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Beyond social exchange: Collectivism’s moderating role in the
relationship between perceived organizational support and

organizational citizenship behaviour

Daan van Knippenberg1, Jan-Willem van Prooijen2, and Ed Sleebos3

1Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus University Rotterdam, Rotterdam, The Netherlands
2Department of Social and Organizational Psychology, VU University Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands
3Department of Organization Sciences, VU University Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Perceived organizational support plays an important role in the social exchange relationship between the employee and the
organization. We propose that individual differences in collectivism affect the extent to which employee–organization relation-
ships are based on social exchange, and that therefore collectivism moderates the relationship between perceived organizational
support and organizational citizenship behaviour. Results of a survey (N = 293) assessing perceived organizational support,
collectivism, and supervisor ratings of organizational citizenship behaviour supported this hypothesis. We conclude that
organizational citizenship behaviour originates from social exchange processes only among employees who construe the self
in relatively individualistic terms.

Keywords: Organizational citizenship behaviour; Perceived organizational support; Collectivism; Interdependent self; Self-
construal; Social exchange processes.

Social exchange processes in the relationship between
employees and the organization have extensively shown
their importance in explaining the occurrence of impor-
tant employee attitudes and behaviours (Cropanzano &
Mitchell, 2005; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002; Shore,
Coyle-Shapiro, Chen, & Tetrick, 2009). Central to the
social exchange perspective is the assumption that the
relationship between employees and their employer is
built on the trade of effort and loyalty for benefits like
pay, support, and recognition (Blau, 1964; Gould, 1979;
Levinson, 1965; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002; Rousseau
& Parks, 1993; Shore, Coyle-Shapiro, et al., 2009). Most
research efforts in the social exchange tradition have
focused on demonstrating that the basic tenets of this
approach hold (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002; Riggle,
Edmondson, & Hansen, 2009). Far less attention has
been paid to the possibility that there may be individual
differences in the extent to which employees’ relation-
ships with the organization is shaped by social exchange
processes (Armeli, Eisenberger, Fasolo, & Lynch, 1998;
Farh, Hackett, & Liang, 2007; Kamdar, McAllister, &
Turban, 2006; Shore, Bommer, Rao, & Seo, 2009;
Shore, Coyle-Shapiro, et al., 2009). Attention for such

differences is important because it increases scientists’
and practitioners’ ability to predict which employees are
particularly motivated by social exchange, and allows us
to examine when social exchange plays less of a role
(cf. van Knippenberg, van Dick, & Tavares, 2007).

We argue that of particular interest here are influences
that lead individuals to understand their relationship with
their employing organization less in social exchange
terms, and identify individual differences in collectivism
as such an influence. Collectivism captures the extent to
which individuals construe the self as intertwined with
others rather than as independent and to emphasize the
collective interest over the self-interest (Markus &
Kitayama, 1991; Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier,
2002; Triandis, 1995; Wagner & Moch, 1986). We
develop and test the hypothesis that individual differ-
ences in collectivism moderate the extent to which the
relationship between perceived organizational support
(Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchison, & Sowa, 1986;
Moorman, Blakely, & Niehoff, 1998), probably the key
social exchange concept in capturing the perception of
the organization’s contributions in the social exchange
relationship between individual and organization, and
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organizational citizenship behaviour—discretionary
actions not captured by formal job requirements that
benefit the organization and its members (Organ, 1988)
that are understood as a common currency to repay
organizational support (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002).
Specifically, we propose that the perceived organiza-
tional support–citizenship behaviour relationship is
stronger for individuals lower on collectivism, because
collectivism leads individuals to see their relationship
with the organization less in social exchange terms.

PERCEIVED ORGANIZATIONAL SUPPORT
AND EMPLOYEE BEHAVIOUR

A core assumption in the social exchange approach to
organizational behaviour is that the norm of reciprocity
(Gouldner, 1960), which holds that favours received
should be repaid, plays a key role in the relationship
between employee and organization. On the basis of this
norm, employees are expected to repay benefits received
from the organization with loyalty, effort, and perfor-
mance. In the same vein, the organization is expected
to reward loyalty and performance with pay, recognition,
and support (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). As a result,
the extent to which the organization is perceived to
recognize and reward the employee’s efforts and to sup-
port the employee should be positively related to the
employee’s efforts on behalf of the organization and
attitudes towards the organization (Moorman et al.,
1998; Piercy, Cravens, Lane, & Vorhies, 2006). Such
perceptions of the extent to which the organization
lives up to its part of the exchange relationship are
reflected by the concept of perceived organizational sup-
port as proposed by Eisenberger et al. (1986). Perceived
organizational support reflects a general perception of
the extent to which the organization values the employ-
ee’s contributions and cares about the employee’s
well-being. Eisenberger et al. propose that perceived
organizational support elicits the expectation that effort
on behalf of the organization will be rewarded by the
organization and engenders a sense of obligation to
repay the organization for the support received. Thus,
higher perceived organizational support should be asso-
ciated with greater commitment to and greater effort on
behalf of the organization (Riggle et al., 2009).

Perceived organizational support represents the orga-
nization’s role in the social exchange process and should
not be equated with the social exchange process itself. In
that sense, strictly speaking, evidence for the influence of
perceived organizational support in and of itself is not
evidence of social exchange processes. Even so, research
on perceived organizational support has documented
evidence that seems to overwhelmingly argue in favour
of such a social exchange interpretation. First, social
exchange theory proposes that the core of social
exchange is the norm of reciprocity. Accordingly, if the
influence of perceived organizational support reflects

social exchange processes, it should be stronger for
individuals that more strongly adhere to the norm of
reciprocity. This is exactly what Eisenberger et al.
(1986) found (i.e., these individuals differences were
captured under the label exchange ideology). Second, if
the influence of perceived organizational support derives
from the norm of reciprocity in social exchange, its
influence should be mediated by the felt obligation to
reciprocate. This is exactly what Eisenberger, Armeli,
Rexwinkel, Lynch, and Rhoades (2001) found.

In further support of this social exchange analysis,
studies of the relationship of perceived organizational sup-
port with organizational attitudes and behaviour showed
that perceived organizational support is indeed positively
related to various employee attitudes and behaviours sup-
portive of the organization (e.g., Armeli et al., 1998;
Eisenberger, Fasolo, & Davis-LaMastro, 1990; Guzzo,
Noonan, & Elron, 1994; Moorman et al., 1998; Panaccio
& Vandenberghe, 2009; Piercy et al., 2006; Riggle et al.,
2009; Settoon, Bennett, & Liden, 1996; Shore & Tetrick,
1991; Shore & Wayne, 1993; Wayne, Shore, & Liden,
1997), and negatively related to employee attitudes and
behaviours that are detrimental to the organization
(Eisenberger et al., 1986, 1990; Guzzo et al., 1994;
Riggle et al., 2009; Wayne et al., 1997). These studies
add to the growing body of research in support of the social
exchange approach to the employee–organization relation-
ship in general, and the importance of perceived organiza-
tional support in this relationship in particular.

Almost without exception, however, these studies have
focused on variables that can be seen as inputs in the
exchange process between employee and organization or
on moderators of the weight placed on these inputs (e.g.,
Armeli et al., 1998). Far less attention has been paid to the
possibility that the way individuals subjectively construe
the relationship between the self and social collectives
may affect the extent to which an employee’s relationship
with the organization is rooted in principles of social
exchange. Such differences would moderate the impact
of perceived organizational support, not because they
affect the weight placed on organizational or employee
inputs in the relationship, but rather because they affect
the extent to which the relationship is evaluated on the
basis of benefits given and received in the first place. As
we have already noted, attention for such differences is
important for two reasons. First, testing such hypotheses
adds to our understanding of social exchange processes in
organizations and the employee–organization relationship
more in general. Second, insight into how individuals’
understanding of their relationship with the organization
affects the strength of the relationship between perceived
organizational support and employee outcomes may help
to identify the limitations of the social exchange perspec-
tive as an applied framework (e.g., interventions focused
at changing the organization’s inputs in the employee–
employer relationship are less effective if employee beha-
viour is less contingent on social exchange).
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COLLECTIVISM AND THE RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN THE EMPLOYEE AND THE

ORGANIZATION

First evidence that there may be individual differences in
the extent to which the relationship between the
employee and the organization is based on social
exchange comes from the work of Eisenberger et al.
(1986). Eisenberger et al. proposed that there are indivi-
dual differences in endorsement of the norm of recipro-
city and showed that perceived organizational support is
more strongly related to attitudes and behaviour for
employees that more strongly endorse the norm of reci-
procity. Because the norm of reciprocity is assumed to be
the driving force behind social exchange processes, these
findings may be interpreted as saying that there are
individual differences in the extent to which the relation-
ship with the organization is based on social exchange,
and that these individual differences moderate the impact
of perceived organizational support.

Although these findings are important as first evidence
that employees may differ in the extent to which their
relationship with the organization is based on social
exchange, they do not tell the whole story. In the present
study, we extend this individual difference approach by
focusing on employee differences in collectivism
(Oyserman et al., 2002; Wagner & Moch, 1986) and
theoretical notions about the differences in self-construal
associated with differences in collectivism (Kolstad &
Yorpestad, 2009; Leong & Leong, 2004; Markus &
Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1989). This linkage with the
self-concept provides a basis for further development of
social exchange theory that is not present in the study of
perceived organizational support and individual differ-
ences in the endorsement of the norm of reciprocity.

Collectivism has primarily been studied as a cultural
variable (e.g., Earley, 1989; Hofstede, 1980; Oyserman
et al., 2002), but it may also be used to distinguish
between individuals within the same culture (Oyserman
et al., 2002; Triandis, Bontempo, Villareal, Asai, &
Lucca, 1988; Wagner, 1995; Wagner & Moch, 1986).
Collectivism as an individual difference variable refers to
a continuum that ranges from a disposition to see the self
in collective, interdependent terms (i.e., “we”) and to
prioritize collective interest, to a disposition to see the
self in individualizing, independent terms (i.e., “I”) and
to prioritize individual interests.

On the individualistic end of the spectrum, individuals
are predisposed to conceive of the self in personalized,
idiosyncratic terms, and have a desire to operate indepen-
dently of others (the personal self; Brewer & Gardner,
1996; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1989). On the
collectivistic end of the spectrum, on the other hand,
individuals tend to conceive of the self in terms of their
relationships with significant others (the relational self;
Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Markus & Kitayama, 1991;
Triandis, 1989) and membership groups (the collective

self; Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Triandis, 1989). As
Wagner (1995, p. 154) put it: “[A]n individualist acts as
though he or she defines self as an entity consisting of a
single person, bounded by his or her skin, but a collecti-
vist acts as though he or she defines self as an entity
extending beyond the individual to include a particular
group of others, bounded by the social perimeter of that
group” (see also Erez & Somech, 1996). This collective
self-conception leads collectivists to experience the
group’s interest as the self-interest (i.e., the collective
self-interest) and thus predisposes collectivists to pursue
the collective interest more than individualist, who are
more prone to perceive (personal) self-interest and group
interest as distinct (cf. van Knippenberg, 2000).

It should, however, be noted that collectivists do not
indiscriminately identify with groups and take the inter-
est of groups to heart (Triandis et al., 1988). Rather, the
group has to be experienced as an ingroup to elicit the
proposed difference between individualists and collecti-
vists (Earley, 1993). Collectivism should thus be con-
ceived of as a disposition to construe the self in personal
or collective terms, not as fixed in its self-construal and
focus on personal or collective interest. Indeed, evidence
for a direct relationship between collectivism and coop-
eration or other contributions to the collective interest is
mixed. Consistent with the notion that individuals higher
on collectivism are more likely to take the organizational
interest to heart, Moorman and Blakely (1995) found
that individual differences in collectivism were posi-
tively related to interpersonal helping, and Eby and
Dobbins (1997) found that teams with a more collectivist
composition displayed greater cooperation. In contrast,
however, Wagner (1995) found little evidence of direct
relationships between individual differences in collecti-
vism and cooperation in groups. Rather, collectivism
moderated the impact of group size and individual iden-
tifiability on cooperation—factors that were proposed to
primarily appeal to low collectivistic motives. This
research suggests that more collectivistic employees do
not necessarily engage in more cooperative behaviour
(e.g., extrarole behaviour) than less collectivistic
employees, but rather that whether or not differences
between employees low or high on collectivism are
observed may be a function of other factors (e.g., per-
ceived organizational support).

COLLECTIVISM AND PERCEIVED
ORGANIZATIONAL SUPPORT

Two related considerations suggest that these differences
in collectivism also affect the extent to which the
employee’s relationship with groups and organizations
will be based on social exchange. First, the social
exchange approach conceptualizes the relationship
between the employee and the organization as a relation-
ship in which the employee and the organization are
separate entities psychologically (Levinson, 1965; cf.
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Rousseau & Parks, 1993). This aligns well with the way
in which individualists are prone to conceive of the self
and their relationship with others, but not with the way
that collectivists are disposed to see their relationship
with other parties. Indeed, when the collective is experi-
enced as part of the self (i.e., the collective self),
exchange with the collective would amount to exchange
with the self. The very nature of collectivists’ disposi-
tional understanding of relationships should thus render
them less likely to evaluate their relationship with the
organization in terms of benefits given and received. The
issue thus is not so much the kind of reciprocity that is at
stake, as in Sparrowe and Liden’s (1997) discussion of
“generalized reciprocity” in contrast to more relation-
ship-specific reciprocity (i.e., the former puts more
emphasis on the interests of the other party, and is
more contingent on reciprocity within the broader social
network than within the specific interpersonal relation-
ship, than the latter). Rather, this issue is the extent to
which reciprocity is at stake at all: Greater collectivism
would be associated with understanding relationships
less in terms of reciprocity.

A similar conclusion may be reached based on the
differences in the weight placed on personal and collec-
tive interest that are assumed to be the consequence of
these differences in the understanding of interpersonal and
individual–group relationships. At the core of social
exchange relationships lies self-interest (Thibaut &
Kelley, 1959). Even though the process of social
exchange may lead a relationship to evolve into one
where the parties care for each other’s well-being and
are committed to each other, at the root of a viable,
long-term social exchange relationship lie benefits to
self that are perceived to be congruent with the benefits
given to the other party. The assumption that self-interest
lies at the basis of social exchange relationships suggests
that employees that are relatively less concerned with their
personal self-interests and more concerned with the
other’s or the collective’s interest may be less sensitive
to the balance between the benefits given and received in
the relationship. This too suggests that individualists
should be more prone to base their relationship with the
organization on social exchange, and to let their attitudes
and behaviour towards the collective be contingent on the
quality of the exchange relationship, than collectivists.

Taking the discussion back to perceived organiza-
tional support, we thus propose that individual differ-
ences in collectivism moderate the relationship between
perceived organizational support and organizational atti-
tudes and behaviour, because the relationship between
the employee and the organization is less likely to be
based on social exchange the more collectivistic the
employee is. Therefore, perceived organizational support
should be more strongly related to organizational atti-
tudes and behaviour for less collectivistic employees.

In the present study, we tested this hypothesis for the
relationship between perceived organizational support

and organizational citizenship behaviour (Katz, 1964;
Organ, 1988; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Paine, &
Bachrach, 2000; Van Dyne, Cummings, & Parks,
1995). Organizational citizenship behaviour refers to
discretionary actions not prescribed by formal job
requirements that may benefit the organization, such as
helping coworkers or extra effort on the job such as
unpaid overtime (Organ, 1988). Because citizenship
behaviour—regardless of whether it targets the own
job, individual coworkers, or the organization as a
whole—is not enforced by formal job requirements, it
is particularly contingent on motivational influences. It
thus is particularly suited to test predictions regarding
perceived organizational support, and the motivation to
reciprocate it, at the level of individual employee beha-
viour. On the basis of the social exchange approach,
perceived organizational support can be expected to be
positively related to organizational citizenship behaviour.
A meta-analysis by Podsakoff et al. (2000) showed that
perceived organizational support has indeed been
reliably linked to organizational citizenship behaviour.
On the basis of these earlier findings and the reasoning
presented in the previous, we thus predicted that:

Hypothesis 1: Perceived organizational support is
positively related to organizational citizenship
behaviour.
Hypothesis 2: The relationship between perceived
organizational support and organizational citizen-
ship behaviour is stronger for employees lower on
collectivism.

Note that, obviously, the contribution of the current
study lies in the test of Hypothesis 2. Hypothesis 1 is
included for consistency with previous research, but
essentially predicts replication of a well-established
finding. Hypothesis 2, in contrast, breaks new ground
in the social exchange perspective on the employee–
organization relationship.

METHOD

Participants and procedure

Data regarding perceived organizational support and
collectivism were assessed in a postal survey of all 562
employees of two departments of a governmental admin-
istrative organization in The Netherlands. Employees’
jobs ranged from administrative work (e.g., registering
newborns) to policy-making jobs (e.g., concerning com-
munity services) and included all hierarchical levels
within the organization. Employees were mailed at
their home address. We obtained a total of 401 usable
questionnaires (a 71.4% response). Forty-nine per cent of
the respondents were male, mean age of the respondents
was 42.36 years (SD = 7.88), and mean contracted hours
per week 33.49 hours (SD = 7.44).
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To prevent the problems associated with assessing
criterion and predictor variables from the same source
(Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003), orga-
nizational citizenship behaviour ratings were solicited
from the employees’ supervisors. Thirty-seven out of
44 supervisors (84%) supplied ratings of 451 employees
(80.2% of the total). The combination of these 451
ratings of employees and the 401 employee question-
naires resulted in N = 291 matches of employee ques-
tionnaire with supervisor citizenship ratings. A
comparison of individuals for which employee and
supervisor questionnaires could versus could not be
matched on the study variables yielded no differences.

Measures

Perceived organizational support. We assessed per-
ceived organizational support with six of the highest load-
ing items of the Survey of Perceived Organizational
Support (Eisenberger et al., 1986), with resulting excellent
reliability (α = .88). Responses were made on a 5-point
scales ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly
agree”). Sample items of this scale are “The organization
really cares about my well-being” and “the organization
cares about my opinions”.

Collectivism. Because we strongly build on Wagner’s
analysis of collectivism at work, we relied on a four-item
measure proposed by Wagner (1995; Wagner & Moch,
1986). This measure captures “collectivism at work”
rather than the more abstracted notion of “self-
definition” (also see Eby & Dobbins, 1997; Moorman
& Blakely, 1995; cf. Hofstede, 1980). Responses were
made on 5-point scales ranging from 1 (“strongly dis-
agree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”). Sample items of this
scale are “I prefer to work with others in my work
group rather than working alone” and “Working with a
group is better than working alone”. Reliability was
satisfactory (α = .75).

Organizational citizenship behaviour. Ratings of orga-
nizational citizenship behaviour were provided by the
employee’s supervisors, using seven items from
Konovsky and Organ (1996; Van Dyne et al., 1995),

including “Helps make other workers productive” and
“Always does more than he/she is required to do”.
Responses were made on a 5-point scales ranging
from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”).
Reliability was satisfactory (α = .71).

RESULTS

Validity test of perceived organizational
support and collectivism scales

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (EQS 6.1 for Windows;
Bentler & Wu, 2004) supported the distinctiveness of
perceived organizational support and collectivism. We
used ML Robust to correct for multivariate kurtosis
(Mardia’s coefficient = 24.21, normalized esti-
mate = 13.33). Fit indexes showed a good fit, χ2

(34) = 68.599, p < .001, RMSEA = .059, NNFI = .96,
CFI = .97. This two-factor fit was superior to the fit of
the one-factor model χ2(35) = 257.775, p < .001,
RMSEA = .148, NNFI = .75, CFI = .80,
Δχ2 = 189.177, p < .001.

Test of hypotheses

The hypothesized relationships were tested using corre-
lations and hierarchical regression analyses. Descriptive
statistics and intercorrelations of study variables are dis-
played in Table 1. We controlled for three variables that
could potentially relate to either perceived organizational
support or collectivism: age, gender, and the amount of
contracted working hours (cf. Amason & Allen, 1997;
Hellman, Fuqua, & Worley, 2006). We entered these
variables on Step 1. On Step 2 we entered perceived
organizational support and collectivism, and on Step 3
the interaction between perceived organizational support
and collectivism (see Table 2). Following Aiken and
West (1991), perceived organizational support and
collectivism were standardized before computing the
product term of these variables to represent the interac-
tion, and standardized scores were entered in the regres-
sion analysis.

Perceived organizational support was positively related
to organizational citizenship behaviour (Hypothesis 1). Of

TABLE 1

Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations for study variablesa

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Age 42.38 7.89 —
2. Gender 0.52 0.50 −.28** —
3. Contracted hours per week 33.46 7.45 .14* −.48** —
4. Perceived organizational support 2.89 0.84 .02 −.08 .09 —
5. Collectivism 3.54 0.74 −.21** −.01 −.01 .18** —
6. Organizational citizenship behaviour 3.55 0.62 −.13* −.06 −.01 .14* .14*

aN = 291 (listwise). *p < .05, **p < .01.
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most importance to the present discussion, the interac-
tion of perceived organizational support and collecti-
vism was significant (Hypothesis 2). Following Aiken
and West (1991), we tested the simple slopes for
respondents with more collectivist values (one standard
deviation above the mean) and respondents with more
individualist values (one standard deviation below the
mean) to determine the nature of the Perceived organiza-
tional support × Collectivism interaction. In line with
Hypothesis 2, perceived organizational support was posi-
tively related to organizational citizenship behaviour for
respondents with less collectivistic values, β =.21, t = 3.74,
p < .001, whereas perceived organizational support and
citizenship behaviour were unrelated for respondents
with more collectivist values, β = −.01, t = –0.13, ns (see
Figure 1).

DISCUSSION

We proposed that individual differences in collectivism are
associated with differences in the extent to which employ-
ees’ relationship with the organization is based on social
exchange, and that therefore collectivism moderates the
relationship of perceived organizational support with orga-
nizational citizenship behaviour. Results support this pro-
position. In line with the social exchange analysis of the
relationship between the employee and the organization,
perceived organizational support was positively related to
organizational citizenship behaviour (Hypothesis 1).
Importantly, however, this relationship did not obtain for
more collectivistic employees (Hypothesis 2). This corro-
borates our proposition that employees who are more
prone to construe the self in collective terms are less likely
to base their relationship with the organization on social
exchange than employees who are disposed towards a
more independent sense of self.

Theoretical implications

The main contribution of the present study is that it
establishes a link between theories of social exchange
and the self. The fundamental proposition driving our
analysis is that social exchange processes are associated
more with personal self-construal than with collective (or
relational) self-construal. The support for hypotheses
derived from this proposition in the present study opens
the way for a broader application of these insights to
social exchange processes in organizations. This poten-
tial for broader application holds for the dependent

TABLE 2

Hierarchical multiple regression resultsa for organizational citizenship behaviour: β coefficients, stan-

dard errors, R2(adjusted), and ΔR2 values

Organizational citizenship behaviour

Variable β SE R2(adjusted) ΔR2

Step 1 .02 .03*
Gender −.08 0.042
Age −.10** 0.037
Contracted hours per week −.03 0.041
Step 2 .04 .03*
Gender −.08 0.042
Age −.09* 0.038
Contracted hours per week −.04 0.041
Perceived organizational support (POS) .08* 0.036
Collectivism .05 0.037
Step 3 .07 .03*
Gender −.07 0.042
Age −.08* 0.037
Contracted hours per week −.03 0.040
Perceived organizational support (POS) .10** 0.037
Collectivism .05 0.037
POS × Collectivism −.11** 0.035

aN = 291 (listwise). *p < .05, **p < .01.
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Figure 1. Interaction between perceived organizational support and
collectivism in predicting organizational citizenship behaviour.
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variables studied as well as for the organization-based
relationships studied.

To our understanding, this means that our conclusions
should hold for a broader range of organizational atti-
tudes (e.g., commitment) and behaviours (e.g., other
cooperative behaviours, task performance) that have
been proposed to be contingent on processes of social
exchange. For each of these outcome variables, the basic
logic why they would be influenced by perceived orga-
nizational support is the same (cf. Rhoades &
Eisenberger, 2002): Driven by the norm of reciprocity,
individuals would feel obliged to repay the organization
for its support. This exchange can take the form of
proorganizational attitudes such as commitment to the
organization as well as proorganizational behaviours
such as retention and effort on the job. The current
analysis may thus be extended to all these relationships
with essentially the same proposition as conclusion: such
outcomes will be less contingent on perceived organiza-
tional support the more strongly the individual holds
collectivistic values. More specifically, as in the present
study (cf. Figure 1) and consistent with earlier work by
Moorman and Blakely (1995), more collectivistic indi-
viduals can be expected to show relatively high levels of
positive attitudes and behaviours regardless of social
exchange processes.

Additionally, we argue that social exchange processes
in organizations are not limited to the relationship with
the organization as a whole, but can also entail leader–
member relationships (e.g., Graen & Scandura, 1987;
Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002) and team–member rela-
tionships (e.g., Haynie, 2012; Seers, 1989). Here too the
basic underlying social exchange logic is that relation-
ships characterized by high-quality social exchange lead
to more favourable outcomes. Accordingly, the present
analysis may be extended to the proposition that collec-
tivism moderates relationships between leader–member
and team–member exchange quality and outcomes. It
should be noted, however, that whereas this proposition
is consistent with current theory in social exchange at
work, there is no guarantee that the present findings
generalize to these other kinds of relationships. The
proof of the pudding is in the eating, and exploring
these possibilities would further our understanding of
social exchange as well as of collectivism at work.

The present study also provides a nice complement to
earlier work by Eisenberger et al. (1986). Eisenberger
et al. studied individual differences in endorsement of
the norm of reciprocity as moderator of the influence of
perceived organizational support. This study too sug-
gested that social exchange may be a stronger driving
force for some than for others. Importantly, however, the
extent to which one subscribes to the norm of reciprocity
is conceptually distinct from the extent to which one
construes the self in collective terms (e.g., low endorse-
ment of the norm of reciprocity does not mean that one
is disposed to take the collective interest to heart; it could

also mean the exact opposite). The current study and the
earlier work by Eisenberger et al. thus in combination
suggests that there may be more than one reason why
individuals would be more or less exchange driven at
work. Future research exploring these and other potential
individual difference drivers of the strength on such
exchange processes in integrative ways could make yet
further steps in the development of the social exchange
analysis of the employment relationship.

Implications for practice

The present findings provide further evidence for
Moorman and Blakely’s (1995) and Wagner’s (1995)
conclusion that collectivists may require other manage-
ment than individualists. A lot of managerial actions to
influence subordinates seem to be explicitly (e.g.,
incentive pay) or implicitly based on the expectation
that they will have the desired effect through an
exchange process. The present findings suggest that
there are limitations to the effectiveness of such
exchanged-based management. Even within the indivi-
dualist cultures of Northern America and North-
Western Europe, there are collectivistic employees for
whom such management practice is likely to hold less
appeal. Moreover, as organizations are becoming
increasingly diverse and the number of employees
with a collectivist cultural background is growing, the
number of employees for which management that is
targeted purely at individualist motivations will yield
suboptimal results is also likely to grow. Effective
management most likely needs to cater to both indivi-
dualist and collectivist perspectives, for instance by
complementing individual reward systems with leader-
ship that mobilizes collectivist motivations through an
emphasis on the collective identity (cf. Shamir, Zakay,
Breinin, & Popper, 1998).

In considering the present findings, one might note
that this might not be a major point given that citizenship
behaviour was high for collectivists across the board.
Two additional considerations suggest that the issue is
more complex here, however. First, whereas the issue
may seem moot at the level of the outcome variable, it
most likely is not in terms of inputs—managerial inter-
ventions to build employee citizenship may take time,
effort, and financial costs and these investments are less
optimal the higher the employee citizenship. Second, as
noted in the introduction, collectivism does not necessa-
rily lead to higher contributions to the collective than
individualism, and the conclusion here should be in
terms of the influence of organizational support and not
in terms of absolute levels of citizenship observed
(indeed, there was no “main effect” of collectivism).
For collectivist too, then, it may pay off to invest in
efforts to raise their contributions—but not through
social exchange efforts.
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Strengths, limitations, and future research

Strength of the current design is the use of supervisor
ratings for OCB to address common source concerns
(cf. Podsakoff et al., 2003). Even so, an obvious limita-
tion is that the cross-sectional nature of our design does
not allow us to establish causality. Future research with
experimental designs would greatly strengthen the basis
for the conclusions advanced here. In that respect, it
would also be valuable to assess process variables in
future research.

First, even though there is strong evidence in support
of the an interpretation of the influence of perceived
organizational support in social exchange terms
(Eisenberger et al., 1986, 2001), strictly speaking
evidence of the influence of perceived organizational
support holds no direct evidence that social exchange
processes took place. To further bolster the conclusions
regarding the influence of collectivism, it would thus be
valuable when future research would assess more pro-
cess evidence such as Eisenberger et al. (2001) obtained
in their study of the felt obligation to reciprocate.

Second, consistent with the broader body of theory in
collectivism, our theory builds on insights regarding the
self-construal implications of collectivism—collectivism
implies self-construal in relational and collective rather
than individualizing terms. The measure we used was
developed to capture this perspective (Wagner, 1995),
but does not capture self-construal directly. Rather, it
captures collectivism as it expresses itself in how people
experience collective work. This has its merits in bringing
the operationalization closer to the work context, but has
the disadvantage of not capturing in full the underlying
concept it is understood to reflect. Future research that
would include a measure with clearer self-construal
aspects would in that sense also build the evidence for
the current analysis.

It would also be worthwhile to replicate our findings
in other countries. Research by Triandis et al. (1988)
demonstrated that the effects of individual differences
in collectivism replicate across individualist and collec-
tivist cultures, and the Dutch culture seems representa-
tive of North-Western European/Northern American
individualist cultures. We would thus expect our results
to generalize to other countries, but firmer conclusions
should await an empirical test.

CONCLUSIONS

The present study constitutes a modest yet potentially
important step towards the integration of the social
exchange perspective on the employee–organization
relationship with other perspectives on the psychology
of group and organizational membership. Further
developments of the insights advanced in the current
study could help build an integrative understanding of
the employee–organization relationship that enriches

the social exchange perspectives as well as other per-
spectives, such as that provided by a focus on collecti-
vism. Given how core the psychological linkage
between individual and organization is to behaviour
at work, these would seem efforts well worth
undertaking.
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