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INTRODUCTION

Research on Employee–Organization Relationship 
(EOR) and the interest in understanding such a 
fundamental aspect of organizational life has con-
siderably increased over the recent decade (Shore et 
al., 2012). Organizational behavior scholars intend to 
gain a richer understanding of EOR (Shore & Colye-
Shapiro, 2003), as researching EOR requires a focus 
on comprehensive management principles based on 
the knowledge of human resources and organizational 
behavior to solve basic problems hindering the effec-
tive management of EOR. Therefore, practitioners 
of human resources and organizational behavior can 
rely on available research evidence of perceived 
employment relationships to treat employees fairly 
(Shore et al., 2012). EOR, as an overarching term 
to describe the relationship between employees and 
the organization, can help organizations to improve 
and develop in order to gain a stable competitive 
advantage. As a requirement for effective organi-
zational performance, health, and cohesion, EOR is 
considered an important motive to link trends and 
strategies of human resource management as well as 

organizational behavior to tangible business results 
such as customer service quality, employee loyalty, 
and effective job performance.

EOR refers to the relationship between an orga-
nization and its employees that necessitates frequent 
communication. It is an overarching term used by 
researchers to analyze the range and dynamics of 
interaction between employees on the one hand and 
their interaction with the organization on the other 
hand. EOR is not something owned by either employ-
ees and organizations or an external institution with 
their policies or instructions. Instead, it emerges from 
the social exchange deeply inherent in the recurring 
actions of employees and managers (Meijerink, 
2014). In light of EOR, all comprehensive plans are 
administered through the deployment of employees 
and their interaction with the organization. Lack of 
awareness in regulating the EOR mechanisms will 
pose serious challenges to the development process 
and progress. In addition, interpersonal relationships 
between employees help reduce risky ethical prob-
lems in the organization (Brandts & Sola, 2010). 
The social preferences of employees are also essen-
tial in the relationship between individuals and the 
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organization, altering the type of relationship. For 
example, an empathetic person on the manager side 
can significantly motivate employees (Cunyat & 
Sloof, 2011). Effective and proper relationships in 
the organization are an important factor in successful 
management. Experience has proved that everything 
goes awry in the absence of proper relationships in the 
organization, since employment relationships are akin 
to blood in the vessels of the organization in which 
malfunction can cause problems for the heart of the 
organization. Furthermore, studies show that staff 
turnover can cost an organization about 20 percent of 
the salary of each employee in terms of employment, 
training, and productivity, although several estimates 
are much higher (Carter et al., 2019). Enabling man-
agers to predict and identify the type of relationships 
help them understand possible obstacles to communi-
cation and the smallest communication deviations or 
inconsistencies in order to build and foster effective 
employment relationships in the organization.

The recent articles published in the fields of man-
agement and accounting reveal two important points 
of the Systematic Literature Review (SLR) methodol-
ogy. First, the SLR methodology is applicable to the 
present time (Centobelli, et al., 2017). Second, the SLR 
conducted is focused on the applied benefits (Gillis, 
2017; Holland, 2008; Tsui & Wang, 2002). In contrast, 
due to its lengthy process and sensitivity, research 
based on the SLR method is frequently neglected. 
However, several researchers have gradually accepted 
the purpose of implementing this method in research. 
Since EOR is a fundamental aspect of organizational 
life for every employee and organization, the results 
of a systematic review of EOR apparently can identify 
and cover relevant research gaps. To perform quality 
and functional research in the future, it is important 
to effectively build a model as a basis and consider 
organizational performance in the interpersonal rela-
tionships between individuals and each other as well 
as individuals and the organization. It is proposed 
that the organization can benefit from its competitive 
advantages in the creation, maintenance, and dyna-
mism of EOR. To provide the EOR research with 
the SLR methodology, prior to starting the present 
research and simultaneously creating a systematic 
review idea, we conducted an initial search on the 
issue. As no results were found, we have started with 
more incentives from the present study.

A summary of recent research findings will be 
provided. On the basis of what may be of value in the 
EOR research, several opportunities to creatively and 
innovatively regulate the EOR mechanisms will also 
be explained. To achieve this goal through a SLR, the 
current study presents theoretical and applied gaps 
as well as recommendations for future research as 
suggested by EOR scholars. They actually reflect the 
ways to enhance the current EOR theory. Identifying 
theoretical and applied gaps in the field can be an 
intellectual motivator to find ways leading to the EOR 
regulation, which later can be applied, both concep-
tually and empirically, to research on organizational 

interactions.

The Purpose of the Study
In an effort to answer the research questions, the 

study intends to delve into the past, present, and future 
of EOR. It attempts to show the future prospect of 
EOR research in terms of research gaps mentioned by 
scholars in the field. As a synthetic analysis of EOR 
research across the globe from 1990 to 2020, this 
study presents the prospect of theoretical and applied 
concepts along the three dimensions:1) an extensive 
analysis of the EOR literature as well as theoretical 
and methodological developments, 2) a presentation 
of current EOR research with reference to research 
gaps and recommendations for future research, and 
3) a new conceptual framework based on research 
gaps and suggestions made by EOR scholars. The 
last dimension can facilitate research in modern and 
developed organizations and render the results more 
applicable and realistic.

Research Questions
To expand the previous research, the present study 

seeks to answer the following questions:
RQ1: What are the theoretical and methodological 

approaches in the EOR research from 1990 to 2020?
RQ2: What is the current status of the EOR 

research?
RQ3: What is the future direction of the EOR 

research?

RESEARCH METHOD

The present study is a SLR of EOR. A SLR is a 
review of scholarly contributions in the fields that 
favor replicable methods. This approach can be 
narrow, such as investigating the effect of or rela-
tionship between two specific variables, or it can be 
broader, such as exploring collective evidence in a 
certain research area. In addition, literature reviews 
are useful when they are aimed at providing an over-
view of a certain research issue or problem. They 
can be used, for example, to create research agendas, 
identify research gaps, or simply discuss a particular 
matter. Literature reviews can also be valuable sup-
posing they aim to engage in theory development 
(Snyder, 2019). 

In latter cases, Snyder (2019) emphasizes that “a 
literature review provides the basis for building a new 
conceptual model or theory, and it can be valuable 
when aiming to map the development of a particular 
research field over time.” In addition, Snyder (2019) 
states that “it is important to note that depending 
on the goal of the literature review, the method that 
should be used will vary.” Systematic analyses of lit-
erature have recently been published in management 
journals with high IF(Impact Factor) in the fields of 
international research, research, and development. As 
specified by Kähkönen et al. (2021), “a systematic 
review of literature is designed to be replicable and 
transparent and provide a clear structure and approach 
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to the literature selection and review process.” 
Based on Centobelli et al. (2017) and following the 

two-stage systematic review methodology proposed 
by Tranfield et al. (2003), the present study conducts 
a review in two stages; each stage consists of two 
sub-stages.

Selection of articles
a) Search: Identifying keywords and deciding on 

databases to use
b) Selection: Defining exclusion criteria and 

selecting the basis of entry/exit criteria

Descriptive and content analysis
a) Descriptive analysis: Collecting articles accord-

ing to different perspectives to provide a synopsis of 
the selected articles 

b) Content analysis: Analyzing the articles in depth 

The analysis of articles can identify the strengths 
and weaknesses of the literature, show research gaps, 
and provide recommendations for further research 
(Cerchione & Esposito, 2016; Centobelli et al., 2017). 
To follow the SLR methodology closely, this study 
considered comprehensiveness, reproducibility, and 
transparency.

Research Strategy
The study adopted the SLR methodology to pro-

vide a comprehensive review of the EOR research. 
The following databases were chosen to search for 
articles: Scopus, WoS(Web of Science), Wiley, Sage, 
Emerald, ProQuest, and ScienceDirect. They will be 
described with respect to the stages taken to search 
and select the final set of articles.

Strategy to Conduct the Initial Search
The initial search was carried out during December 

12-28, 2020. Having selected ‘Advanced search’ 
and later ‘Document title, abstract, keywords’, the 
researchers used the following keywords in succes-
sive stages to search in the databases.

1)Employee Organization Relationship or “EOR”. 
2)Individual Organization Relationship or “IOR”. 
3)Intra Organizational Relationship or “IOR”. 
4)Employment Relationships or “ER”.

The credible and reliable screening (reduction) 
process of the articles in this study was carried out 
as follows. Researchers (a) and (b) searched for the 
keywords within the specified time interval. The first-
order term was in the form of phrases and formal 
abbreviations (the four high term words) to cover 
maximum data and prevent data reduction. (I) in 
(IOR) and (E) in (EOR) mean the same individual 
as an employee in the organization. (Intra) indicated 
the intra-organizational relationships and articles with 
this term in the titles. Furthermore, it was not possible 
for articles with titles (ER) to completely represent 
EOR in the present study. Therefore, these studies 
played an important role in completing, strengthening, 
and improving research data. Subsequent to the ini-
tial search and further investigation into the abstract 
or text of each article, we excluded a large number 
of results that were irrelevant to the current field of 
research. This stage is described in detail in Figure (1).

Regarding the publication year, researchers a) and 
b) selected the ‘All Years–Present’ option to screen the 
results. Most of the publications had been published 
from 1990 to 2020 except for Scopus and Sage, in 
which several sources were published in 1974 and 
1977, respectively. Table (1) shows the strategy to 
limit the initial search 

Strategy to Limit the Initial Search by Relevant 
Databases

Subsequent to the initial search, the results from 
Scopus and WoS were limited to those indexed 
in Social Sciences Citation Index and Arts and 
Humanities Citation Index. In the other five databases, 
the results published under management, business 
and accounting, social sciences, psychology, com-
munication, and arts and humanities were selected 
for a complete screening.

Strategy to Exclude Irrelevant Studies
Having scrutinized the results of the previous 

stage, the researchers excluded several results that 
were irrelevant to EOR. “The term ‘relationship’ has 
been widely defined in the interpersonal, psycho-
therapy, inter- and intra-organizational areas” (Cheng, 
2018). Since the current study was focused on inter-
personal and intra-organizational aspects, the studies 
related to inter-organizational relationships were also 

Table1. Practical screen and selection criteria for the SLR



REZAZADEH, ET. AL, FUTURE OF EMPLOYEE-ORGANIZATION RELATIONSHIP 37

excluded. Moreover, several results related to the 
fields of chemistry, oil, or gas were removed. Finally, 
there were several titles identical to the abbreviated 
search keywords yet having different full forms. For 
example, IOR (Intra-Organizational Relationship 
OR Individual Organization Relationship), as used 
in the search process, stands for intra-organizational 
relationship or individual organization relationship. 
However, several titles also included IOR as an 
abbreviated form of inter-organizational relationship, 
integral organizational renewal, Indian Ocean Rim, 
improved oil recovery, or inhibition of return. Such 
results were also excluded.

Strategy to Exclude Duplicate Studies
Since most of the results were obtained from 

Scopus as a highly reliable database, this database 
was used as the benchmark to identify and exclude 
the duplicate titles in other databases.

Strategy to Select Appropriate and Relevant 
Abstracts

At this stage, the abstracts of the previously iden-
tified non-duplicate articles were read carefully, and 
the studies whose abstracts were irrelevant to EOR 
were excluded.

Strategy to Download Full-Texts
The full-texts of the previously identified relevant 

titles were downloaded. The titles whose full-texts 
were not accessible were excluded

Strategy to Assess the Quality of Full-Text Articles
To assess the quality of the identified studies, the 

researchers briefly reviewed the downloaded articles. 
During this process, none was excluded since the 
selected articles had been published in journals with 
high IF, assuring the quality. Turnfield et al. (2003) 
consider the main challenge in creating a system-
atic review method in management research to be 
the difficulty in determining and performing qualita-
tive evaluations of studies. Thus, they believe that 
researchers in this area should trust the implicit qual-
ity rating of a journal. The qualitative evaluation in 
this study is based on the recommendations of the 
researchers, namely research articles published in 
international peer-reviewed journals. Therefore, the 
ranking tool of scientific journals (scimagojr.com) 
was used. Finally, 80 full-text and high-quality articles 
in English focusing on EOR were selected for further 
content analysis to answer the research questions.

Strategy to Include Newly-Published Studies 
during SLR

The ‘Compare Source’ option in the database was 
used to identify the newly-published studies on EOR 
during SLR. It was to ensure that any relevant stud-
ies that may have been published during the research 
process would not go unnoticed. However, none was 
found during the research process. The strategy to 
reduce keyword search to obtain the final articles is 
briefly illustrated in Figure (1).

Figure 1. Strategy to Exclude Irrelevant Studies

Table (2) summarizes the results of research strategy, while Figure (2) shows the results and the process of 
searching for the systematic review. 
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Table 2. Search strategy

Figure 2. Process and results of selection for the SLR

Figure 3. The number and percentage of EOR studies in each database
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of the articles. 
Frequency of Journals in the Field of EOR 

The articles (i.e., 80 titles) were published in 49 
journals of various fields. The journal titles can be 
found at the end of the study (see References). It is 
noteworthy that 34 articles were published in eight 
credible journals. In other words, only eight journals 
published more than one article in the field of EOR. In 
fact, the high IF (greater than eight) of those journals 
and the quality of the published articles indicate the 
increasing importance of research in the field of EOR, 
as shown in Table (4). 

Discussion and Answers to the Research Questions
In this section, we intend to answer the three 

research questions in a detailed and analytical manner. 
Therefore, the answers to the questions and the discus-
sion related to each answer are presented sequentially 
and separately as follows:

AQ1
Considering the first research question, the earli-

est studies of EOR, as an established construct in 

formalized and systematic research, dated back to 
the 1980s and had their roots in a concept introduced 
by Bernard (1938), i.e. the exchange of resources 
and utilities. Bernard actually claims that the orga-
nizational success will depend on the exchange of 
utilities. In the past thirty years, the social exchange 
theory (Blau, 1964), the norm of reciprocity (Goldner, 
1960), the inducements¬–contributions model (March 
& Simon, 1958), and an expanded model by Tsui 
et al. (1997) have been considered as the dominant 
theoretical bases in EOR studies with the capability 
of describing and classifying different EOR and their 
implications for desired organizational tendencies 
and behavior. Research since the 1990s has tended to 
study EOR from the  perspective of employees and 
employers at both the individual and organization/
group levels (Goldner, 1960; Shore et al., 2012; Gillis, 
2017). March and Simon (1958) expand the exchange 
of utilities of Bernard (1938) within their induce-
ments¬–contributions model, theorizing employment 
relationships as a motivational exchange for employee 
contributions. They explain the model in detail with 
attention to the balance in the employee–organization 

Percentage of Studies Published in the Databases
Figure (3) shows the search results according to 

the relevant titles (strategy 3–5, 368 titles) in percent-
age. It indicates that in the timeframe selected for the 
search, Scopus and ScienceDirect have the highest 
(%38.586) and lowest (%1.358) share of articles on 
EOR, respectively.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

The results of the analysis of 80 articles are pre-
sented separately in the following tables and figures.

Research Contribution Trend in EOR in the 
Databases 

Considering the distribution of studies over time, 
a considerable number of them (more than 44 titles) 
were published from 2014 to 2020. In addition, only 

six articles were published prior to 2000 (i.e., in 1974, 
1997, 1997, 1998, and 2000). Therefore, the contri-
bution trend in EOR has been rising in the recent 
decade. The number and publication year of articles 
are shown in Figure (4).

Analysis of the Final Set of Articles 
Table (3) (attached in appendix 1) shows the results 

of in-depth analyses conducted on the full-texts of 
80 articles. It classifies the following categories: 
author(s), publication year, title, journal, research 
method, theoretical framework, focused subject, and 
gaps and future research. The present study uses dif-
ferent aspects of EOR studies in the selected articles 
as the categories of analysis. Due to the limited size 
of the articles in this section, it will suffice to display 
the information of five articles out of the final 80 
selected articles to clearly show the analysis process 

Figure 4. Research contribution trend in the EOR (1974–2020)
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Table 4. Frequency of journals

relationship (Shore et al., 2015). 
“In the last 20 years, the study of the employee-

organization relationship (EOR) has become an 
integral part of the literature as an approach aimed 
to provide the theoretical foundation to understand-
ing the employee and employer perspectives to the 
exchange” (Ribeiro-Soriano & Urbano, 2010). The 
concept of psychological contract first proposed 
by Argyris (1960) together with perceived organi-
zational support (the micro level) and employment 
relationships (the macro level) constitute the three 
main levels to understand EOR (Bardarova & Ivana, 
2019). EOR is “formal and informal, the economic, 
social, and psychological connection between an 
employee and . . . [an] employer” (Tsui & Wang, 
2002) which, in the literature of human resource 
management, frequently includes several mutual 
obligations. As stated by Kang and Sung (2017), the 
scholars of social exchange theory have emphasized 
the rules of engagement based on reciprocating ben-
efits between relational parties . . ., and this norm 
of reciprocity (social exchange) has been the main 
framework through which the EOR mechanisms have 
been understood and examined.

EOR can be defined “as the degree to which an 
organization and its employees trust one another” 
(Men & Sung, 2019). Hon and Grunig (1999), Grunig 
and Huang (2000), and Huang (2001) propose four 
main aspects of EOR (i.e., mutual control, trust, sat-
isfaction, commitment) that are used in most EOR 
studies as the basis for evaluation. Six important 
dimensions of relationships can also be used to exam-
ine which relationships are good. These dimensions 
are “control, mutuality, trust, relational satisfaction, 
relational commitment, and goal attainment” (Cheng, 
2018). Considering the two complementary theories 
of relationship management as well as the social 
exchange theory, Kang and Sung (2019) explain that 

trust means the extent to which  employees feel they 
can rely on their organization; commitment refers to 
the extent to which employees feel they are part of 
the organization; satisfaction is the extent to which 
they are happy with their organization; and control 
mutuality indicates the extent to which employees 
share control with the organization in their organi-
zational interactions (Kang & Sung, 2019; Men & 
Robinson, 2018).

Due to the large number of articles, only the final 
80 selected articles are presented in table (3) through 
a repeated and thorough review. Apparently, most 
researchers applied a quantitative method with little or 
no consideration for a qualitative method. Therefore, 
it is suggested to employ a qualitative method in 
future EOR studies. The results also show that most 
researchers (71 titles) utilized SET (Social Exchange 
Theory), ICT (Inducements–Contributions Theory), 
and RMT (Relationship Management Theory) as 
theoretical frameworks, which, according to Shore 
et al. (2012), have specific explanatory power in the 
field of EOR and its larger field, ER (Employment 
Relationships). 

 
EOR from the Perspective of Relationship 
Management

Kim (2018) considers “relationship management 
as a primary research area in the field of public rela-
tions.” Public relations scholars have used EOR as 
a broad concept to define and measure the relation-
ships between employees and the organization (Kang 
& Sung, 2019). “Mutuality and reciprocity are core 
concepts of various relationship management per-
spectives” (Kim, 2018). Considering the research 
emphasis and current status of relationships on estab-
lishing and maintaining relationships, it is necessary 
to introduce a theoretical change in relationship man-
agement that reflects an emphasis on communication 
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as a tool in dialogue in relationships (Kent & Taylor, 
2002).

EOR from the Perspective of Social Exchange 
As explained by Kang and Sung (2019), in orga-

nizational sciences, scholars have implemented the 
social exchange theory to understand employment 
relationships and dynamics that are strongly grounded 
in mutual obligations–i.e., the norm of reciprocity in 
a psychological contract between employees and the 
organization . . . According to the theory, exchanges 
in relationships generally involve a series of interac-
tions that generate obligations . . ., contingent upon 
the actions of another person . . . The origin of the 
social exchange theory can be traced back to the argu-
ment proposed by Blau (1964) that the basis of any 
exchange relationship can be described in terms of 
either social or economic principles.

EOR from the Perspective of Inducements–
Contributions Theory 

The literature on employment relationships owes 
much of its recent popularity to the changes in rela-
tionships between employees and the organization 
and the interaction between the two as an important 
factor in the organization that has been extensively 
researched (Shore et al., 2009). The highest abstract 
level in the organization is employment relationships 
showing levels based on mutual trust between the 
organization and its employees (Men & Robinson, 
2018). EOR is generally defined as a contract that 
includes an exchange agreement between individuals 
and employees. The exchange contains employ-
ees who work to achieve the organizational goal; 
in return, the organization provides motivational 
exchanges to compensate for employee services and 
contributions. Therefore, the fulfilment of the prom-
ised in return for benefits determines employment 
relationships (Meijerink, 2014). March and Simon 
(1958) propose the inducements–contributions theory 
which states that organizations provide inducements 
to employees in return for their contributions (Yu et 
al., 2018). According to this theory, “from the orga-
nization’s perspective, employee contributions need 
to be sufficient enough to generate inducements from 
the organization, which in turn need to be attractive 
enough to elicit employee contributions” (Coyle-
Shapiro & Shore, 2007).

Referring to the inducements¬–contributions 
theory, Tsui et al. (1997) propose two types of employ-
ment relationships in EOR based on two dimensions of 
the level of employee contributions and organizational 
motivation. They are the balanced and the unbal-
anced employment relationship approaches. They 
also define four distinct approaches to the employee-
employer relationship from the point of view of the 
employer, which include the balanced approaches 
(the quasi-spot contract and the mutual investment) 
and the unbalanced approaches (the underinvest-
ment approach and the overinvestment approach). 
The mutual investment is a long-term approach in 

terms of offered inducements and expected employee 
contributions. The quasi-spot contract is defined by a 
low level of expected task performance and a narrow 
set of offered inducements. Recruiting a teacher for a 
course or taking a taxi are the examples of the quasi-
spot contract in EOR in which the focus of interaction 
is on the moment. The overinvestment approach is 
characterized by high inducements and low expected 
contributions. The underinvestment approach is also 
an unbalanced relationship with low inducements 
yet high expected contributions. The firms facing 
performance pressure frequently resort to this EOR 
approach. The four approaches indicate the level of 
trust that organizations may create among employees 
(Yan Zhang et al., 2008; Yu et al., 2018). Observed 
from the perspective of employees, satisfaction is 
enhanced when there is a greater difference between 
the inducements provided by the organization and the 
contributions required in return. Analyzed from the 
perspective of the organization, its continued exis-
tence depends on whether the contributions from 
employees are sufficient to generate the necessary 
inducements (Shore et al., 2012).

Therefore, human resources, as the most important, 
valuable, and expensive resources for an organization, 
can utilize all other facilities and resources to pro-
vide better services in an organizational context by 
saving and using efficiently. In other words, human 
resources in public organizations transform other 
resources in order to provide better services. It occurs 
when employees have enough motivation to work 
as well as job satisfaction and consider whether the 
inducements offered by the organization reasonably 
fit organizational expectations within the organiza-
tional context. However, supposing employees, for 
whatever human reasons, lack motivation to work 
and cooperate to achieve goals, the organization will 
lose its main dynamics. In other words, the pervasive 
unwillingness and lack of effort of employees to par-
ticipate in organizational activities may lead to grave 
consequences for the organization and endanger its 
effectiveness. Thus, it is suggested that the theoretical 
basis of research is strengthened with the help of these 
theories in order to cover research gaps in the future.

According to Yoon (2017), the prosocial behavior 
of an individual is not merely a simple within-indi-
vidual phenomenon; instead, it is also significantly 
related to organizational factors. Shore et al. (2012) 
state that “the EOR literature has recognized . . . that 
the EOR is a multilevel phenomenon and cannot be 
fully understood without considering the effects of 
the organization on the employee and the effects of 
employees . . . on the organization.” An organiza-
tion can affect a large number of individuals. Since 
employees are not active receivers, they provide the 
expected contributions at some degree in accordance 
with the perceived organizational inducements and 
the organizational objectives. Following Men and 
Robinson (2018), it can be said that employees (as the 
most important resource and the most valuable factor 
in producing goods and services), the organization (as 
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the context in which exchanges and behavior occur), 
and interactions between the two are at the level of 
mutual trust. Employment relationships are the most 
important factor in the development of individual and 
collective life in the current state of organizational 
life. For example, as expressed by Li et al. (2020), 
inducements to organizational development lead to 
the establishment of a stable employment relationship, 
providing proactive employees with ample opportuni-
ties to build deep social interactions and engage in 
quality information exchange with various stakehold-
ers. In general, there are both theoretical and empirical 
implications in understanding employee behavior and 
identifying behavioral and organizational factors in 
the current research. Bardarova and Ivana (2019) state 
that a successful integration of people into their orga-
nization is one of the prerequisites for the triumph of 
management and the prosperity of the organization. 
The mechanism that allows this implies balancing 
between the needs, demands, and expectations of 
employees and those of the organization. The man-
ager is obliged to harmonize them. Their successful 
coordination involves not only good comprehension 
of formal organization, but also an excellent under-
standing of the characters and behavior of the people 
and the key factors that motivate them. The realization 
of this managerial task puts interpersonal managerial 
skills into the forefront. Thus, according to Cheng 
(2018), a good organization-employee relationship 
is highly important in improving employee morale 
and job satisfaction, reducing uncertainty and anxiety 
emerging from within the organization during crises, 
and decreasing the staff turnover cost (e.g., training 
cost, pre-departure cost, etc.).

AQ2 
The second research question can be answered with 

reference to Table (4). It shows that most of the EOR 
articles have been published in journals of human 
resource and organizational behavior. It signifies that 
EOR in research on human resource and organiza-
tional behavior should not be ignored since the results 
of EOR studies can help managers and employees to 
decrease exchange tension and improve relationships. 
In several studies, EOR is not observed directly but 
indirectly with reference to human resource practices, 
such as employee contributions and employer invest-
ment, and organizational factors, such as perceived 
organizational support and job authority. A limited 
number of studies are focused on the organizational 
context. Most studies of EOR have been concerned 
with the prediction of performance, organizational 
citizenship behavior, affective commitment, negotia-
tion, conflict, and motivation. Although such concepts 
and ensuing results have proved to be clearly sig-
nificant for organizations, EOR scholars have offered 
serious recommendations to direct research focus 
towards more meaningful concepts whose results, 
integrated with previous research findings, can play 
an influential role in establishing and maintaining the 
relationship between employees and the organization 

(Shore et al., 2012). Scholars claim that employment 
relationships and the organizational context in which 
they occur will be a priority in future research. EOR 
remains a neglected theory under investigation and 
therefore it has not been studied inclusively yet. EOR, 
as an overarching term to describe the relationship 
between employees and the organization, is an under-
developed research area in which “both psychological 
contracts (an individual-level phenomenon) and the 
employment relationship (a group-level phenomenon) 
are more specific cases” requiring more research in 
the future (Shore et al., 2015).

“In recent years, scholars have increasingly rec-
ognized that the theoretical underpinnings of EOR 
are in need of further extension in light of recent 
organizational changes” (Alcover et al., 2017). Gitau 
and Chebii (2020) state that EOR is initiated at the 
structural level of the organization in which the clear 
reporting lines, both vertically and horizontally, pro-
vide the basis for an employment relationship to begin 
and continue. In addition, organizational structures 
and policies on interaction guide reporting relation-
ships and employee behavior. . . .which has important 
implications for the team leaders and the project man-
agers of different projects and their role in initiating 
and maintaining EOR. They also believe that EOR 
“becomes an important focal point for enhancing and 
strengthening the organisation’s internal structures, 
reputation and building loyalty amongst employees”. 
Therefore, they identify “internal communication and 
organisations structure as relationship antecedents”. 
In conclusion, the structural and behavioral factors 
of the organization significantly influence EOR. 
Structural factors as observable entities are shaped 
by the organizational structure including standards, 
regulations, formality, density, complexity, size, 
etc. Behavioral factors, such as personality, experi-
ence, attitude, perception, etc., cannot be observed. 
It indicates that individuals with various behavioral 
characteristics enter the organization and start inter-
acting with one another and with the organization. It 
means they interpret the activities of the organization 
and act accordingly in terms of personality, experi-
ence, perspective, perception, etc. 

Therefore, it can be said that EOR is somehow 
a psychological issue. Consequently, individuals 
or employees work differently for the organization 
depending on their perceptions of the organization as 
an abstract entity. As it is important for employees to 
understand the personification process of the organi-
zation, the following questions are asked in the EOR 
literature: What organizational factors may be more 
influential in this process of relationship? and To what 
degree the explanation of the process can organize 
employees? Thus, individuals are not merely passive 
receivers. They are actually deployed in the organi-
zational context to achieve the comprehensive and 
ultimate goals of the organization. Supposing these 
two poles of relationship, namely the employees, the 
organization, and their interaction as well as the fac-
tors influencing them, are ignored, the implementation 
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of plans will encounter problems and trigger the great-
est obstacle to achieve goals.

AQ3
The third research question can be answered in 

light of the fact that most EOR studies so far have 
focused on the individual level of analysis (Ribeiro-
Soriano & Urbano, 2010) without considering the 
organizational and contextual settings in which such 
relationships occur. The failure of organizational 
behavior at the individual level may have been due 
to the overemphasis on small-scale phenomena and 
the neglect of “O” in EOR. In fact, an organization 
is an influential context in which behavior occurs, 
hence the importance of the exchange context as 
the foundation of relationships (Shore et al., 2012). 
The abstract entity called an organization is actually 
known through a series of micro-level encounters 
which primarily occur within the employment con-
text. Consequently, the questions “What does it really 
mean to say an employee has a ‘relationship’ with his 
or her organization? How might an employee have a 
direct tie to something as abstract as an organization?” 
assume the research significance, and “a major clue 
can be found in the literatures on exchanges with, 
attitudes toward, and perceptions of the organization” 
(Shore et al., 2012). Considering the research gaps 
in EOR identified at the Academy of Management 
meetings, Shore et al. (2015) state as follows: First, it 
is increasingly important to acknowledge the effects 
of context on EOR. Second, context is not homoge-
neous, but rather it can differ substantially from one 
individual or type of relationship to another, even 
for those performing the same work for the same 
organization. Third, future research should examine 
differences in context as a primary research question 
that can influence the locus of obligations in EOR.

Clearly, the importance of organizational context 
in EOR has been ignored, and it is a weakness in 
management studies. It is suggested that future stud-
ies focus on employment relationships, as the basis 
of EOR, and on research involving individual and 
organizational levels simultaneously and their mutual 
influence on various employment relationships as 
well as their implications (Shore et al., 2015; Coyle-
Shapiro & Shore, 2007). As previously mentioned, 
EOR research focusing on the perspective of employ-
ers has begun to increase. According to Schauder 
(2016), “there are still many new areas of the EOR to 
be researched; the relationship between the employee 
and the organization is a complex and intricate–but 
fascinating–one.”

The norms of employment relationships may 
depend on the context in which the relationships 
occur. Therefore, future studies are required to inclu-
sively investigate the mechanisms through which the 
relationships are developed, maintained, converted, 
or terminated. Jiang (2012) state, “new models of 
relationships integrating variables . . . can impact 
the development of relationships between organi-
zations and their strategic employees.”. A broader 

theory is needed to understand how relationships 
are developed, maintained and disrupted. . . There is 
conceptual ambiguity surrounding the causal asso-
ciation between the relationships and the nature of 
the exchanges. The authors present an argument that 
exchanges may alter the relationships and the rela-
tionships may alter what is exchanged between the 
parties. Thus, both causal orderings may apply under 
certain circumstances. However, according to Coyle-
Shapiro and Shore (2007), the emphasis theoretically 
and empirically has been skewed towards the nature 
of the exchanges. We suggest that the time has come 
to put the emphasis on “relationships” in the research 
on employment relationships. They also argue that 
“more EOR research needs to focus on solid princi-
ples, based on our body of knowledge in HR, OB, and 
I/O, to address fundamental management concerns 
about effective administration of the employee–orga-
nization relationship”. It seems that EOR should be 
related to pressing organizational issues. . . [with] a 
greater focus on outcomes that capture the quality of 
the employee-organization relationship itself in terms 
of fulfilment of needs, quality of interaction, adapt-
ability and identification, until the actual relationship 
is studied, and not just what is exchanged. 

Coyle-Shapiro and Shore (2007), Eldor and 
Vigoda-Gadot (2016), Hom et al. (2009), Lepak 
and Shaw (2008), and Yan Zhang et al. (2008) have 
described the missing link between the two aspects 
of employment relationships, namely the balanced 
(the quasi spot contract and the mutual investment) 
and the unbalanced (the underinvestment approach 
and the overinvestment approach), to be the perspec-
tive of employees in employment relationships. Since 
employees may understand any form of relationship 
differently and perhaps in contradictory ways and 
thus respond differently, analyzing the perspective 
of employees can yield new theoretical and empirical 
insights into and better description and explanation 
of employment relationships.

Therefore, the viewpoint of employees about orga-
nizational issues, such as organizational structure, 
offered inducements, etc., plays an important role 
in increasing their motivation leading to better task 
performance which in turn boosts organizational per-
formance and effectiveness. The organization is an 
influential context in which behavior occurs. Thus, 
it is important to note what organizational, behav-
ioral, contextual, and interfering factors emanating 
from the context shape the nature of relationships in 
a developing organization. In addition, how the EOR 
concept must be managed by the aforementioned fac-
tors to improve the effectiveness of individual and 
organizational performance has research significance. 
Thus, according to Rynes et al. (2012), future research 
should equally be beneficial for both individuals and 
the organization and focus on both aspects.

Moreover, the literature analyzes EOR from two 
perspectives: the organization and the employees. 
Research on the perspective of employees is quite 
diverse. Therefore, supposing the aim is to analyze all 
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relationships, a logical analysis of the complex phe-
nomenon and the nature of its components is required. 
Scholars claim that ‘O’ (organization) has been 
neglected compared to ‘E’ (employees). Therefore, 
more research is needed to analyze and utilize these 
two aspects of EOR. Considering the most recent 
results reported by reviews of the EOR literature, 
the emphasis on two sides of the relationship, rather 
than the employment relationship alone, has been 
identified as a research gap as the term ‘relationship’ 
entails interaction and communication. The focus on 
communication as a relationship involves exchanges 
between two parties and not merely what each party 
brings into the relationship. 

Theoretical research gaps in EOR 
A figure summarizing the theoretical background 

and gaps in EOR studies will be provided based on 
the aforementioned points. It is clear that theories, 
such as ICT and SET, can best explain, describe, and 
interpret EOR following mutual trust and the norm 
of reciprocity. Therefore, relationship are the basis 
of EOR as employment relationships link employees 

to the organization. Employment relationships, as 
the macro aspect of EOR, are based on interaction 
and organizational context. Interaction based on the 
norm of reciprocity becomes evident as the basis of 
organizational performance in employment relation-
ships. Wu et al. (2006) argue that the relationships 
become strong or weak according to the level of trust 
between parties. Therefore, the organizational con-
text is a setting in which interactional exchanges and 
behavior occur. Consequently, any neglect of various 
micro- and macro-levels of organizational context is 
considered a weakness of organizational behavior. 
Moreover, employees are the most important stra-
tegic resources to achieve organizational goals and 
performance. Figure (5) summarizes the theoretical 
framework and gaps in the EOR field based on the 
extensive analysis of the articles.  

The Proposed Conceptual Framework 
“Dynamic models of the EOR must consider the 

employee as a critical party to both the establishment 
and maintenance of the relationship” (Coyle-Shapiro 
& Shore, 2007). According to Shore et al. (2009) and 

Figure 5. Theoretical research gaps in EOR



REZAZADEH, ET. AL, FUTURE OF EMPLOYEE-ORGANIZATION RELATIONSHIP 45

Shore et al. (2015), individual differences should be 
included in the EOR studies to better understand the 
relationships of social and economic exchanges with 
employee attitudes and behavior. Moreover, the orga-
nizational context should be considered as the other 
side. Scholars thus suggest developing models that 
can explicitly incorporate the context at the levels of 
individual, organization, and employment relation-
ships. As a result, the research in EOR concerns the 
integration of its main components; any attempts to 
fill the gap should incorporate all the components at 
the individual and organizational levels. 

Based on the analysis and results, this study sug-
gests that scholars should not focus on only one area; 
instead, they should consider various areas involving 
different orientations and contradictory expectations. 
Finally, referring to Figure (6), a conceptual frame-
work is proposed to conduct future research and 
completely cover the EOR gaps.

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Research
Systematic reviews recently published in various 

fields such as accounting and management indicate 
two important points of strength. First, this methodol-
ogy is not retrospective and applicable to the present. 
Second, as shown in Figure (3), the focus on SLRs and 
their benefits is increasing. During data collection, 
several sources were not taken into account due to the 
inaccessibility of their full-texts; they can also contrib-
ute to further research, especially on the small scale. 
Most of the analyzed studies are based on the empiri-
cal data gathered at a given time through surveys, 
which can be biased. The SLR of empirical stud-
ies was conducted on the articles published in seven 
prominent databases in the related fields. Yet, there 
may be other studies published in other databases, 
hence the limited focus of this study. Finally, the find-
ings should be treated with a cautious awareness of 

their strengths and limitations. Any intention to invest 
in the findings and ensuing plans should consider their 
appropriateness in advance. Gitau and Chebii (2020) 
suggest the qualitative method, due to its versatility, 
to analyze EOR. Considering the methods adopted by 
the articles analyzed in the present research, it is sug-
gested to use qualitative methods more than before. 
The results of SLR in the field of EOR reveal that a 
qualitative method together with the identification of 
important factors influencing EOR based on the pro-
posed framework can best cover research gaps. In this 
regard, future researchers are suggested to identify 
paths of interaction in organizational relationships 
by developing pathology study plans and to provide 
scientific and practical solutions to solve them in order 
to facilitate managers in this field to shorten and pave 
the way for mutual understanding in individual and 
organizational relationships. It is also recommended 
to conduct studies to determine the steps of improve-
ment, stability, and dynamics of EOR.

CONCLUSION

Executing micro- and macro-level plans to achieve 
the ultimate goal is possible through deploying indi-
viduals and their effective performance in the effective 
organizational context as well as the mutual interaction 
between them and the organization. It renders EOR 
an antecedent for executive performance. Therefore, 
EOR addresses the  concern of managers about the 
extent to which they can manage the limited resources 
among various limitations surrounding the organiza-
tion. Contextual influences on relationships have to 
be considered more than before. Since EOR is influ-
enced by micro and macro contexts, it is of research 
significance to analyze what contextual aspects help 
regulate or hinder the EOR mechanisms of both par-
ties. Moreover, the dynamic of relationships over time 

Figure 6. The proposed conceptual model
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requires more research on the part of EOR studies 
because obviously EOR, akin to any other social 
relationships, does not remain stable but changes 
rapidly over time. Since EOR has increasingly 
become a central point in the research on organiza-
tional behavior, human resource management, and 
employment relationships, there is an obvious need 
to synthesize the literature of the two fields as well 
as individual and organizational aspects in order to 
better understand EOR. Shore et al. (2009) believe 
that the most research significance lies in the synthesis 
of the context and relationship from the perspective 
of both employees and the organization; it “urges us 
to elaborate on the foundations of exchange theory, 
to understand the meaning of exchange relationships 
across individuals and contexts.” Employee behavior, 
social contribution, and interaction, can be considered 
on a continuum with black/white (positive/negative) 
poles in terms of their impact on organizational effi-
ciency. In fact, there are employees who consider 
their position in the organization as an opportunity 
to be of service to the society to the degree that they 
immerse themselves in their roles. Therefore, they 
strive to provide services to customers/clients and 
voluntarily make sacrifices to play their roles and even 
extra roles effectively. Such employees facilitate the 
success of the organization because not only do they 
follow such a course of action but they also encourage 
others to do the same. There are also employees who 
grow weary in the workplace due to hard work and 
incompatibility between their tasks and their ability 
and responsibility. It can be contagious in the orga-
nization, which hinders the dynamism and vitality 
of the organization, ruins the work engagement of 
others that they cannot make innovative contributions 
in the organization, challenge the office health in the 
organization, hinders the  success of the organiza-
tion, and directs the attention towards the dark side 
of employee behavior in the organization.
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