some form of a psychological contract breach within a two-year period.  Very little 

scholarly attention has been devoted to the repair of psychological contract breaches, however, or to 

potential avenues through which organizations can ameliorate the potential negative outcomes after a 

breach has occurred.   

Research shows that the effective repair of trust is important; Malhotra and Lumineau argue that 

attributions create in trusters the willingness to accept vulnerability [4, p. 982].  In this article, we draw 

upon the rich but diffuse literature on account-giving to theorize about repair of psychological contract 

breaches. An account is “a statement made by a social actor to explain unanticipated or untoward 

behavior” [5, p. 46].  We not only show that the accounts literature provides insights into preventing 

feelings of violation after a breach, but we also design a framework that helps to organize the accounts 

literature and to provide for managers a decision-tree logic for choosing an account appropriate to the 

particular breach experience.  

The article begins with a discussion of the nature of breach and violation in the psychological 

contract, and then describes how the literature on accounts can help scholars and practitioners 

understand avenues for repairing breaches in the psychological contract.  We develop an accounts 

typology to describe which account types are most appropriate for specific types of breach repair.  The 

article concludes with a discussion of opportunities for future research and practical implications. 

 

BREACH AND VIOLATION IN THE PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACT 

 

In recent years, organizational scholars have recognized that employees develop implicit 

expectations about their obligations to and from employers, and that these perceived obligations are 

often relatively independent of the explicit terms of a formal employment contract. This set of 

perceived, yet unwritten obligations is called a psychological contract. 
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Unlike legal contracts, psychological contracts are not based upon mutual agreement among two 

or more parties. Instead, they reside in the perceptions of individual employees, and thus are highly 

idiosyncratic.  Because of the innate idiosyncrasy in psychological contracts, there is a high potential for 

misalignment between what an employee believes the organization has promised him or her, and what 

the organization’s leaders feel they have promised the employee.  

When an employee perceives that the organization has not lived up to its implicit promises, we 

can say that a psychological contract breach has occurred. Breach is a cognitive phenomenon, and 

scholars have carefully distinguished it from violation, which is defined as a negative emotional reaction 

that may or may not follow a breach [5].  Theoretical speculations about the breach-violation 

relationship are scant, however. Robinson and Morrison and Thompson and Bunderson, for instance, 

have speculated that an interpretation process involving causal attributions and fairness judgments 

intervene between the cognition of breach and the emotional reaction of violation. Researchers have not, 

however, carefully investigated what managers can do to mitigate the likelihood of violation after breach 

has occurred. This is surprising given the general recognition that psychological contract breach is so 

common [3], and that violation is likely to profoundly impact employee attitude and behaviors [11].  

Empirical research shows a strong relationship between perceived violation of the psychological 

contract and a host of negative attitudinal and behavioral reactions. For instance, perceived violations 

have been linked to lower levels of trust from employees and reduced work contributions, increased 

intentions to quit, and decreased “civic virtue” behavior. Violation has also been associated with a 

decline in organizational citizenship behavior, lower job satisfaction, reduced effort, less organizational 

commitment, and increased cynicism. In addition, research shows that perceived contract violations 

“may affect not only what an employee feels he or she is owed by the employer but also what that 

employee feels obligated to offer in return” [7, p. 140]. In short, violations not only erode employee 

morale, but they also appear to reshape what the employee feels his or her obligations to the 

organization are as a result of the violation.   

Clearly, the negative aspects of perceived violation are likely to undermine the relationship 

between employees and employers and result in other negative organizational outcomes.  For instance, 

Tekleab, Takeuchi, and Taylor explained that the negative effects of violation result in organizational 

damage through an increased turnover rate and a decline in job performance. Consequently, when 

perceived breaches are left unresolved, it is likely more difficult to achieve organizational goals.  For 

these reasons, understanding how to interrupt the process through which breach becomes violation is an 

important objective for both researchers and practitioners.   

 

ACCOUNTS 

Rousseau (1995) has argued that when employees experience a breach of contract they often 

seek an explanation [10]. She further argues that when management communicates with employees 

about the constraints and extenuating circumstances related to a perceived breach, employees will hold 

management as less culpable. On the other hand, if management does not respond to a breach, 

antagonism and negative feelings may increase [11], and the likelihood of future cooperation will 

decrease. In short, when breach occurs, some sort of account from managers is required. 

Accounts are responses to problematic events that, when accepted, return harmony to the 

relationship [2] 13]. Research on accounts has been prominent in the fields of law, psychology, and 

communication, but has largely been neglected in the context of organizational research. Incorporating 

accounts research into the study of psychological contract breach is a promising avenue for 

understanding how to arrest breaches before they become violations.  

In a seminal paper, Scott and Lyman (1968) originally described two types of accounts: excuses 

and justifications [13]. More recently, these categories have been expanded to include concessions
1
 (i.e., 



  

 

apologies) and refusals
2
 [2] [11]. This rough, but widely accepted typology provides a guiding structure 

for thinking about how accounts impact relationships. Research suggests that accounts are an extremely 

common response to disruptive episodes in daily communication. In addition, studies have shown the 

benefits and drawbacks of each account type and for what offenses they are typically used to account 

[13].  

The value in providing accounts derives largely from the inferences people tend to make about 

the character of the person offering the account, i.e., the perceived breachor. Accounts often reduce the 

negative attributions people make about those who have given offense; thus, they are highly useful for 

relationship repair. Specifically, accounts lessen the likelihood of negative feelings and the imposition of 

severe sanctions [2]. Also, when an account is offered it reduces perceptions of the inappropriateness of 

the offense, and the likelihood of negative attributions toward the offender. Accounts also lower the 

probability of hostility or aggression when a breach occurs. 

However, not all studies show that accounts can successfully repair relationship breaches.  Some 

researchers have suggested that the ability of accounts to alter attributions is overstated and may not be 

sufficient to fix all types of relationship breaches.  Others propose that accounts may not work in 

situations where relationships or rules are not clearly defined. Nonetheless, studies suggest that any type 

of account is better than no account at all when a person has committed a perceived offense. 

Moreover, not all accounts are equally effective at repairing damage. Schonbach and 

Kleibaumhuter, for instance, found that individuals often respond to problems using accounts that do not 

improve the relationship. For example, people who feel defensive often use refusals, but this type of 

account is most frequently rejected by the offended party.  Furthermore, there are certain characteristics 

and situations that limit or enhance the effectiveness of accounts. Riordan and her colleagues found that 

accounts are more likely to be honored if the type of account is a response that is typically expected 

from others in a similar situation. Thus, if the act is viewed as a rational and common response to the 

perceived offense, it is more likely to be honored. Research suggests that accounts are more effective if 

the offense was less severe. 

Often, the context of the perceived offense is also significant. In the context of contract disputes, 

research has shown that control provisions reduce goodwill-based trust.  Other research shows that 

offenses that are job-related are viewed more severely and receive higher-responsibility attributions than 

other types of offenses. Moreover, some accounts reduce negative feelings in the short run while 

creating problems in the long run [2]. Gonzales found that the likelihood of an account being honored 

depends partially on personal attributes of the account-giver.  Accounts are more likely to be accepted if 

the account-giver has high integrity and is unlikely to repeat breach. This is also true if the account-giver 

is viewed as not responsible for the breach due to external influences, or if the account-giver is properly 

repentant for the offense.  

As illustrated by the foregoing, considerable research has investigated the influence of accounts 

on relationships, and has illuminated the nuances associated with the context in which accounts are 

delivered. The research remains rather diffuse, however, as no overarching framework has emerged to 

provide practical structured guidelines for those who seek to use accounts effectively. Moreover, the 

accounts literature has not yet been linked to the burgeoning psychological contracts literature, even 

though research on accounts is uniquely suited to advance theorizing about how to address 

psychological contract breaches. Our objective is to theorize about how particular types of accounts can 

be used to address perceived breach. One of our goals is cross-fertilization. We seek to use the accounts 

literature to augment psychological contract research by showing how accounts impact the relationship 

between breach and violation. Our second goal is to use the psychological contract perspective to 

augment the accounts literature by using it as a tool to develop a structured framework (i.e., a decision 

tree model), that provides practical guidance on the use of the various types of accounts (see Figure 1). 



  

 

Figure 1:  Account Typology Decision Tree 
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1
 Within the literature, apologies are sometimes referred to as concessions and vice versa (Schonbach 

1980, McLaughlin et al. 1983, Braaten, Cody, & DeTienne 1993). 
2
 Refusals are sometimes referred to as dismissals (Wolf-Smith & LaRossa 1992). For a comprehensive 

overview of account types and taxonomy see Schonbach 1980. 
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