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The New Era Workplace Relationships: Is Social
Exchange Theory Still Relevant?

Lily Chernyak-Hai and Edna Rabenu
Netanya Academic College

In this article, we argue that changes in workplace characteristics over the last few
decades may affect work relationships and call for adjustments in the traditional
theoretical framework used to understand them. Since the last quarter of the 20th
century, there have been theories regarding changes in labor relationships following
technological, political, globalization, and economical changes. However, we exam-
ine the changes in light of psychological theories rather than labor or industrial ap-
proaches. We review four main areas where social exchange theory (SET) has been
implemented, address recent changes that challenge the traditional SET perspective,
and propose alternative models. We refer to these models as “hybrid” as they in-
tegrate traditional SET premises with new-era workplace characteristics. First, we
describe several changes in workplace characteristics. Next, we review some of the
most conventional applications of SET to work relationships. Finally, we critically
examine whether this theorymeets the requirements of work relationships in the new
world of work and conclude by arguing that SET needs to be adjusted to reflect the
assumption that frequent changes in employee and organizational characteristics in
the new workplaces require similar frequent adjustments in exchange relationships.

Keywords: workplace relationships, social exchange theory (SET), leader–member exchange (LMX),
organizational support, OCB, CWB

The workplace has changed tremendously over the past few decades.
Overall, these changes may be classified into three categories: workplace
characteristics, forces operating on organizations, and management skills
(Daft, 2008). The first category addresses types of resources, work, and
the employees. Although “traditional” workplace resources used to be
“atoms” or physical assets, the new workplace assets may be more properly
characterized as “bits” of information. Further, the nature of work itself
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has changed, becoming much more flexible and virtual. Finally, employee
characteristics have changed, with greater freedom in employment (e.g.,
free agents, freelancers, etc.) and, particularly, the growing phenomenon of
knowledge workers who now comprise at least one-quarter of the entire US
workforce (Davenport, 2013).

The second category addresses forces operating on the organization,
such as technology, markets, workforce, values, and events. The new work-
place is digital and business oriented, as opposed to the mechanical manu-
facturing nature of the traditional workplace. The pros and cons of enhanced
digitization have been intensively debated over the past several years. For ex-
ample, due to the new technologies (e.g., shared database platforms), mod-
ern employees are able to exchange information despite geographical dis-
tance, and each has free access to knowledge repositories. Yet, technology
per se does not ensure that employees will share the knowledge (Cabrera,
Collins, & Salgado, 2006).

Specifically, enhanced digitalization is said to undermine the value of
traditional human labor given the growing sophistication of new technolo-
gies, which favors the employment of tech-savvy individuals (e.g., Briken,
Chillas, Krzywdzinski, & Marks, 2017). The implications of the devaluation
of traditional knowledge and expertise are straightforward: lower employee
status and job certainty. In other words, modern employees’ potential loss
is double: They compete with advanced technologies as well as with can-
didates skilled in applying them. Briken et al. (2017) aptly call this “digital
despotism” (p. 5).

Furthermore, the current workplace is more global, and its workforce
is more diverse. Organizational values have also changed, with greater em-
phasis on frequent change and agility over stability, sometimes at the cost
of efficiency. Finally, the current organizational environment is much more
dynamic and complex. This somewhat chaotic workplace, often referred to
as VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity; see Bennett &
Lemoine, 2014), is a stressful environment for employees, especially man-
agers, because they have less influence on organizational outcomes.

The third and last category—management skills—encompasses leader-
ship, work methods, interpersonal relationships, and workplace design. To-
day’s leadership is more decentralized and empowering. Moreover, whereas
the old management used to be focused on profits, the new management
focuses more on customer and employee relations (Daft, 2015). Today work
is performed by teamsmore than by individuals, andworkplace relationships
are (ideally) more collaborative than competitive. In addition, it requires
changes in the organizational structure toward a more organic structure
that involves teamwork, information sharing, decentralization of decision
making, and a looser hierarchy (Daft, 2015). Workplace design used to be
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characterized by emphasis on efficient performance, but the present design
reflects greater emphasis on experimentation, learning, and development.

Social Exchange Theory’s Perspective on Work Relationships
Although psychologically work relationships may be addressed as any kind
of interpersonal relations, in the workplace they relate to both the individ-
ual and the organization. More specifically, in organizational contexts work
relationships are part of the socialization process, a source of information re-
quired for successful performance and satisfaction, and a ground for social
support and networking. Employees are motivated to develop positive rela-
tions at the workplace. In the process, however, they need to endure the dy-
namic and unpredictable challenges of today’s work environment (see Leana
& Barry, 2000).

A key paradigm in examiningworkplace relations is social exchange the-
ory (SET). Its basic premise is that human relations are formed based on sub-
jective cost–benefit analysis, so that people tend to repeat actions rewarded
in the past, and the more often a particular behavior has been rewarded,
the more likely its recurrence (Homans, 1958). SET claims that social rela-
tionships are based on the trust that gestures of goodwill will be recipro-
cated (Blau, 1964). It has been applied in much of organizational research.
For example, a recent meta-analysis of 25 years of organizational justice re-
search indicates that SET variables such as trust, organizational commit-
ment, perceived organizational support, and leader–member exchange are
important to relations among justice, task performance, and citizenship be-
havior (Colquitt et al., 2013).

Ourmain research question is whether SET’s implications for the under-
standing of work relationships need to be adjusted according to two aspects:
(a) the characteristics of the new workplace; and (b) the characteristics of
modern human labor of all types, including those traditionally employed
within the organization, knowledge workers, and freelancers. Below, we re-
view four main areas where SET has been mostly implemented and address
recent changes that challenge it. We propose hybrid models integrating tra-
ditional SET propositions with those derived from the reviewed changes.

Note that the challenges outlined below are relevant mainly to Western
culture. Culture prescribes personal values, shapes individual motives, and
sets the direction of behavioral choices (see Tziner, Fein, & Oren, 2012). To
name one type of cultural difference, past research has described the differ-
ence betweenWestern and East Asian cultures as that between individualist
and collectivist (Hofstede, 1991; Triandis, 1996). For example, relationships
with other individuals in East Asian cultures are perceived as fundamental
for career success (seeOh et al., 2014).We elaborate on potential cultural dif-
ferences and their importance for further study in the Discussion, but fully
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addressing potential cultural differences in analyzing the present applicabil-
ity of SET is beyond the present scope of this article.

Leader–Member Exchange
Leader–member exchange (LMX) refers to the quality of the relations be-
tween leaders and group members. High-quality LMX indicates high lev-
els of information exchange, interaction, trust, respect, support, mutual in-
fluence, and rewards (Bauer & Green, 1996). LMX is said to affect em-
ployees’ motivation in different areas of organizational functioning, increas-
ing or decreasing opportunities, sense of empowerment, emotional support,
and cooperative interactions, as well as loyalty, respect, and obligation (e.g.,
Gomez & Rosen, 2001; Ilies, Nahrgang, & Morgeson, 2007; Tziner et al.,
2012; Waismel-Manor, Tziner, Berger, & Dikstein, 2010).

The applicability of the traditional LMX conceptualization is challenged
by the new work relationships. In some workplace contexts, LMX does not
take the same formas in the past, whereas in others it is completely irrelevant.
First, the job market has come to be dominated by freelancers (Weil, 2014).
For example, Neuner (2013) contends that by 2020more than 40% of the US
workforce would be freelancers. Freelancers’ freedom from organizational
hierarchies comes at the cost of experiencing less job security and weaker
identification with the corporate culture on the part of the employee and
less committed workers from the organizational perspective.

A similar state of affairs applies to outsourcing. Organizations increas-
ingly outsource in order to (a) save labor costs, (b) maintain a steady flow of
employment over time despite seasonal fluctuations, and (c) benefit from
specialized skills or equipment absent in the organization (Antonietti &
Cainelli, 2008). Together with freelancing, outsourcing results in many em-
ployees not being an integral part of the organization and not being directly
supervised.

Another related phenomenon that may require revision of the LMX
approach is knowledge workers. These tend to enjoy high autonomy
(Davenport, 2013; Pink, 2001) and be unwilling to accept authority regarding
the way work is performed (Davenport, 2013). Knowledge workers require
management techniques that enable their performance. Therefore, their ap-
praisal of LMX’s quality may be influenced more by the degree of perceived
autonomy, trust, and respect, and less by mutual influence. This is also re-
lated to the growing flexibility in working hours and the related growing
tendency to work from home or in multiple company premises (Kelliher &
Anderson, 2008). These employees are also subject to relatively little direct
supervision. Finally, in knowledge-based organizations where the managers
are not necessarily familiar with new technologies andwhere the hierarchy is
flat, each manager may be responsible for more employees but less involved

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2018.5 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2018.5


460 lily chernyak-hai and edna rabenu

in their actual performance. This state of affairs diminishes leader–member
interactions.

Briken et al. (2017) raise an additional concern following the digitaliza-
tion of the new workplace, which has implications for employee–supervisor
relations. In the modern workplace, supervisors are increasingly able to
monitor and control not only their customers and suppliers but also their
employees. This may be done either via technological performance man-
agement or via social media. Even if such monitoring is legitimized, it may
undermine employees’ sense of trust. For example,monitoringmight be aug-
mented when workers engage in social activities using company computers.
What is the right balance between employees’ use of their own devices for
work purposes (BYOD) and their entitlement to privacy when using com-
pany computers for nonwork purposes? Such dilemmas, although partly ad-
dressed by laws and company regulations, illuminate the need to consider
the trust between employees and supervisors and the overall quality of their
relationships in the new era.

Finally, the technological innovations of the last several decades have
brought about the globalization of the work environment. Managers’ ability
to influence employees in face-to-face interactions has remarkably dimin-
ished. Employees oftenwork on the same project at different sites, sometimes
as part of international cross-cultural teams, requiringmanagers to influence
their employees remotely. Remote employees’ organizational commitment is
compromised by the physical distance between them and their employers,
and by the necessarily longer process of socialization to a specific organiza-
tion. Accordingly,Wiesenfeld, Raghuram, and Garud (1999) argued that the
most important element of managing employees in the virtual world of em-
ployment lies in creating an organizational culture through which employ-
ees could define their relatedness to the workplace despite the geographical
distance.

The traditional patterns of bargaining and workplace norms are also
subject to change, as managers need to cope with cultural diversity (Debrah
& Smith, 2003). On the one hand, due to the competitive pressures of glob-
alization, present-day organizations embrace diversity because of its poten-
tial to increase productivity and competitive advantages (Lockwood, 2005).
Consequently, they require leaders with enhanced interpersonal communi-
cation and supervisory skills (Cascio, 2000). On the other hand, different
groups have different needs that should be recognized andmet, so that LMX
in a given workplace may still be different for specific employees.

Globalization has dovetailed with the advent of Y-generation employ-
ees (born after 1980; also called Millennials). Millennials present a chal-
lenge to LMX, as they are likely to have different perspectives on supervisor–
employee relationships (Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010). They expect close
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Figure 1. Proposed model of factors influencing modern leader–member ex-
change (LMX) and their interrelations.

relationships and open communication with supervisors, even about mat-
ters normally reserved for more senior employees (Gursoy, Maier, & Chi,
2008; Martin, 2005). They also want high autonomy: They seek challenging
tasks and have a desire to gain knowledge by working with others (Meier &
Crocker, 2010). They wish to be treated on an individual basis and need to be
motivated through constant rewarding and recognition (Meier & Crocker,
2010). Finally, Millennials are more comfortable with frequent changes in
the workplace and may therefore develop less long-term relationships with
their managers—a point also relevant to organizational loyalty, as discussed
below.

The Hybrid Model of Leader–Member Exchange
The cultural diversity of the new workplace challenges social and organiza-
tional identifications. Managers and employees may find themselves need-
ing to sustain relations while recognizing noticeable differences in values,
norms, or customs. Accordingly, factors traditionally considered important
to LMX, such as employee motivation, sense of empowerment, and organi-
zational commitment,may now bemore affected by employee perceptions of
their objective job requirements and aspirations than by relationships with
their direct supervisors.

Therefore, we propose an alternative model that integrates traditional
SET premises with factors assumed to affect the modern LMX and their in-
terrelations (see Figure 1). Specifically, we suggest that levels of information
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exchange and intensity of leader–employee interactions on the one hand, and
levels of leader–member mutual trust, influence, respect, perceived support,
and rewards (traditional SET variables) on the other still have direct impli-
cations for LMX. We also consider additional factors of the new workplace
that influence LMX indirectly via their effects on traditional SET variables.

In sum, the proposed model reflects the following propositions:

1. Modern workplace conditions that include fewer direct interactions
with the leader, limited leader–employee relationships, and diminished
supervision affect the intensity of information exchanges and other
leader–employee interactions.

2. Modern employees’ characteristics, which include high expectations for
autonomy and flexibility, cultural diversity, and weaker organizational
identification, affect interaction quality, leader–member mutual trust,
influence, and respect, as well as perceived support and rewards.

3. Modern workplace conditions and modern employees’ characteristics
are interrelated: The nature of the modern work environment modi-
fies the employees’ perceptions and expectations. Conversely, modern
employees’ characteristics require specific workplace conditions.

Organizational Support and Loyalty
Another key area where SET is applied is perceptions of organiza-
tional support and loyalty (e.g., Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchison,
& Sowa, 1986; Scholl, 1981). Eisenberger et al. (1986) suggest that
employees form a general belief regarding the extent to which the
organization values their contributions and cares about them, that is, “orga-
nizational support.” Higher obligation to contribute to the organizationmay
be expected under high levels of perceived organizational support. More-
over, perceived organizational support is said to be associated with trust that
the organizationwould reward employees formeeting their exchange obliga-
tions (Homans, 1961). Employees who perceive that their organization does
not meet expected obligations would be less satisfied with their workplace
experience (e.g., Tekleab, Takeuchi, & Taylor, 2005).

This idea bears on the diverse workplace and its effect on workplace re-
lationships, which we now examine in light of the contextual implications
of equal employment opportunity laws and affirmative action practices (e.g.,
Holzer & Neumark, 2000; Kalev, Dobbin, & Kelly, 2006; Kaplan, Wiley, &
Maertz, 2011). Affirmative action is not only popular (Holzer & Neumark,
2000), but there is growing evidence thatmodern organizations welcome the
diversity it brings (Lockwood, 2005).

On the other hand, enforcement of equal opportunity laws may under-
mine relations between the employee and the organization. This is more
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likely in case of minority applicants who have only recently received legal
protection, so that their social disadvantage is not yet integrated into the or-
ganizational perception of beneficial diversity. For example, the law prohibits
the discrimination of disabled employees. However, this “force” operating
on employers may affect their relationship with the now protected disabled
employees. Rabenu andTziner (2016a) argue, for instance, that although em-
ployers expect job applicants to reasonably present their skills and achieve-
ments, the law “mistreats” them to a degree by not requiring applicants to
fully disclose the accommodations that have helped themwith their scholas-
tic or selection tests. This is particularly important in the case of so-called
“invisible disabilities” (Santuzzi, Waltz, Finkelstein, & Rupp, 2014) that may
compromise employers’ ability tomake rational and well-informed selection
decisions. Conversely, the law may set the ground for job failure as the re-
lationship between the candidate and future employer starts on the wrong
foot due to lack of transparency.

Moreover, in order to enforce the law, the courts occasionally interfere in
exchange relations between the employee and the organization. For example,
a teacher in a tenure position whose performance has recently dropped due
to burnout cannot be terminated. Such a state of affairs will probably not be
perceived as fair exchange relations by either party. A converse example is
a teacher who has reached the legal retirement age and despite being much
appreciated is required by law to retire.

On a more positive note, modern organizations are also more flexible
in their recruitment and rewarding policies. Many now encourage friend-
brings-friend recruitment, which makes organizational relationships more
personal and intimate. This may contribute in turn to high perceptions of
organizational support and to increased loyalty. Also, there is a variety of
rewards that enable higher perception of organizational support. Some or-
ganizations base their rewards solely on salary levels, whereas others offer
courses and workshops on a range of subjects (e.g., quitting smoking or di-
etary habits) or special insurance policies. Accordingly,modern rewardsmay
be perceived as a facet of overall organizational support, beyond tangible
merits. An example is HP-Indigo, a provider of digital printing solutions that
occasionally invites retired employees to witness the latest innovations. Such
actions are perceived as gestures of respect that may also contribute to the
organizational commitment and loyalty of current employees.

Finally, additional characteristics of modern workplace that need to be
considered relate to the previously mentioned issue of digitalization. The
new workplace is said to reproduce and reinforce employee inequality. So-
phisticated technologies require creativity and innovation. This means that
a particular type of employee is preferred so a reputation as possessing these
qualities becomes highly important (see Briken et al., 2017). Accordingly,
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employees who would be traditionally considered qualified may find them-
selves at a disadvantage if they are not technologically oriented. Moreover,
the flexible work arrangements characteristic of the new era are generally
perceived as a job reward. However, they increase the number of working
hours outside the workplace. For employers, this means they do not have
to pay for extra hours (Golden & Wiens-Tuers, 2008). For the employees,
beyond the flexibility provided by working from home, this also offers op-
portunities to develop and maintain contacts and gain higher professional
experience, via establishing independent relationships and cooperation with
parties beyond the immediate organizational context.

The Hybrid Model of Perceived Organizational Support and Loyalty
Overall, the aforementioned examples demonstrate that in the new work-
place, perceived organizational support and loyalty are shaped not only by
unmediatedworkplace interactions bearing onworkplace exchange relation-
ships but also and increasingly by factors related to formal legislation, spe-
cific policies of recruitment and compensation, and technological consider-
ations. For example, high flexibility in recruitment and reward policies may
lead the organization to broaden the scope of employees’ contributions per-
ceived as valuable and rewarded accordingly (we may call it “organizational
sensitivity,” addressed in past research as “perceived organizational support”
[POS]; e.g., Eisenberger et al., 1986). In such a case, the employees are not
“measured” only by their immediate productivity but also by their overall
contribution to the organizational environment. This may be manifested in
recruiting friends with high potential; writing in a forum or a blog in a way
that contributes to higher employer branding; offering a wide range of skills,
workstyles, and areas of expertise; and embodying organizational compli-
ance with social norms such as being a socially disadvantaged employee.

Accordingly, we propose an alternative model that integrates traditional
SET premises with modern factors which may be assumed to bear on per-
ceived organizational support and loyalty (see Figure 2). Specifically, we
suggest that the extent to which the organization values the employees’ con-
tributions, organizational caring, and support on the one hand and the em-
ployees’ trust that the organization will fulfill its exchange obligations on the
other still have direct implications for perceived organizational support and
employee loyalty. Yet, we consider factors relevant to the modern workplace
that influence these perceptions indirectly.

This model reflects the following propositions:

1. Modernworkplace conditions, including high flexibility in recruitment,
rewards and compensation policies, and the appreciation of nontangi-
ble merits reflect “organizational sensitivity”—the extent to which the
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Figure 2. Proposed model of factors influencing perceived organizational sup-
port and loyalty in a modern workplace and their interrelations.

organization is sensitive to contributions of diverse workers and influ-
ences the perceived adequacy of the rewards by the new-era employees.

2. Modern employees’ characteristics encompass a wide range of skills,
workstyles, perspectives, and areas of expertise, and influence the per-
ceived compliance with exchange obligations of the new-era employees.

3. Modern workplace conditions and modern employees’ characteristics
are interrelated. Divergent skills, workstyles, perspectives, and exper-
tise, as well as socially disadvantaged employees’ needs, require high
flexibility in recruitment, reward, and compensation policies. On the
other hand, flexibility in recruitment, reward, and compensation po-
lices allow further inclusion of diverse skills, workstyles, expertise, and
so on.

Perceptions of Organizational Politics
Perceptions of organizational politics are employees’ perceptions of power
games played by individuals or groups within the organization, designed to
promote individual or collective goals that run counter to broader organi-
zational goals or the interests of other individuals (Bozeman, et al., 1996;
Drory, 1993; Elron & Vigoda-Gadot, 2006; Ferris et al., 1996; Vigoda, 2000).
Such actions include concealing valuable information, lobbying, favoritism,
and taking credit for others’ contributions (Elron & Vigoda-Gadot, 2006).
Previous research has reported negative associations between perceptions

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2018.5 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2018.5


466 lily chernyak-hai and edna rabenu

of organizational politics and behaviors that could otherwise benefit the or-
ganization such as trust in the leader (Poon, 2006), frequent interactions
with coworkers (Witt, Hochwarter, & Kacmar, 2000), perceived ability to
dealwith organizational challenges (Vigoda-Gadot&Drory, 2006), high per-
formance (Vigoda, 2000; Witt, 1998), job engagement (Cropanzano, John,
Alicia, & Paul, 1997), and satisfaction (Ferris & Kacmar, 1992).

Performance appraisal is a good example of how changes in the work-
place affect the perception of organizational politics. This common practice
was originally designed to improve work relations between supervisors and
employees. Using a performance appraisal system based on clear and uni-
versal standards can prevent bias in promotion and termination decisions
and enable employees to better understand better their supervisors’ expec-
tations. A good appraisal system may thus contribute to a climate of mu-
tual trust, good communication, and cooperation because it is based on a
performance appraisal interview where both sides communicate about the
employee’s performance (Tziner, 2002).

However, in a comprehensive review of the problems of performance
appraisal in organizations, Adler et al. (2016) highlight its political aspects,
with raters systematically manipulating ratings to achieve a variety of goals,
such as gettingmoremoney for their employees, or conversely teaching them
a lesson. As the evaluation process is performed by humans, it is by nature
prone to bias. Therefore, in practice, performance appraisals do not neces-
sarily lead to improved human relations (Cappelli & Tavis, 2016; Culbertson,
Krome, McHenry, Stetzer, & van Ittersum, 2013; Tziner, 2002). Moreover,
managers tend to use performance appraisals in order to promote political
interests such as assuring a peaceful work atmosphere by inflating appraisals
or administrative goals such as terminating undesirable employees regard-
less of their actual performance (Rabenu & Tziner, 2016b).

The Hybrid Model of Perceived Organizational Politics
The aforementioned changes in the modern workplace have made it much
more difficult to assess employee performance. Modern managers are often
not versed in their employees’ actual work. As they rise through the hier-
archy, they move away from professional expertise. Especially in the high-
tech industry, they are often no longer familiar with new technologies and
may even lack the relevant technical skills. Their deteriorating self-efficacy
as appraisers may lead them to more “political” appraisals (Bernardin &
Villanova, 2005; Tziner, 2002; Wood & Marshall, 2008). Similar problems
derive from the growing autonomy given to employees through flexible
work arrangements that reduce managers’ familiarity with their workplace
behaviors.
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Figure 3. Proposed model of factors influencing perceived organizational poli-
tics in a modern workplace and their interrelations.

One of the solutions is to conduct peer appraisals, given the growing ten-
dency for teamwork (Daft, 2015). Yet, team-based assessments may lead to
politically biased appraisals due to logrolling or envy, or theymay strengthen
the power of the group vis- à-vis the supervisor so that employees feel ac-
countable to their teammates and themselvesmore than to a relatively distant
manager (Houghton, 2010).

In sum, here again the characteristics of modern organizations such as
performance appraisals make an additional contribution to the perceptions
of organizational politics beyond more direct evidence of concealing infor-
mation, lobbying, or taking credit for others’ contributions. In Figure 3, we
outline the proposedmodel that incorporatesmodernworkplace forces rele-
vant to perceived organizational politics along with traditional SET proposi-
tions. Thismodel includes the suggestions that perceptions of organizational
politics are influenced by power games, perceived workplace misbehavior,
and the phenomena of lobbying and favoritism. Yet, we claim that in the new
workplace there are additional factors that affect these perceptions indirectly.
This model reflects the following propositions:

1. Modern workplace conditions that include performance appraisal
policies and increased teamwork influence the prevalence of power
assertions—lobbying, favoritism, and belief in the frequency of power
games.

2. Modern leaders’ lack of specific knowledge and expertise for employee
evaluations has additional implications for lobbying and favoritism, as
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well as for workplace deviance—organizational misbehavior such as
concealing information and free-riding.

3. Modern workplace conditions and modern leaders’ characteristics are
interrelated. Leaders’ lack of specific knowledge and expertise for em-
ployee evaluations modify the nature of performance appraisal poli-
cies, whereas increased teamwork distances the leader from unmedi-
ated knowledge and expertise.

Organizational Citizenship Behavior and Counterproductive Work Behavior
Organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) refers to individual actions that
benefit the organization by contributing to its environment and function-
ing even when not formally required (e.g., Organ, Podsakoff, & MacKenzie,
2006; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Paine, & Bachrach, 2000; Rotundo & Sackett,
2002). They include altruistic helping, additional work hours, cooperation
and conflict resolution, respecting others’ rights, following rules and regula-
tions, andnot complaining about trivial issues (Srivastava&Saldanha, 2008).
OCB antecedents have been attributed by a considerable body of research to
employee perceptions of the nature of workplace exchange relations, or the
“sociopsychological” ground of OCB: perceptions of organizational justice,
organizational politics, and LMX (see Chernyak-Hai & Tziner, 2014).

Counterproductive work behavior (CWB), on the other hand, is defined
as “any intentional behavior on the part of an organizational member viewed
by the organization as contrary to its legitimate interests” (Sackett &DeVore,
2001, p. 145; see also Cohen-Charash & Mueller, 2007; Ho, 2012; Levine,
2010). CWB has gained much research attention because it has been shown
to have important economical, sociological, and psychological implications
(Aubé, Rousseau, Mama, & Morin, 2009; Bodankin & Tziner, 2009). CWBs
such as theft, sabotage, withdrawal, harassment, and drug abuse violate orga-
nizational norms, compromise organizational goals, and jeopardize the over-
all well-being of employees. A recent study (Chernyak-Hai & Tziner, 2014)
found negative relations between perceived organizational justice and ethi-
cal climate on the one hand and CWB on the other. Moreover, the quality of
workplace relations between leaders and employees was found to moderate
the impact of perceived organizational distributive justice regarding CWB.
A possible explanation provided for the role of LMX is that employees ex-
periencing fair and open interaction with their leaders may avoid occasions
where counterproductive behavior is possible, even if otherwise motivated
to pursue it (Chernyak-Hai & Tziner, 2014).

Thus, the social exchange antecedents of both OCB and CWB relate to
different facets of LMX and perceptions of organizational politics and sup-
port. The importance of fairness was thoroughly conceptualized by Adams
(1963, 1965), who argued that perceptions of inequality reflect a person’s
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belief that the ratio of his outcomes to inputs and the ratio of other’s out-
comes to other’s inputs are unequal. This may occur under the following
conditions: (a) when the person and the other are in a direct exchange rela-
tionship or (b) when both are in an exchange relationship with a third party.
In the organizational context, employees make distinct evaluations regard-
ing the fairness of the outcomes they receive. Perceived unfairness may un-
dermine OCB following impaired organizational identification and loyalty
translated into overall unwillingness to contribute to the organization be-
yondwhat is formally required; itmay also lead to CWB as a form of revenge.
An important point raised by Adams (1965) was that inequity perceptions
may be evoked not only when employees perceive themselves to be relatively
disadvantaged (e.g., underpaid) but also when their employment status is
relatively high (e.g., overpaid). Therefore, certain employees will experience
unfairness when their inputs are low but their rewards are high.

The new workplace is characterized by additional sources of unfairness
perceptions. In many organizations, employees of different generations (X,
Y, Z) work side by side. Their ages and wages are different although their job
requirements may be the same. Often, tenured employees work alongside
new employees and earn a significantly higher salary, although the latter per-
form better, raising issues of distributive justice and potentially encouraging
counterproductive behaviors.

Similar problems in work relations arise when differently compensated
individuals work in the same team or on the same project. For example, one
employee may be employed though a contractor, but another’s terms of em-
ployment are stipulated in a more rewarding collective contract. Relatedly,
as organizational commitment and a climate of trust are the cornerstones of
workplace relationships, if the organization offers only short-term commit-
ment, it may expect more rickety relationships. Under these circumstances,
we may predict higher turnover and lesser OCB, excluding situations where
the employee decides to prove his or her merit to improve employment
terms. The following story illustrates this point. Two sisters worked in a
school; one was an adjunct teacher and the other had tenure. When their
mother died, the principal posted an obituary expressing condolences only
to the tenured sister since she was a permanent staff member.

In the new workplace, employees are often terminated following merg-
ers, downsizing, and so forth, but immediately reemployed through contrac-
tors, and thus they do the same work for less pay and no security. Because
job insecurity is a kind of hindrance stressor (Cavanaugh, Boswell, Roehling,
& Boudreau, 2000), individuals who experience it would feel strained and
impaired in their work (Cavanaugh et al., 2000), and may eventually exhibit
lessOCB andmoreCWB.Moreover,modern organizations include an entire
segment of workers who are employed by contractors, such as cleaners. This
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creates a reality of “transparent” employees. Being such an employee brings
with it considerable frustration that may be manifested in CWB.

An example of a process designed to improve those relations for the ben-
efit of all is a joint venture of HP-Indigo and ISS. ISS is a contractor that
provides cleaning, catering, and security services to HP-Indigo. HP-Indigo
recently discovered that many of the ISS employees know very little about
the basics of computer use. Therefore, the two companies initiated a course
where HP-Indigo engineers volunteered to give ISS employees computer
lessons. The project was an overwhelming success and contributed to better
work relationships.

Another source of perceived unfairness that has becomemore prevalent
has to do with talents who win idiosyncratic deals (nonstandard, person-
alized, negotiated employment arrangements; Rousseau, Ho, & Greenberg,
2006). Many modern organizations find themselves competing for talents
(Chen, 2011; Pfeffer, 2001). On the one hand, talents are part of the organi-
zation’s milieu and work relationships; on the other, they are not integral to
it because they enjoy an initial advantageous position. Talents have expert
power, sometimes even more than their supervisors, and may become easy
targets of coworker envy (Kim & Glomb, 2014; Lam, Van der Vegt, Walter,
& Huan, 2011). As mentioned earlier, unfairness and inequality perceptions
are fruitful ground for lower OCB if not CWB.

Finally, we should address the related issue of compulsory citizenship be-
havior (CCB) that has becomemore prevalent.Modern organizations expect
employees to engage inOCBs, so that these behaviors become a norm (Alkan
& Turgut, 2015). CCB relates to formal or informal coercive actions on the
part of managers and coworkers to promote extra-role behaviors by em-
ployees (Vigoda-Gadot, 2006). Yet, whereas OCB consists of goodwill ges-
tures and spontaneous actions, CCB is coerced and may become ultimately
harmful for the employees and the organization (Bolino, Turnley, Gilstrap,
& Suazo, 2010; Vigoda-Gadot, 2006, 2007). CCB may evoke high levels of
job stress and burnout, stronger perceptions of organizational politics, more
intentions to leave the organization, lesser OCB, and higher CWB (Vigoda-
Gadot, 2006).

The Hybrid Model of Organizational Citizenship Behavior and
Counterproductive Work Behavior Antecedents
Organizational exchange relationships as antecedents of OCB and CWB
receive an additional angle when addressing the new workplace. Recent
changes bring with them perceptions of workplace inequality and unfairness
beyond those stemming from unmediated perceptions of job characteris-
tics and organizational climate. The phenomena of employees from different
generations and talents, contractor versus collective contract employees, and
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Figure 4. Proposed model of factors influencing perceived organizational citi-
zenship behavior (OCB) and counterproductive work behavior (CWB) in a mod-
ern workplace and their interrelations.

CCB may all contribute to high levels of stress, burnout, and impaired job
motivation, ultimately undermining OCB and increasing CWB.

Accordingly, we propose a model integrating SET premises on factors
predicting OCB and CWB with modern workplaces characteristics (see
Figure 4). The variables outlined by SET—perceived organizational justice,
organizational politics, general and ethical climate, and LMX—are still im-
portant, yet we propose considering additional, new factors that affect them,
as follows:

1. Modern workplace conditions reflected in employment strategies and
the CCB phenomenon have implications for both LMX and perceived
organizational justice.

2. Modern employees’ characteristics bearing on perceived workplace
fairness affect the perceived general and ethical climate and perceived
organizational politics.

3. Modernworkplace conditions have implications for employees’ percep-
tions. Specifically, employment strategies and CCB influence perceived
fairness.

Discussion
In this article, we reviewed key organizational contexts where SET was
traditionally applied. For each, we highlighted key changes in the new
workplace and the challenges they bring to traditional SET propositions.
These, in turn, raised the question whether SET provided a sufficient overall
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explanation for modern workplace exchange relationships or should be
adjusted. Based on the reviewed changes and specific examples, it is evident
that workplace relations are still based on subjective cost–benefit analysis.
However, the modern workplace offers many alternatives to traditional ex-
change relationships, which make it more complex, so that the same kind of
exchange may be “good” or “bad” depending on organization type, employ-
ment characteristics, personal aspirations, and so on. As Briken et al. (2017)
put it, the prevailing perception of “business as usual” despite the significant
changes is problematic, especially as there is little consideration of imposed
changes in employment patterns, skills, levels of autonomy,means of control,
and so forth.

First, maintaining the same workplace exchange relationships in con-
texts that differ in terms of recruitment strategies, job contracts, interper-
sonal diversity, or global connections may arouse negative psychological re-
actions among employees. Second, the nature of the exchange relationship
itself has changed. LMX no longer represents power and status differences
as clearly as in the past but rather interactions on the same level, especially
when the employee is a “talent.” In addition, many freelancers’ relations with
their organizations do not involve direct supervision. Finally, the tendency
of Generation Y employees to frequently change workplaces, laws that re-
quire organizations to hire employees of certain groups, and employees re-
cruited directly by their friends all lead to different expectations from or-
ganizations, employers, and employees. Employers are still expected to see
to their employees’ development and promotion, but at the same time, em-
ployees want to be in charge of their career paths, and do not necessarily
wait for the employer to do that for them. Moreover, in their relations with
coworkers, they are still expected to exhibit mutual support and knowledge
sharing, but in the new workplace, coworker relationships are increasingly
virtual.

Furthermore, the digitization of theworkplace reveals an additional con-
sideration: the growing complexity of the human supervisor’s role. It is not
only thatmodern leaders need additional skills tomanage technical tools and
operations (Cascio, 2000). Where technology replaces human interactions,
employees may face difficulty communicating and satisfying their needs,
concerns, or aspirations. Therefore, the role of a leader in promoting em-
ployee performance and well-being is expected to become increasingly im-
portant. As opposed to technology-based supervision, human supervisors
are not bound by preprogrammed routine procedures. They are capable of
understanding andnegotiating themultiple and often contradictory needs of
their customers and employees. Accordingly, being the focal human factor in
determining and/or complying with organizational policies, in coordinating
the work of culturally diverse and often remote employees, and in being able
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to identify their needs, the modern LMX calls for further conceptualization
beyond the traditional SET tenets.

These changes may be further analyzed using the concept of the psy-
chological employment contract, whose importance has been extensively
demonstrated in recent studies (e.g., Shore et al., 2004; Taylor & Tekleab,
2004; Zhao, Wayne, Glibkowski, & Bravo, 2007). The concept was suggested
as a part of a framework for understanding employment relationships in
terms of mutual expectations by the employer and employees (Rousseau,
1989, 1995). The psychological contracts in themodernworkplace are signif-
icantly different from those of the past. Traditionally, the basic expectation of
the employees was to be industrious and committed to their job in exchange
for fair treatment and job security, but in the new workplace employers are
incapable of ensuring such security. Moreover, paying the salary on time and
behaving respectfully are no longer enough, as employers are also required
to understand their employees’ specific needs, values, and customs to em-
power them and provide them with a broader range of rewards, which may
even include the employee’s family.

The psychological contract is also relevant to the more general issue of
fit. According to the person–environment fit approach (Dawis & Lofquist,
1984) as applied to the organizational context, an important antecedent of
both organizational and employeewell-being is the correspondence between
employee characteristics, such as knowledge, values, abilities, aspirations,
and needs, andworkplace characteristics, such as job requirements, supplies,
and rewards. The fit theory emphasizes the need for such correspondence
for organizational functioning and employee satisfaction. Recently, it has be-
comemore difficult to ensure this fit, because there aremany parameters that
need to be taken into account. Some of the factors complicating the picture
have been discussed above: whether the employee is a freelancer, whether he
or she belongs to a legally protected group, whether he or she is a Generation
Y member, or whether he or she works under flexible employment arrange-
ments. All these factors must be considered even before the personal needs
of a specific employee are assessed.

Increased employee diversity as it relates to various reward alternatives
in a changing workplace environment makes a perfect fit (and with it, long-
term employee commitment) nearly impossible. Accordingly, SET needs to
be adjusted to reflect the assumption that frequent changes in employee and
organizational characteristics in the newworkplaces require similar frequent
adjustments in exchange relationships. Uniform exchange relationships can
no longer “deliver,” and we may expect to see more and more personally
specified contracts for talents and other professionals.

Organizations must understand that the changing nature of workplace
exchanges has far-reaching effects. For example, recent research has found
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significant differences in knowledge sharing between employees in accor-
dance with the type of their employment contract (Koriat & Gelbard, 2014,
in press). Specifically, external workers employed through service contrac-
tors, outsourcing, or as advisers or freelancers felt less identified with the
organization and its goals compared to internal workers and tended to ex-
hibit less knowledge sharing. Accordingly, Koriat and Gelbard (2014) con-
cluded that organizations should also pay attention to human resource prac-
tices concerning all types of employees in order to establish transparent and
supportive relations that would in turn encourage knowledge sharing.

Finally, as workplace relationships become more personal, we may as-
sume a greater need for enforcement of labor laws designed to prevent ex-
ploitation and maintain compliance with basic ethical standards. Managers,
human resourcemanagers in particular, must play a key role in the construc-
tion of labor relationships in the new workplace by suggesting fair exchange
alternatives on the one hand while recognizing the change in employees’
needs on the other.

Future Research Directions
The Relevance of Personal and Cultural Values
Considering the scope of the present article, we did not refer to specific per-
sonal and cultural values that may influence the way the employees perceive
desirable relations in the new workplace. However, this is an important is-
sue to be addressed in future studies. Values are related to needs and goals,
and may function as standards affecting goal setting, decision making, and
action. Personal and cultural values are particularly relevant to the concept
of “person–environment fit” (Edwards, 1991), as they may determine what
is perceived as fit. The degree of fit affects employees’ experiences of self-
efficacy, motivation, and self-regulation, and eventually work attitudes and
behaviors, and assessing it is therefore essential for understanding motiva-
tional processes in organizational contexts (see model outlined by Tziner
et al., 2012).

Personal values perspective. Personal values were found to have im-
plications for various organizational factors, such as citizenship behaviors
(Arthaud-Day, Rode, & Turnley, 2012; Seppälä, Lipponen, Bardi, & Pirttilä-
Backman, 2012), perceptions of relational-type contracts (Cohen, 2012),
workplace commitment (Cohen, 2011), and employees’ reports of difficulty
in balancing their work and family lives (Chernyak-Hai & Tziner, 2016). Ac-
cordingly, we may expect employees’ personal values to influence their per-
ceptions of LMX quality, organizational support, politics, climate, OCB, and
CWB. For example, past research has shown that employees valuing power
prefer transactional rather than transformational leaders (Fein, Vasiliu, &
Tziner, 2011). Such employees may have hard time adapting to the new
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reality where the interactions with the leader are less direct and supervision
is diminished, as well as toworkplace autonomy and flexibility (see Figure 1).

Another example is OCB. Research has shown that values of achieve-
ment, benevolence, and self-direction are positively related to OCB in teams
(Arthaud-Day et al., 2012). Accordingly, it may be that employees character-
ized by high levels of these values will be relatively “immune” to the influ-
ences of modern workplace characteristics via their implications for organi-
zational climate and LMX (see Figure 4).

Cultural values perspective. Cultural values add another aspect to the
models proposed in this article. These values form the organizational cul-
ture. Accordingly, Oh et al.’s (2014) meta-analysis of the differences between
the East Asian and North American cultural contexts indicated that rela-
tional, person–group, and especially person–supervisor fit were more cen-
tral towork outcomes in East Asia. In addition, East Asianworkplaces placed
greater emphasis on hierarchical relationships: Employees in East Asia were
expected to be loyal to their supervisors in exchange for protection and
support.

The latter is relevant particularly when considering LMX. Loi, Chan,
and Lam (2014) stressed the positive effect of LMX on organizational
identification through employees’ perceptions of the degree to which their
relations with the supervisor met the needs of reduced uncertainty and self-
enhancement. Therefore, we may expect that in East Asian cultures, assur-
ing high-quality LMX will be of special importance. In light of the changes
in workplace environment (see Figure 1), it will be cardinal to attain LMX
reflecting mutual expectations of the employee and leader according to the
cultural frame of hierarchical relationships, loyalty, and support. In addition,
given the notion that there is a conceptual overlap between interactional jus-
tice and LMX following perceptions of manager fairness and positive social
exchanges (see Wayne, Shore, Bommer, & Tetrick, 2002), these expectations
may be predicted to affect what is perceived by the employees as organiza-
tional climate and so influence OCB and CWB (see Figure 4).

Additional SET Variables
An interesting future direction could be to identify additional exchange vari-
ables that have become more prominent in the new workplace. For exam-
ple, because much of modern work is performed in teams, a relevant vari-
able would be “team climate”—levels of warmth, support, sincerity, and so
on (Choi, Price, & Vinokur, 2003). Future works may also address modern
employees’ experience of work–family conflict (Frone, 2000; Judge, Ilies, &
Scott, 2006). Highly flexible work hours and environments blur the bound-
aries between work and family settings. These circumstances raise further
challenges in attempts to balance work and family requirements, while the
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ambiguity experienced may also negatively influence perceived organiza-
tional support, followed in turn by fewer displays of OCB and higher preva-
lence of CWB.

Additional Theoretical Frameworks
Finally, future studies may adopt a similar approach to that applied in the
present analysis by addressing the relevance and applicability of additional
organizational behavior theories. One obvious example is conservation of
resources theory (COR; Hobfoll, 1988, 1998, 2001). COR theory emphasizes
people’s willingness to acquire and protect psychological, social, andmaterial
resources, and conversely the psychological stress experienced when those
are lost or threatened, or if individuals cannot replenish them after signif-
icant investment. Such stress impairs employees’ adjustment to their work
environments (e.g., Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2009).
We may assume that the new workplace’s VUCA characteristics (Bennett &
Lemoine, 2014) require greater investment of personal resources. Accord-
ingly, they amplify employee concerns with obtaining and/or maintaining
the required resources. On the other hand, the same characteristics may de-
crease resource depletion (e.g., flexible work hours or working from home).
Therefore, the assumptions of COR theorymay be challenged in themodern
workplace and require some adjustments.
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