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Without taking the entitlement beliefs and reasons therefore into account when exam-
ining the psychological contract of an individual, a full view on the psychological con-
tract and its expected consequences cannot be achieved. Therefore the purpose of the 
paper was to explore and substantiate themes associated with perceived entitlements 
and utilise this information to develop a structural model of the anticipatory psycho-
logical contract. The findings suggest that there are certain factors that determine an 
individual’s entitlement beliefs, and in turn that individual’s entitlement beliefs will 
influence the level of expectation of that individual regarding future employment. 
By fully comprehending the effects of the entitlement beliefs on the anticipatory 
psychological contract of prospective employees the organisation may minimise the 
occurrence of psychological breach or violation, which may decrease new employee 
turnover. 
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Introduction 
Rousseau (2001) claims that the beliefs included in the psychological contract are 
formed in the recruiting process, as well as during the socialisation process when first 
starting employment. However, according to De Vos, Stobbeleir, and Meganck (2009), 
the majority of adolescent graduates have no frame of reference based on earlier pro-
fessional experience that can shape their psychological contract. Nevertheless, before 
graduates commence formal employment they already develop a mental schema that 
determines not only their choice of employment, but also the evaluation framework 
they will use to determine the extent to which their expectations match the reality after 
organisational entry. De Vos et al. (2009) confirm that the obligations that are promi-
nent in graduate pre-employment beliefs are likely to affect the psychological contract. 
From an employee’s viewpoint, the psychological contract includes what is assumed 
of the organisation’s promises or claims, such as an above average salary or more 
benefits, in exchange for the employee’s commitment and contributions to the organi-
sation (Turnley, Bolino, Lester, & Bloodgood, 2003). 

Fisk (2010) and Twenga and Campbell (2009) have suggested that we were cur-
rently living in the “Age of Entitlement”. It is the abovementioned authors’ percep-
tion that there is a tendency that individuals are increasingly subscribing to the belief 
that they should get what they want, when they want it, even if that means they will 
have to affect the well-being of others negatively. This occurrence in which individuals 
consistently believe that they deserve preferential rewards and treatment, often with 
little consideration of actual qualities or performance levels, is regarded as perceived 
or psychological entitlement (Fisk, 2010; Harvey & Harris, 2010; Harvey & Martinko, 
2009; Snyders, 2002). According to Snyders (2002) entitlement can be seen as a “sense 
of deservingness” (p. 21). 

The occurrence of perceived entitlement has grown vastly in the last decade and 
is now influencing life in many of the social institutions, including entitlement in edu-
cation (Greenberger, Lessard, Chen, & Farruggia, 2008) and family inheritance (Allers, 
2005; Tyre, Scelfo, & Kantrowitz, 2004). Most of the existing research conducted on 
perceived entitlement did focus on the social context (Exline, Baumeister, Bushman, 
Campbell, & Finkel, 2004; Schwartz & Tylka, 2008). Entitlement in the workplace 
context has only recently been subject of study (Fisk, 2010; Harvey & Harris, 2010; 
Harvey & Martinko, 2009; Kets de Vries, 2006; Levine, 2005). Naumann, Minsky, and 
Sturman (2002) state that perceived entitlement is an important concept in organisa-
tional sciences since understanding an employee’s perception of entitlement is essen-
tial to understanding the expectations of that employee and, in particular, the nature 
of exchange between employees and the organisation. The comprehension of an indi-
vidual’s entitlement perceptions is important because this will affect the shape of the 
psychological contract, which in turn affects attitudes and behaviours of employees in 
the workplace (Robinson & Rousseau, 1994). 

According to Harvey and Harris (2010) unrealistic entitlement perceptions can 
cause problems for both employees and employers. Snyders (2002) says there should 
be a warning to individuals who are in the process of attaining “something special” (p. 
22), like a degree or diploma, and then fall subject to the danger of unrealistic entitle-

https://doi.org/10.5771/0935-9915-2013-4-269, am 03.08.2024, 03:44:29
Open Access –  - https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/0935-9915-2013-4-269
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


272  Werner Gresse, Bennie Linde, René Schalk: Sense of deservingness 

ment beliefs. Ochse (2005) reports on a study conducted by the University of South 
Africa that determined the academic expectation and perceptions of university stu-
dents, and found that all the participants from the study had fairly high expectations 
for future success and that these students believed that they were intellectually above 
average. Furthermore, Ochse (2005) found that students from all racial and gender 
groups overestimated their future success, where it was confirmed that they had lower 
actual achievement. This finding confirms that it is important to create the link be-
tween entitlement perceptions and expectations to fully comprehend the psychological 
contract of a prospective employee. 

Research that focussed on perceived entitlement in the work context found that 
employees with unrealistic entitlement beliefs displayed a tendency toward unethical 
behaviour and conflict with their supervisors, high pay expectations, low levels of job 
satisfaction, high levels of turnover intention, perceived inequity, job dissatisfaction 
and even corruption (Harvey & Harris, 2010; Harvey & Martinko, 2009; Kets de 
Vries, 2006; Levine, 2005). It has also been suggested that perceived entitlement can 
negatively affect the judgment of individuals in leadership positions (Levine, 2005). 

The theoretical problem addressed in this study is that we expand psychological 
contract theory by making a distinction between perceived entitlements and obliga-
tions and expectations. Without taking the entitlement beliefs and reasons therefore 
into account when examining the psychological contract of an individual, a full view 
on the psychological contract and its expected consequences cannot be achieved. 

The aim of this study is to explore and substantiate themes associated with per-
ceived entitlement and use this information to purpose a structural model of the an-
ticipatory psychological contract that will broaden the scope of perceived entitlement 
literature in the work context by using a qualitative method of research. 

To achieve the purpose of this study a literature review was conducted regarding 
the origins of the psychological contract and perceived entitlement, which laid the 
foundation for the exploration of perceived entitlement and expectations of the par-
ticipants. After the literature review three research propositions were formulated, 
which provided the foundation for the reporting of the results. 

Literature review 
Origins of the psychological contract 
It is necessary to understand the origins of the psychological contract before perceived 
entitlement can be explored. This is due to the fact that entitlement perceptions affect 
an individual’s expectations (Naumann et al., 2002), and expectations form part of the 
individual psychological contract (Freese & Schalk, 2008; Van den Heuvel & Schalk, 
2009; Paul, Niehoff, & Turnley, 2000).  

According to Linde (2007) the concept of the psychological contract has vastly 
grown since the 1990s although it was first used in the work context by Argyris in the 
1960s. Levinson, Price, Munden, Mandl, and Solley (1962) elaborated the psychologi-
cal contract by explaining it as an exchange relationship between employer and em-
ployee in which each party has expectations about mutual obligations. Rousseau 
(1989) defined the psychological contract as an individual’s belief regarding the terms 
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and conditions of a reciprocal exchange agreement between that central person and 
another party. As such the psychological contract can be seen as a set of beliefs about 
what the employee and employer expect to receive, and are compelled to award, in ex-
change for the other party's contribution (Levinson et al., 1962). 

According to Rousseau (1995) the individual psychological contract is different 
from other types of contracts, such as the social contract (this includes the labour leg-
islation and other societal norms), the legal contract (this is the formal employment 
contract), and the normative contract (this usually are the norms of the groups the in-
dividual associate with). These concepts are illustrated in Table 1. Each individual has 
a unique psychological contract based on his/her own understanding of obligations 
towards the organisation (Turnley & Feldman, 1999). Employees with balanced psy-
chological contracts are less likely to want to leave a relationship, such as an employ-
ment relationship (Scott, Eau, & Jill, 2001). Psychological contract breach occurs 
when an employee experiences that the organisation did not live up to its require-
ments and commitments (Restubog, Bordia, & Tang, 2006; Turnley et al., 2003).  
Table 1: Different types of contracts 

Source: Rousseau (1995, p. 9)  
 
According to Morrison and Robinson (1997) and Paul et al. (2000) a failure to meet 
the employee’s expectations on obligations may result in a breach of the psychological 
contract between the employee and employer. Previous research regarding entitlement 
perceptions found that the failure of organisations to meet entitlement beliefs of indi-
viduals leads to higher levels of turnover intention, perceived inequity and job dissatis-
faction, which also constitutes breach of the psychological contract (Harvey & Harris, 
2010). If a breach is significant, it constitutes an experience of violation (Morrison & 
Robinson, 1997). Hellgren (2003) and Linde (2007) defined a breach as the cognitive 
perception an employee experiences when the organisation has failed to uphold one 
or more aspects of the psychological contract. On the other hand, a violation of the 
psychological contract refers to the emotional and affective reactions, such as those 
that could arise when an employee felt that the organisation had failed to properly 

 Individual Group 

W
ith

in
 Psychological contract 

Individual beliefs regarding promises 
made, accepted, and relied between 
themselves and others.  

Normative contract 
Shared psychological contract that emerges 
when members of a social group, organisation 
or work unit hold common beliefs.  

Ou
ts

id
e 

Implied contract 
Interpretations that third parties make 
regarding contractual terms.  

Social contract 
Broad beliefs in obligations associated with a 
society’s culture.  
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maintain its end of the psychological contract (Linde, 2007; Morrison, & Robinson, 
1997).  

Since 1960, when research began on the psychological contract, expectations 
were considered interrelated to the psychological contract (Freese & Schalk, 2008; Van 
den Heuvel & Schalk, 2009; Paul et al., 2000). The Oxford Dictionary (2010) defines 
expectation as a strong belief about the way something should happen or how some-
body should behave. When entering an employment relationship, people tend to de-
velop certain expectations about that relationship. Employees learn what the other 
party (employer) expects them to contribute and in return these employees develop 
ideas about what they should receive for services rendered to the employer (Heath, 
Knez, & Camerer, 1993). Sutton and Griffin (2004) used the term “pre-entry expecta-
tions” to refer to newcomer expectations that were formed prior to actual employ-
ment. These implicit or explicit expectations constitute the basis for the perceived ob-
ligations of the contract – the psychological contract – in a relationship.  

Perceived entitlement and expectations 
According to VandenBos (2006) the word entitlement refers to the right or benefits 
legally bestowed on a person or group, for instance through legislation or a contract, 
or unreasonable claims to special consideration (the latter referring to psychological 
entitlement). When considering the definition of psychological entitlement, as men-
tioned above, it is also relevant to take into account the definition of entitlement per-
ceptions in the workplace according to Naumann et al. (2002). These authors defined 
entitlement perceptions in the workplace as “the compensation expected as a result of 
an individual participating in an employment relationship” (p. 150).  

Snyders (2002) suggested that perceived entitlement or sense of deservingness 
may become a sort of identity which presupposes the individual’s own rights and 
needs. According to Snyders (2002) these needs include rights such as the right to 
status and power, others’ mind and bodies, space and place, not to pay attention to 
other peoples’ reactions, be empathic, view of life as a constant battle, winning and 
losing (with losing resulting in shame and humiliation for the individual), blame out-
wards and blame others without considering one’s own role in problems and proc-
esses, and to view oneself as superior. 

Even though it has been argued that nearly every person displays at least some 
degree of perceived entitlement (Boyd & Helms, 2005), each individual appears to dif-
fer in the level of entitlement (Campbell, Bonacci, Shelton, Exline, & Bushman, 2004). 
Campbell et al. (2004) found evidence suggesting that perceived entitlement levels are 
stable over time and argued that it is stable across situations as well. 

Snyders (2002) described the word “sense of deservingness” as an attitude or way 
of viewing life. According to Harvey and Harris (2010) a person or group may also 
feel a sense of entitlement due to factors within that person or group. Harvey and 
Harris (2010) refer to this specific perception of entitlement as psychological entitle-
ment; thus, psychological entitlement can be defined as a fairly stable and universal 
characteristic that occurs when an individual expects a high level of reward or prefer-
ential treatment regardless of his/her ability and performance level (Campbell et al., 
2004; Harvey & Harris, 2010). According to Snyders (2002) individuals with high per-
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ceived entitlement levels believe that they are owed many things in life where they do 
not have to earn what they get; that they are just entitled to it because of who they are 
or whom they are associated with. 

The difference between expectations on obligations and entitlements has to do 
with the “sense of deservingness”. Where expectations on obligations refer to the in-
dividual’s anticipation to receive something, entitlements refer to the perceived right of 
the individual to receive something, even in absence of a formal or informal agree-
ment. The level of an individual’s expectations is of course influenced by the entitle-
ment beliefs of that individual (Naumann et al., 2002). Although entitlement was men-
tioned in previous psychological contract studies (Rousseau, 1998; Paul et al., 2000) it 
has never been investigated as a separate component of the psychological contract. 

The following research questions were derived from the above literature review:   

Research question 1:  Which expectations (individual expectations) do students have 
due to their entitlement beliefs? 

Research question 2:  Which general expectations (normative expectations) do students 
have regarding future employment?  

Research question 3:  Which factor influences the entitlement beliefs of students? 

Research design 
Research approach 
This paper is exploratory in nature. Due to the lack of research on this subject a quali-
tative approach to data gathering is applied to derive themes associated with expecta-
tions and entitlement beliefs. The questions that were developed were based on theo-
retical principles of entitlement beliefs and anticipatory psychological contracts. Iden-
tified themes were also discussed through a literature study. Trochim and Donnelly 
(2008) stated that the central reason why a researcher may consider doing a qualitative 
study is when the state of knowledge in an area is inadequate. 

Research strategy 
Interviews were conducted and the data gathered was transcribed to identify the vari-
ous themes associated with expectations and perceived entitlement of the anticipatory 
psychological contract of prospective employees. This article is exploratory in nature 
due to the fact that there hasn’t been much focus on perceived entitlement in psycho-
logical contract studies. For this reason, this article focuses on deriving themes associ-
ated with perceived entitlement of students through the use of semi-structured qualita-
tive interviews. Using the themes as points of reference a model was introduced to il-
lustrate the anticipatory psychological contract of prospective employees.  

Research method 

Research setting 
The research population examined was made up of final year graduate and post-
graduate students in economic and management programmes at a South African uni-
versity who will enter the workplace within the next few years. All the participants 
were final year or post graduate labour relations or industrial psychology students. 
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Sampling 
Convenience sampling was used to select participants for the interviews. The number 
of interviewees was 20 and had equal representation of both genders. All participants 
were between the age range of 21 and 24. The sample consisted of 13 final year under 
graduate students (third year students) and 7 post graduate students (fourth year stu-
dents) who have not yet entered formal employment. Only one of the students had 
relevant work experience which he acquired before he commenced his studies. The 
other participants started studying directly after school. Participation in the interviews 
was voluntary and complete anonymity in reporting the results was promised in an at-
tempt to limit bias and to increase the overall honesty of the participants.  

Data collection method 
A semi-structured interview was conducted to obtain data from the participants. The 
length of the interviews was approximately 20 minutes each. The interviewer asked a 
predetermined question which the participant had to consider and respond to. Thus 
the response of the participant was open and unguided. If additional information was 
required from the participant the interviewer would ask the participant to provide ad-
ditional information. The interview scheme consisted of six open questions. 
1. the desirable work-related expectations of participants; 
2. the normative work-related expectations of participants; and 
3. the factors that determine the entitlement beliefs of the participants.  
The desirable work-related expectations of participants were identified by asking the 
participants what they believed they were going to receive, in other words, what they 
regarded as an attractive salary, employment conditions and benefits when they com-
menced work after having completed their studies. The normative work-related expec-
tations of the participants were obtained by asking the participants to clarify what they 
believed they should receive; what the absolute minimum was they would consider be-
fore entering the employment of the future employer.  

To determine the factors that influenced the entitlement beliefs of prospective 
employees it was necessary to differentiate between what these prospective employees 
wanted and what they felt they should receive when they started formal employment. 
This was achieved by asking the participants how they would differentiate between 
what they as employee should receive in the workplace and what they wanted to re-
ceive in that workplace; in other words, why did they as prospective employees feel 
the organisation should provide for certain aspects before they would consider work-
ing there. 

Recording and data analysis 
The answers on each of the interview questions were transcribed and analysed sepa-
rately to obtain themes associated with the purpose of the question. After this process 
the responses were documented using a coding system approach. This coding process 
was done in Microsoft Excel where a table was formed which captured each theme 
based on the responses from the participants. All the themes were captured in this ta-
ble, regardless of how relevant it was to the question. Each time a participant men-
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tioned a theme that theme would receive a point, these points was then used to calcu-
late a percentage which was used in the findings and interpretation section. After ana-
lysing 17 of the 20 transcribed interviews a saturation point was reached as no new 
data or themes came to light, although points were still assigned to each theme. After 
the coding process each response was grouped in terms of similarity. An encompass-
ing construct was then assigned to each grouped response. The responses from the 
participants were clustered on the basis of similarity, and correlating subcategories 
were then grouped together. The clustered groups were assigned an explanatory head-
ing representing the construct associated with entitlement beliefs and expectations of 
prospective employees. The coding was performed by the interviewer and also re-
viewed by the various authors.  

Reporting 
The findings will be reported separately for each research question. Derived con-
structs and themes associated with perceived entitlement and expectations of prospec-
tive employees are documented in the following section. Answers given by partici-
pants were categorised, and the predominant categories were identified.  

After the presentation of the results a model is proposed that illustrates the an-
ticipatory psychological contract of prospective employees, thus achieving the main 
purpose of this paper.  

Findings and interpretation 
From the participants responses there were two encompassing constructs identified: 
firstly themes associated with expectations of prospective employees, and secondly 
aspects that influence expectations of prospective employees. 

Research question 1:  
Which expectations (individual expectations) do students have due to their entitlement beliefs? 
Results: The following individual expectations where identified from the participants’ 
responses: 
� Attractive remuneration and benefits 

The first theme associated with what the participants wanted from their first for-
mal employer was in monetary terms. When asked what the participants wanted 
from future employment, nearly all of them (95%) stated that they would like an 
attractive salary.  
In the interviews 16% of the participants stated that they expected to receive a 
salary of between R9 000 and R11 000 per month, which is approximately be-
tween the 40th to 55th percentiles of salaries of South Africans with a tertiary edu-
cation (Statistics South Africa, 2010); 28% of the participants stated that they ex-
pected a salary of between R12 000 and R15 000 per month, which is approxi-
mately between the 60th and 75th percentiles of salaries of South Africans with a 
tertiary education (Statistics South Africa, 2010); 22% of the participants stated 
that they expected a salary of between R16 000 and R18 000 per month, which is 
the approximately between the 80th to 85th percentiles of salaries of South Afri-
cans with a tertiary education (Statistics South Africa, 2010); 16% of the partici-
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pants stated that they expected a salary of between R19 000 and R22 000 per 
month, which is approximately between the 85th to 90th percentiles of monthly 
salaries of South Africans with a tertiary education (Statistics South Africa, 2010); 
and 16% of the participants stated that they expected a salary higher than R25 
000 per month, which is higher than the 90th percentiles of monthly salaries of 
South Africans with a tertiary education (Statistics South Africa, 2010).  

� Employee assistance programs 
This theme refers to the desire of prospective employees to work for a company 
that cares for its employee as a specific individual and not as just another em-
ployee. A few of the responses from the participants that came out during the in-
terview that pertain to this theme was: 
“Well, company benefits would be great, but I think it is more important to step into a 
workplace where you know you as an employee is appreciated.” 
“I would like it if the company is focussed on keeping their personnel happy because a 
happy worker is a good worker.” 
“I would prefer it if the organisation is people and work orientated.” 
“It would be nice for me to be in an environment where I can explore and be able to de-
liver my best.” 
The majority of participants stated that they would prefer certain company bene-
fits, the predominant benefits mentioned in interviews being a car allowance, re-
laxation facilities, cell-phone allowance, housing allowance and insurance benefits. 

� Personal skills development opportunity, status in the workplace and career mo-
bility 
When attempting to determine the preferred positions of prospective employees, 
65% of the participants stated that they would most probably start in a lower 
level position to familiarise themselves with their job and the circumstances that 
surrounds it, and then advance up the corporate ladder as their job-related skills, 
knowledge and experience increased. When asked what the participants would 
like to receive in future employment, some of them (10%) stated that they wanted 
the opportunity to grow as an employee in the workplace with opportunity for 
future promotion. In other words, they wanted to know that they were not in a 
dead-end job and that their circumstances regarding salary, job title and status in 
their community could only improve over time. One of the participants actually 
confirmed the above statement when he/she said: 
“I think the average starting salary is between thirteen and fifteen thousand rand, but that 
should go up in time because I am not going to work for that amount the rest of my life.” 
Organisational assistance regarding skills development was also an aspect that 
some of the participants identified, for instance, one of the participants stated 
that:  
“I would like a programme or something that can help me to develop as an employee, for 
instance, if the company came and said they would help finance study for my masters de-
gree.” 

Interpretation of results. The individual expectations of prospective employees refer 
to a higher than average expectation level of these individuals or this group that has 
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not entered formal employment yet. According to Kreitner and Kinicki (2008) the top 
five needs and desires of a person younger than 35 are: compensation, other benefits, 
health care, job security and flexibility to balance work-life issues.  

Attractive salary was the first individual expectation that was identified from the 
participants’ responses. This comes as no surprise as money is one of the top motiva-
tional reasons why individuals have to work. This finding is in line with existing litera-
ture, for example a 2006 job satisfaction survey report identified that compensation 
was one of the top five needs and desires for an individual in the age group thirty-five 
and younger (Kreitner & Kinicki, 2008). This makes sense because higher levels of in-
come are associated with a higher level of living standards. According to Mohr and 
Fourie (2006), as an individual’s supply of income increases, that individual’s demand 
for products will also increase.  

A survey conducted by the South African Graduate Recruiter Association 
(SAGRA, 2011) regarding starting salaries of graduates in South Africa found that the 
median graduate starting salary for 2011 was about R130 000 per annum, which is ap-
proximately R10 000 per month (SAGRA, 2011). The highest starting salaries for 2011 
were for positions at investment banks or fund managers, consulting firms, law firms 
and engineering or industrial companies, which each had a median starting salary in 
excess of R230 000; approximately R19 000 per month (SAGRA, 2011). Considering 
this, 84% of the participants expected a higher salary than the actual salary median for 
starting salaries of this related group. 

The second individual expectation was employee assistance programs. This theme 
refers more to an external appreciation of an individual that is not necessarily job-
related, but more a motivational approach that would make the employees feel part of 
the organisation by providing something more than just monetary reward. According 
to Grobler et al. (2006) most new employees were very enthusiastic to learn more 
about their job and the organisation after accepting a job offer. This process is known 
as socialisation. Socialisation is regarded as a process by which employees are trans-
formed from complete outsiders to participating and effective members of an organi-
sation (Kreitner & Kinicki, 2008).  

The final individual expectations included personal skills development opportu-
nity, status in the workplace, and career mobility opportunities.  

Research question 2:  
Which general expectations (normative expectations) do students have regarding future em-
ployment? 
Results: The following normative expectations were identified from the participants’ 
responses: 
� Reasonable remuneration and necessity benefits 

When asked what the participants should receive from their future employer all 
the participants stated that they should receive a salary based on their individual 
perception of what they were entitled to. The minimum amount that the partici-
pants would settle for before considering a job was different for each participant.  

� Reasonable conditions of employment and environment 
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This theme pertains to the contract of employment as well as the physical work 
environment. Of the participants 20% stated that they should have a legitimate 
contract of employment that sets out exactly what is expected of them as em-
ployees. 

� Employee development, well-being and respect 
All of the participants did believe that they were entitled to certain company 
benefits that would promote their well-being as an employee; for instance, medi-
cal aid and pension were considered as necessities by the participants, especially if 
the nature of work made it obvious. Some of the participants even stated that 
they should get a car allowance if the company expected them to undertake work-
related travel. Of the participants 45% identified employee well-being as an enti-
tlement belief that they should receive in the formal work environment when 
they commenced employment. Skills development and training opportunities for 
individuals were also regarded by the participants as a normative expectation.  

Interpretation of results: According to De Vos et al. (2009) graduates already had a 
mental model that affected their expectations before they entered the workplace as a 
working individual. The average of these pre-entry expectations is regarded as the 
normative expectations. 

The first normative expectation that was identified was reasonable remuneration 
and necessity benefits. It came as no surprise that money was the first entitlement be-
lief that prospective employees identified because, according to Newell (2002), indi-
viduals work in order to gain the monetary reward which they then use to pay for the 
things they need in order to live (which constitutes necessities), and to pay for luxuries 
(which constitutes desire). In other words, without money employees can’t cover their 
expenditure. This indicates that their entitlement belief is set on survival of the indi-
vidual, with some minor reference to money invested on qualification levels. When 
asked what the minimum amount was that the participants would work for (settle for), 
each gave a different amount, which reinforces the notion that an individual’s entitle-
ment beliefs determine that individual’s expectation level.  

The second normative expectation was reasonable conditions of employment and 
environment, and referred to the contract of employment. This expectation was in a 
way more a legitimate entitlement, as it is governed by law or legislation. An interest-
ing finding from the interviews was the following response: 

“I have previous work experience, so I believe should get a bigger salary and better condi-
tions of employment because I am more qualified than my fellow graduates.” 

This statement confirms that perceived entitlement is part of the psychological con-
tract due to the fact that this individual feels a legitimate right (entitlement) to receive 
a better salary and work conditions than other fellow graduates that have no previous 
work experience, and it is the obligation of the organisation to meet these entitlement 
demands. 

The third normative expectation that was identified was employee development 
and well-being and respect in the workplace. This normative expectation is very simi-
lar to the theme mentioned earlier, regarding employee assistance programs. But in 
this theme employer development and well-being pertain more to the well-being of an 
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employee of the organisation. The participants believed that the organisation should 
cater for their needs as employees of that company. According to Grobler et al. (2006) 
it is known that motivated employee behaviour is best achieved by integrating per-
sonal goals with the goals of the organisation. In other words, the difference between 
the first theme (employee assistance programs) and this one is the fact that the com-
pany that cares for its employees gives more external (individual) care, and this theme 
has more to do with internal (employee) care.  

Skills development and training opportunities for individuals were also regarded 
by the participants as a normative expectation due to the fact that it would create the 
opportunity for them to further their skills, and to make progress in their work envi-
ronment. This is stipulated in the Skills Development Act, 97 of 1998 (South Africa, 
1998) and the Skills Development Levies Act, 9 of 1999 (South Africa, 1999). 

Research question 3:  
Which factors influence the entitlement beliefs of students?  
Results: The individual or normative expectation level of prospective employees can 
be justified by one or more of the following factors that shape the entitlement belief 
of that individual. The following reasons where identified by the participants in the in-
terview: 
� Qualification level 

65% of the participants stressed that, due to their level of qualification, the or-
ganisation had to comply with certain requirements before they would consider 
working there. 

� Contribution to the company 
30% of the participants stated that their expectation beliefs were due to the po-
tential they had to make a meaningful contribution to the company. 

� Self-efficacy  
15% of the participants stated that they were hard workers and academic achiev-
ers, and that was why they should receive certain advantages from their future 
employer, e.g. a high salary. 

� Labour market tendencies 
5% of the participants stated that their expectations were quite low due to the 
current labour market tendencies related to their field of expertise. 

� Job experience levels 
5% of the participants stated that they already had previous work experience, so 
they believed that they were entitled to higher expectations than other students 
without experience 

� Cost of living (at workplace location) 
30% of the participants stated that the main reason why they had a certain expec-
tation belief was due to a survival need. They had to survive when they com-
menced work, so their income should be higher than their expenditure.  
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Interpretation of results: From the interviews it was evident that the participants al-
ready had a clear idea of what they would prefer in future employment, but when 
asked what they should receive in future employment their first response was that they 
had not thought about that all that much. This actually confirms that a person’s enti-
tlement perceptions is a subliminal belief and that something affects the expectation 
levels of prospective employees, even though they had no prior experience in em-
ployment. This is where the factors that influence entitlement beliefs of prospective 
employees fit in because these factors determine an individual's entitlement percep-
tion, which in turn determines the level of expectation which that individual will dis-
play.  

The first factor identified was the participants’ level of qualification. The majority of 
the participants stated that they felt they should receive a certain salary, benefits and 
special considerations due to the fact that they had a tertiary qualification level. All of 
the participants would at least have a degree when they commenced work, and some 
of them would even have a post-graduate degree. Most of the responses from the par-
ticipants stated that they and their parents or legal guardians had invested a lot of 
money and time in their qualification, and that was why they would not accept any-
thing below a certain expectation margin that they had in mind. The participants even 
believed that they should get a better job than a person that had no degree at all. Ac-
cording to Branson, Leibbrandt and Zuze (2009) there is a positive link between terti-
ary education and access to the labour market. This study concluded that tertiary 
graduates were up to three times more likely to be formally employed than a person 
with only a matric certificate.  

The second factor was the individuals potential to contribute to the company. Each 
individual is different in terms of skills, personality, ability and experience. Therefore 
some of the participants stated that they had a relative higher work expectation due to 
the fact that they would provide something unique to the company with their wide ar-
ray of skills, abilities and knowledge. The participants stated that, during their degree 
study, they gained knowledge of the subject matter, communication skills, learning 
skills, creativity and they could, and would, influence the company with these skills. 
Some of the responses actually mentioned the phrase “bringing something new and 
unique to the company” as this implied that they wanted to apply their academic mind 
to the working environment. 

The third factor identified was the self-efficacy levels of the participants. According 
to Coetzee and Schreuder (2010) self-efficacy refers to an individual’s belief in his/her 
own capacity to perform a specific task or reach a specific goal, and also the belief that 
they could overcome obstacles and accomplish difficult tasks. The achieving of chal-
lenging goals in personal and academic situations in an individual’s life has an effect 
on that person’s self-efficacy and self-esteem levels. According to Coetzee and 
Schreuder (2010) an employee who has the confidence to take on and put in the re-
quired effort to complete a challenging task successfully, and who is optimistic about 
succeeding in the present situation and also in future, can persevere in goal-directed 
activities and even redirect activities to ensure goal achievement. In other words, if 
self-esteem and self-efficacy levels in an individual are high, that person would have 
higher expectations regarding future productivity and outcomes. In the interviews 
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some of participants mentioned that they had an average of above 75%, or they were 
very productive while obtaining their degree, and thus felt they could have higher or-
ganisational expectations than a person who had just obtained his/her degree.  

The fourth factor was the current labour market tendency. According to Barker 
(2007) the labour market is an imaginary market place where labour is bought and 
sold. The labour market walks hand in hand with the current economy of a country; if 
the economy is excellent, there will be a higher employment rate, but if the economy 
is in a recession, there will be a lower employment rate. Organisational downsizing is 
always a possibility when the economy is in an unfavourable state (for an organisa-
tion), and rumours of retrenchments are also frequent in these times (Barker, 2007; 
Venter, 2006). This creates a problem for prospective employees due to the fact that 
they are dependent on the economy and labour market tendencies of the country they 
wish to work in. Another problem is that tertiary education is not necessarily appro-
priate for the needs of the economy. According to Barker (2007) some qualifications 
in humanities (for instance languages, social sciences, arts, communication) still form a 
major part of all qualifications awarded, although the proportion has declined since 
1992. There is still a sharp increase in the number of qualifications awarded in busi-
ness, commerce and management. This leads to an oversupply of labour in certain 
qualification areas, for instance business management, which has the potential to 
shape an individual’s (who has that qualification) expectation level. 

The second factor was the participant’s previous job experience level. Only one of 
the participants had relevant work experience, excluding temporary (student) em-
ployment. Even though no one else had relevant work experience, it did not prevent 
the participants from stating that job experience was worth much more in the work-
place than a degree. According to Pop and Barkhuizen (2010) firms are generally not 
able to use new graduates to fill their skills requirements due to the fact that graduates 
have the qualifications but not the necessary practical skills and experience. In other 
words, a person who has job-related experience may feel more entitled to be consid-
ered for a position than a person without job experience. 

The last factor is the general cost of living at the workplace location. Cost of living 
is one of the most important reasons the participants identified for their entitlement 
beliefs. Most of the interviewees were still dependant on their parents or legal guardi-
ans, and on the day that they commenced work, they would have to survive on their 
own. The emphasis in this theme is on the survival of the individual. They would need 
the basic necessities in order for them to survive, for instance accommodation, petrol 
and food. These few expenditures were just a few examples of the total expenditure. 
30% of the participants stated they believed they should receive a minimum salary that 
would at least cover their basic expenditure and necessities and would enable them to 
survive.  

The previous section of the paper explored and documented all the themes re-
garding expectations and entitlement beliefs of prospective employees by utilising a 
research proposition approach. In the following section a structural model will be pre-
sented on the anticipatory psychological contract of an individual.  
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Entitlement beliefs and anticipatory psychological contract model 
Utilising the results and interpretations of the data a structural model was developed 
that represents the entitlement beliefs and anticipatory psychological contract of a 
prospective employee.  

This was achieved by grouping all the expectations together, and then grouping 
all the perceived entitlement factors together; then linking them in such a way that the 
individual’s entitlement perceptions are influenced by certain factors. In turn this enti-
tlement perception determines the expectation level of that individual. An entitlement 
beliefs and anticipatory psychological contract model can be seen in Figure 1.  

In theory, if a person has a high level of perceived entitlement based on one or 
more factors that influence the entitlement beliefs, they would have higher job expec-
tations, for instance better pay and more benefits than what the average individual has 
(individual expectation). On the other hand, if a person has an average entitlement be-
lief, that person will have a normative level of expectation (normative expectations) 
for instance, a salary that covers the basic cost of living with certain necessity com-
pany benefits, for example a pension fund. 
Figure 1: An entitlement beliefs and anticipatory psychological contract model 

 
Discussion and conclusion 
The main objective of this paper was to explore and substantiate themes associated 
with perceived entitlement and utilise this information to develop a structural model 
of the anticipatory psychological contract that would broaden the scope of perceived 
entitlement and psychological contract literature in the employment context. 

To achieve this objective a literature study was conducted to better understand 
the psychological contract and perceived entitlement, and how these two constructs 
are interrelated. The next step was that themes regarding the expectations and entitle-
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ment beliefs of prospective employees were obtained and explored, ultimately to 
broaden the theory of perceived entitlement in the workplace. This was achieved by 
conducting interviews with participants and asking questions to identify the entitle-
ment beliefs and expectations of prospective employees. 

This paper identified two main constructs, namely expectations of prospective 
employees and factors that influence the expectations (entitlement beliefs) of prospec-
tive employees. The construct of expectations of prospective employees was further 
divided into two sub-constructs – individual expectations and normative expectations. 
These constructs and themes can aid in better understanding the underlying perceived 
entitlement beliefs of prospective employees and how they shape the individual’s ex-
pectation level. 

By using the various constructs and themes associated with a prospective em-
ployee’s entitlement beliefs and expectations, a structured model was suggested to un-
derstand the anticipatory psychological contract of a prospective employee better. 

From the findings it is evident that there is a difference between the expectations 
and perceived entitlements that prospective employees have. The main difference is 
that, if an individual has a certain expectation regarding the workplace and that expec-
tation is not met by the employer, the individual will still settle for less. According to 
Hellgren (2003) this will constitute a breach of the psychological contract. But if that 
person has an entitlement belief regarding the workplace, that person will not settle 
for anything less than what they feel they are entitled to; in other words, this will have 
a negative impact on the relationship between the employee and the employer. Harvey 
and Martinko (2009) observed a positive relationship between perceived entitlement 
and turnover intent. This actually confirms that perceived entitlement is a component 
of the psychological contract due to the fact that, if a person had an entitlement belief 
in the workplace and the employer did not meet the entitlement demands, that person 
would definitely feel a greater breach or violation of the psychological contract and 
would ultimately resign or start looking for other work. According to Pop and Bark-
huizen (2010) turnover is very high among newly working graduates in South-Africa. 
This failure of organisations to meet the entitlement beliefs of prospective employees 
may be one of the reasons why turnover is so high among new working graduates. 

By fully comprehending the effect entitlement beliefs have on the anticipatory 
psychological contract of prospective employees, the employer may minimise the oc-
currence of psychological contract breach or violation, which may decrease turnover 
intention of new working graduates. 

The themes derived from the study also have theoretical relevance to the litera-
ture for perceived entitlements in the workplace. From the qualitative research gath-
ered in this study, the three basic entitlement beliefs of prospective employees are ne-
cessity of remuneration, reasonable conditions of employment and environment, and 
employee well-being and development. Although some of these findings are also iden-
tified in other studies on psychological contracts, it is striking to see that expectations 
such as fair treatment, trust, safety at work, job security and additional benefits (for 
example company car, child care provisions) are not listed in this study. 
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The factors identified that influence the level of an individual’s entitlement beliefs 
are the level of qualification of an individual, the individual’s belief that he/she will 
contribute to the company, the individual’s self-efficacy levels, current labour market 
tendencies, the individual’s association with an employment equity group, the individ-
ual’s work experience level, and the general cost of living (survival). From the inter-
views it became clear that the main sources for prospective employees to generate 
ideas regarding future employment were interaction with friends and family, informa-
tion on employment opportunities, and societal norms. 

Entitlement beliefs are determined by factors pertaining to the individual, and 
factors due to association with groups. It is important to note that homogenous 
groups may experience similar entitlement beliefs due to legislation, demographic area 
or societal norms. For instance, a group of people may have a higher entitlement be-
lief regarding future employment in the city – due to cost of living being higher than 
in urban areas – than a group that wants to work in an urban area. This may also apply 
between members of certain race groups, gender groups and sectors in South Africa. 

Another interesting finding of the study is that none of the participants actually 
stated that they were entitled to a better situation (or conditions) than what they were 
in currently. All of the participants are still students and none of them is in any sort of 
formal employment, thus a legitimate entitlement belief should have been that they 
should at least have a higher living standard than what they were currently experienc-
ing. This actually reinforces that the main entitlement belief of prospective employees 
is monetary reward, as one of the participants stated: 

“All that we as students are basically looking for is a good salary.” 

Limitations 
This study had several limitations. Firstly, this research only included graduates who 
have not yet entered formal employment. When graduates start working it is possible 
that their expectations may change based on their experiences. Secondly, the study of 
entitlement beliefs and the anticipatory psychological contract was not researched 
through a quantitative research method. An exploratory qualitative study was per-
formed to establish themes and propose a structural model. Thirdly, the results of this 
study cannot be generalized to the whole population due to the specific context of the 
study. It is important to note that this study focuses on the South-African graduate 
population. Certain unique entitlements can exist within this context, such as the enti-
tlements associated with being part of a designated group. Although we took care to 
prevent issues of anonymity and confidentiality, this could have influenced the re-
sponse of the participants. Finally, it was challenging to compare entirely different re-
sponses, causes by the idiosyncratic nature of the subjective perceptions of the par-
ticipants.  
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