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To attract and motivate employees, many organizations convey a compelling mission
and design jobs with the apparent opportunity to make a prosocial difference. Yet, this
opportunity may not always be fully realized despite the best efforts of employees. In our
research, we examine experiences of “thwarted prosocial impact”—the belief that the
organization is limiting the prosocial impact one could have through their work. Draw-
ing from psychological contract theory and the relational job design literature, we sug-
gest that thwarted prosocial impact undermines the performance and retention of
individual employees because it leads employees to perceive that their ideological con-
tract with the organization is not being sufficiently fulfilled. Further, we theorize that
these deleterious effects are particularly strong for those with high levels of contact with
beneficiaries in their jobs. We test these ideas in a large sample of fully employed alumni
from a public university. Results indicate that thwarted prosocial impact predicts low
levels of ideological contract fulfillment, particularly for those in high-beneficiary-
contact jobs. These effects were associated with lower coworker-rated boosterism behav-
ior and greater self-rated counterproductive behavior directed at the organization.
Through serial mechanisms of ideological fulfillment and counterproductive work
behavior, thwarted impact significantly predicted voluntary turnover one year later.

“I had one client’s wife call in tears because their
application did not get in on time and they were in an
area that was becoming increasingly unstable. I felt
very bad for her and her family because I could not
help, and I was angry with the firm for not paying
attention when I gave a better solution that could
have prevented the stress for the client as well as the
additional cost for the company.”

—Immigration specialist at a law firm"

People experience myriad positive outcomes
when they realize how their work can positively

' This epigraph is a quote taken from responses we
received from a preliminary open-ended survey question
about thwarted impact experiences using a sample from
the Prolific platform. For more, see the online appendix
(click here).
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impact others (Bolino & Grant, 2016). This opportu-
nity to make a difference for others through work
has been suggested to be a fundamental “currency”
underlying the relationship between employees
and employers (Thompson & Bunderson, 2003).
Research supports this idea: when impact on others
is made salient to employees, they experience
greater motivation, job performance, and well-being
(Grant, 2008b; Grant & Hofmann, 2011; Grant & Son-
nentag, 2010; Sonnentag & Grant, 2012). To draw
more deeply on the power of this motivational force,
organizations often seek to design jobs so that
employees have the potential to make an impact
(Grant, 2007) and try to frame work in a way that
emphasizes the broader context for employees’
actions (Carton, 2018).

Unfortunately, this potential may not always be
realized. Many jobs are embedded in a meaningful
organizational mission and offer the opportunity for
significant, frequent, and broad impact in theory
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(Grant, 2008a). However, organizations often intro-
duce or tolerate barriers that prevent job experiences
from living up to the expectations people have for
their role in that mission. For example, the immigra-
tion specialist in the epigraph above had devised a
new process that would expedite the immigration
process for her clients, only to be thwarted by a super-
visor she considered to be arrogant and uncaring. As
a result, the employee felt she could not make the dif-
ference that her job was designed to make for people.
This is far from a rare or isolated incident. Indeed,
one recent survey found that a large proportion of
employees feel they are unable to have the sort of
impact they expect to have in their jobs—especially
front-line managers and employees (Dhingra, Samo,
Schaninger & Schrimper, 2021). In many of these
instances, the issue is not that employees lack job
opportunity for impact (Grant, 2007) or access to peo-
ple who can provide social cues about impact (Grant,
2012). Rather, organizations often introduce and
maintain coercive bureaucratic features such as pro-
cedures and rules that aim to control rather than
complement employees (Adler & Borys, 1996). The
result is that employees encounter “road blocks and
pitfalls” (House, 1971: 324), which lead them to
believe that the organization is limiting the prosocial
impact one has through their job—a phenomenon we
refer to as “thwarted prosocial impact.”

The critical premise of the thwarted prosocial
impact concept is that, in addition to being motivated
by existing experiences of impact, employees are also
likely to be affected by whether the current level of
impact can or should be improved on. Whereas orga-
nizations hope to harness the myriad benefits of
designing prosocial impact into their employees’
work, when such impact is thwarted, it may under-
mine employee work outcomes, or even the organiza-
tion’s bottom line (Gartenberg, Prat & Serafeim, 2019).
However, although an understanding of its effects
and boundary conditions would help managers avoid
such potential pitfalls, current theory is limited in
explaining what effects thwarted prosocial impact
may have. Given that thwarted prosocial impact
relates to unrealized expectations of the organization,
one potential key to explaining the consequences of
thwarted prosocial impact may be found in focusing
on the types of promises that employees perceive
their employer to have made. Of particular relevance
may be the suggestion from management scholars
that employees can see their employer through an
ideological lens—that is, as being obligated to contrib-
ute to a cause (Thompson & Bunderson, 2003). In fact,
empirical investigations have shown that the average

employee agrees that their employer has obligations
to a cause (Bingham, 2005; Yang, Brans & Vantil-
borgh, 2022).

In this research, we argue that this ideological
dimension of the employment relationship may help
to explain how thwarted prosocial impact influences
employee outcomes, and what conditions may exac-
erbate or ease these effects (see Figure 1 for our con-
ceptual model). Drawing on psychological contract
theory and the literature on relational job design,
we propose that thwarted prosocial impact under-
mines retention (i.e., higher turnover) and certain
aspects of organization-focused job performance—
specifically, higher counterproductive work beha-
viors directed toward the organization (CWB-0) and
lower boosterism—by reducing perceptions of ideo-
logical contract fulfillment. We further propose that
the relationship of thwarted prosocial impact with
ideological contract fulfillment is exacerbated for
employees in jobs with high levels of contact with
beneficiaries (e.g., clients, customers), theorizing
that such contact magnifies the negative effect of
thwarted prosocial impact by making its implica-
tions for beneficiaries more salient to employees,
thus driving down ideological contract fulfillment
beliefs to a greater extent. In a large sample of alumni
from a U.S. university, we test these ideas and exam-
ine the effects of thwarted prosocial impact on
organization-focused behaviors—namely, self-rated
counterproductive work behavior, coworker-rated
boosterism behavior, and voluntary turnover—one
year later.

Our research makes important contributions to the
literatures on prosociality in organizations and psy-
chological contracts. First, we introduce thwarted
prosocial impact as a construct in the prosociality lit-
erature that is distinct from and enhances our under-
standing of existing constructs. Believing that one’s
work is socially valuable has not always been found
to predict performance (Nielsen & Colbert, 2022). By
demonstrating that thwarted prosocial impact under-
mines performance and retention, our research sug-
gests one possible explanation for why focusing only
on current impact levels may be insufficient: even if
they perceive high levels of impact, many employees
may be tormented by the belief that they could
have had an even greater impact. Second, we explain
how thwarted impact undermines performance and
retention—that is, by interfering with ideological con-
tract fulfillment. In doing so, we elucidate how orga-
nizations can better fulfill heightened post-pandemic
employee expectations (Bolino, Henry & Whitney,
2024; Shore, Coyle-Shapiro & Cnop-Nielsen, 2025)
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and we also answer calls for more research about the
ideological aspect of psychological contracts, which
has been “broadly overlooked” (Coyle-Shapiro, Pereira
Costa, Doden & Chang, 2019) despite its introduction
to the literature over 20 years ago. Finally, beneficiary
contact has typically been considered a motivating
relational job characteristic. However, our research
provides a nuanced understanding of beneficiary con-
tact by demonstrating that a high degree of contact
might backfire if organizations fail to allow employees
to fully express the prosocial potential of their jobs.

DELINEATING THWARTED
PROSOCIAL IMPACT

Content Domain in the Prosociality Literature

A key premise of the literature on prosociality in
organizations is that many workers want to have
a noticeable impact on beneficiaries, or those an
employee believes their work-related actions can
affect positively (Grant, 2007). Supportive of this
premise, job opportunity for prosocial impact and
perceived prosocial impact have been shown to
be important motivational factors in the workplace
(e.g., Grant, 2008a; Sonnentag & Starzyk, 2015).
Although thwarted prosocial impact (“thwarted
impact” from here on) exhibits some content overlap
with job opportunity for impact and perceived

prosocial impact, it is also distinct from these con-
cepts. All three concepts focus on the impact that a
worker has on others through their job. “Job opportu-
nity for impact” is defined by the extent to which the
job has the potential to impact others (Grant, 2008a),
and focuses on characteristics at the job level for
potential impact. “Perceived prosocial impact,” on
the other hand, is the perception that one has realized
an impact on others through their actual job experi-
ences (Bolino & Grant, 2016).%

In contrast to these constructs, we define the con-
cept of “thwarted impact” as the belief that one’s
organization is limiting the prosocial impact that one
would otherwise have through their job. Whereas job
opportunity for impact describes a job characteristic
focused on the potential for impact in a set of tasks,
thwarted impact includes a belief that such potential
has not been realized. Similarly, the overlap of per-
ceived prosocial impact with thwarted impact may be
relatively small for two reasons. First and foremost,
thwarted impact involves an organizational attribu-
tion (i.e., the organization is at fault) that is not a part

2 As noted by Bolino and Grant (2016: 636), the con-
struct of task significance from the job design literature is
also an important characteristic to recognize, though it
appears to entirely overlap with perceived prosocial
impact if thought of in perceived terms (which is typically
the case, being operationalized via self-reports).
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of the perceived prosocial impact construct, which
focuses only on the salience and degree of impact.
Second, being highly aware of the impact one is mak-
ing does not mean that this level of impact is deemed
sufficient. Thus, high levels of perceived prosocial
impact could apply to both high or low levels of
thwarted impact—that is, even a person who per-
ceives high prosocial impact could still believe that
the impact would be higher if not for certain organiza-
tional factors.

How Organizations Thwart Impact

Understanding thwarted impact requires an expla-
nation of how organizations might create the condi-
tions that make this perception more likely among
employees. That is, how exactly do organizations
manage to block employees from realizing the impact
that would be possible in their jobs?

When the organization limits impact, this means that
employees are prevented from taking a course of action
that would provide a prosocial benefit. The literature
on bureaucracy in organizations helps explain how
these limitations might develop. Most contemporary
organizations continue to rely on hierarchy, specializa-
tion, and formalized processes, which are core features
of bureaucracy (Monteiro & Adler, 2022). Adler and
Borys (1996) outlined two basic types of bureaucracy
that tend to develop. In an enabling form, formal proce-
dures and structures can complement positive
employee attitudes and help employees to master tasks
more efficiently. Conversely, in a coercive form,
bureaucracy is used to control employees who are
viewed by managers as disliking work (cf. theory X;
McGregor, 1960). This latter form views rules and
procedures as a substitute for positive employee atti-
tudes. Because of its prevalence, scholars have pointed
out the negative effects of coercive bureaucracy on
employee attitudes related to prosocial motives, similar
to those underlying thwarted impact (Giauque, Ritz,
Varone & Anderfuhren-Biget, 2012; Moynihan & Pan-
dey, 2007; Steijn & van der Voet, 2019). For example,
Moynihan and Pandey (2007) found that employees at
state agencies reported lower public service motivation
when they perceived a high level of red tape. Coercive
bureaucracy thus appears to be a primary culprit in cre-
ating organizational conditions that undermine proso-
cial motives.

We argue that one notable drawback of coercive
bureaucracy is that it prevents employees from effi-
ciently serving the interests of beneficiaries. Organiza-
tional designs are continually subject to breakdowns,
where established procedures and rules may fail to

lead to the most efficient solution. Adler and Borys
(1996: 70) suggest that organizations under a coercive
logic will “fear the opportunism of employees” more
than they value an improvement in procedures:

In the coercive logic of procedure design, any devia-
tion from standard procedure is seen as suspect.
Procedures are designed to highlight to superiors
whether subordinates’ actions are in compliance. The
procedures are not designed to help subordinates
determine whether the process is operating well.
(Adler & Borys, 1996: 71)

As a result, employee suggestions for change or
adjustment are ignored or treated with low priority.
Rather than emphasizing transparency and flexibility
at the employee level, the purpose of procedures
becomes opaque to the employee, and the procedures
themselves become a list of rigid duties from which
any deviation requires a superior’s approval. In this
context, it becomes difficult to adapt one’s task per-
formance to the precise needs of clients, customers,
or even internal beneficiaries. Returning once more to
the epigraph at the beginning of this paper, the immi-
gration specialist describes a situation dominated by
logic of coercion, where the employee has a solution
that deviates from the norm but would be better for
the client at a lower cost to the firm; yet, the current
bureaucracy—embodied by a supervisor who appears
to view the rules as a control rather than an enabling
tool—instead fails to allow for improvement.

Blau’s (1955) seminal work on bureaucracy found
“that ‘good’ procedures are those seen as valuable
resources that help professionals meet clients’ needs”
(Adler & Borys, 1996: 69). “Bad” bureaucracy dis-
rupts that help, creating conditions for thwarted
impact. To more fully understand the implications of
this thwarted impact, below, we develop theory about
its consequences, drawing from the literatures on psy-
chological contracts and relational job design.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES
Thwarted Impact and Work Outcomes

To explain the consequences of thwarted impact,
we draw from a social exchange lens that views the
phenomenon through its effect on an employee’s
relationship with the organization. Blau’s (1964) devel-
opment of social exchange theory followed closely
from his earlier work on bureaucracy cited above.
In theorizing about the consequences of thwarted
impact, we note how these two lines of inquiry are
connected. That is, as thwarted impact is fostered via
coercive bureaucracy, it shapes the way that members
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of the organization will behave toward the organiza-
tion. Thwarted impact is a destructive phenomenon
because it detracts from the prosocial impact people
could realize in their work. As Cropanzano, Anthony,
Daniels, and Hall (2017) explain, these types of dys-
functional experiences are likely to be reciprocated
toward the organization in kind.

Although employees can and do point to specific
policies, rules, or processes as the reason for their
thwarted impact, it is likely that their reactions are
directed toward the “organization” as a social entity
in and of itself. Employees often anthropomorphize
their employers, which allows them to make better
sense of their place in the organization and the organi-
zation’s place in the world (Ashforth, Schinoff &
Brickson, 2020). Moreover, scholars have argued that
this process leads people to see the organization as a
moral agent who can be held accountable for acts that
violate ideological expectations (Ashforth et al., 2020:
43-46). Thus, thwarted impact may be more likely to
predict behaviors that focus on the organization versus
those that target specific individuals (cf. Turnley,
Bolino, Lester & Bloodgood, 2003). In the present
study, we focus on three behaviors in particular: (1)
“boosterism,” a citizenship behavior directed toward
the organization that benefits it as a whole (OCB-O);
(2) counterproductive work behaviors directed toward
the organization (CWB-0); and (3) voluntary turnover.

“Boosterism” behavior is a dimension of citizen-
ship behavior that centers on promoting the organiza-
tion as a whole, particularly to those outside of
the organization. Griffin, Neal, and Parker (2007)
describe these behaviors as “organization member
proficiency,” which involves talking to others about
the organization in a positive way, defending the
organization’s reputation, and presenting a positive
image of the organization. Although such behaviors
are not directly related to one’s task performance,
they contribute to the organization by influencing
customers, clients, or the general public to think
about the organization in positive terms. This can
facilitate several functions for the organization, such
as recruiting and selection, retention, marketing, and
community relations (Podsakoff, Ahearne & MacKen-
zie, 1997; Podsakoff, Whiting, Podsakoff & Blume,
2009). However, when employees perceive a high
level of thwarted impact, they may choose to enact
these behaviors less frequently and with less favor-
ability. As an employee comes to see the organization
as limiting the good that can be done through their
job, they are likely to consider the organization as less
deserving of praise.

“CWB-0” involves employees intentionally behav-
ing in ways that disrupt the flow of the tasks assigned
to them (Robinson & Bennett, 1995), including wasting
time, ignoring instructions, taking excessively long
breaks, or stopping work earlier than expected. Such
behaviors detract from organizational goal achieve-
ment, and thus undermine productivity and innova-
tion (Carpenter, Whitman & Amrhein, 2021; Harari,
Reaves & Viswesvaran, 2018). An employee who per-
ceives high levels of thwarted impact may be more
likely to engage in such behaviors, because the
thwarted impact undermines the perceived purpose
behind their work effort, making the implications of
one’s counterproductive work behaviors, such as with-
drawal and loafing, less concerning and more justified
in their minds. Employees may come to view agents of
the organization—or the anthropomorphized organiza-
tion itself—as a place of hypocrisy, leading to a sense
of disingenuousness that drives them to undermine
organizational functioning (Cha & Edmondson, 2006).

Finally, thwarted impact may also explain whether
an employee remains in the organization at all. In
addition to shaping performance-related behaviors
such as the psychological withdrawal indicative of
CWB-O0, thwarted impact may also be predictive of
quitting, which is the culminating physical with-
drawal behavior. In particular, employees may feel a
sense of unfairness and neglect that prompts volun-
tary exit from their employer. Employees who see the
organization as limiting the prosocial impact of their
work may thus struggle to see their employer as a
worthy partner in the employment relationship.
Eventually, they may begin to search for alternative
employers where perhaps they might find opportuni-
ties for impact that are less thwarted. As such alterna-
tives solidify and are considered more strongly,
employees will be more likely to leave voluntarily.
Taking the above together, we therefore hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1. Thwarted impact will be (a) negatively
associated with boosterism behavior, (b) positively
associated with CWB-0O, and (c) positively associated
with voluntary turnover.

Ideological Contract Fulfillment as
an Explanation

Psychological contracts and the ideological
dimension. As we consider the likely consequences
of thwarted impact, a more granular focus on social
exchange theory helps provide richer explanation for
these hypothesized effects. In particular, we draw
from a branch of the social exchange literature
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focused on psychological contracts. Psychological
contracts theory asserts that employee behavior can
be explained by the employee’s perceived relation-
ship with the organization, as reflected by their belief
that promises, implicit or explicit, have been kept—
or not kept—by the organization (Robinson, 1996).
An employee forms this belief by drawing on their
interactions with others through verbal or written
agreements (explicit promises) and other patterns of
behavior (implicit promises).

To date, most efforts at understanding psychologi-
cal contracts have focused on dimensions character-
ized by transactional and relational exchanges.
Transactional exchanges reflect an economic orienta-
tion characterized by instrumental motives where an
employee fulfills their role responsibilities in return
for reasonable compensation, safety, and some mini-
mum short-term guarantee of employment. Relational
exchanges reflect a different type of “currency”—a
socioemotional orientation characterized by collec-
tivistic motives where an employee demonstrates
commitment to the organization in return for social
support and longer-term job security. Although some
workers describe their relationship with the organiza-
tion in primarily transactional or relational terms,
many individuals experience a mix of both (Hui, Lee
& Rousseau, 2004). The extent to which an employee
believes the organization has met its obligations
reflects psychological contract fulfillment.

Although a large body of literature has examined
psychological contract beliefs, scholars have focused
on transactional and relational exchanges (Zhao,
Wayne, Glibkowski & Bravo, 2007) while paying little
attention to a third dimension—ideological exchange.
Beyond economic and socioemotional concerns, the
ideological dimension of psychological contracts is
characterized by prosocial motives based on principle,
where the employee enthusiastically participates in
the organization in return for a demonstrated commit-
ment by the organization to a particular social cause
(Thompson & Bunderson, 2003). The pursuit of this
cause is the primary inducement on which an ideolog-
ical contract is based. With transactional and relational
exchanges, the beneficiary is oneself; however, with
ideological exchange, the beneficiary is another,
whether that be a segment of society reflected in one’s
client base (e.g., bringing the arts to those in lower
socioeconomic conditions), or perhaps others within
one’s own organization (e.g., an organization that
emphasizes servant leadership toward subordinates).

As with the psychological contract more broadly,
ideological elements of the psychological contract are
psychologically constructed based on the idiosyncratic

experiences of the employee. With ideological cur-
rency, the promises made by the organization and
the employee to each other tend to be “implicitly
exchanged at the nexus of the individual-organization
relationship” (Thompson & Bunderson, 2003: 574).
Specifically, employees are exposed to ideological
messaging through recruiting practices that highlight
organizational mission statements (which are often
grandiose and noble), along with ongoing messaging
about organizational purpose and values. Through
these experiences in the organization’s selection and
socialization processes, employees internalize the
ideological element of the psychological contract that
emphasizes an employee’s responsibility to contribute
toward the organization’s pursuit of the cause. In
return, the organization is viewed as being obligated to
support the cause, giving the employee a legitimate
claim that they are doing work that truly furthers the
cause.’

To our knowledge, no study has empirically exam-
ined what experiences or conditions predict the ful-
fillment of ideological contracts. However, according
to the conceptual literature, organizations can create
conditions that promote the perceived fulfillment of
ideological promises by cultivating internal practices
and policies that efficiently link employee time and
attention toward ideological objectives (Thompson &
Bunderson, 2003: 574). When organizations have
developed procedures and norms that prioritize and
emphasize the cause, employees are more likely to
feel that the ideological dimension of the psychologi-
cal contract is being fulfilled. Unfortunately, coercive
bureaucratic conditions are a prevalent aspect of
many organizations, and create an opportunity for
thwarted impact to arise among employees. Thwarted
impact thus is antithetical to the conditions that pro-
mote ideological contract fulfillment.

Ideological contract fulfillment occurs when
employees feel that they are receiving ideological
rewards, such as confidence that one is contributing to
a valued cause, serving an organization that is doing

% Values congruence (e.g., person—organization fit) is
closely related to ideology in organizations. Ideological
contracts imply at least some level of congruence between
organization and employee values, given that ideological
exchange is premised on the fact that the organization is
advancing an ideal that the employee cherishes (Blau,
1964). However, ideological contract fulfillment reflects
more precisely the fact that promises have been made that
are related to a specific cause, and those promised ideolog-
ical obligations are being met through opportunities for
involvement, internal practice and policies, public advo-
cacy, and other indicators (Bingham, 2005).
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so, public advocacy for the cause, or support for the
cause even at the expense of revenue (Bingham, 2005).
However, thwarted impact leads people to view these
rewards as being obstructed. Faced with thwarted
impact, employees are likely to experience a sense
of empathic distress, feeling they are unable to help
beneficiaries sufficiently (Klimecki, Leiberg, Ricard &
Singer, 2014; Singer & Klimecki, 2014). As this inabil-
ity to help is blamed on coercive features of the organi-
zation, employees come to see the ideological contract
as going unfulfilled. Indeed, these features send the
message to employees that the current organizational
context is incompatible with contributing to the cause
in the ways they have been implicitly promised. Psy-
chological contract theory suggests that employee per-
ceptions of ideological rewards are likely to be stifled
when an organization reneges on ideological commit-
ments or when the cause is seen as being displaced or
diluted by other interests (Thompson & Bunderson,
2003). The perception of thwarted impact reflects per-
sonal experiences with such conditions, where reneg-
ing and goal displacement is evident in their direct
individual work experiences. Therefore, we expect
high levels of thwarted impact to undermine percep-
tions of ideological contract fulfillment. We thus
hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2. Thwarted impact will be negatively
related to ideological contract fulfillment.

Consequences of Thwarted Impact through
Ideological Contract Fulfillment

An unfulfilled ideological contract may help
explain how thwarted impact leads employees to
engage in less boosterism, more CWB-0O, and higher
rates of voluntary turnover.

In an ideological contract, greater effort and persis-
tence are directed to the organization by employees
when they are confident those efforts are contributing
toward or aligned with the efforts and persistence of
their employer. Broadly speaking, ideological con-
tract fulfillment is thus expected to inspire reciproca-
tion by the employee. When organizations initiate
undesirable actions, employees are likely to respond
by initiating undesired actions in response, particu-
larly counterproductive work behaviors; and, when
organizations withhold desirable actions, employees
are likely to respond by withholding their own
desired actions, particularly citizenship behaviors
and ultimately their physical presence on the job
(Cropanzano et al., 2017). Ideological fulfillment itself
likely explains both of these patterns, with the organi-
zation both doing too many “bad” things, and not

doing enough “good” things (Thompson & Bunder-
son, 2003).

Because the organization is seen as the one doing
(or not doing) the fulfillment, employee responses
will likewise target the organizational dimensions
of these behaviors more than the interpersonal
dimensions; and, as employees come to view the per-
sonified organization as a culpable moral agent of
thwarted impact, psychological contract beliefs are
likely to drive their negative reactions (Ashforth et al.,
2020). In many cases, employees may see the supervi-
sor as the most proximal culprit, but, as agents of
the organization, supervisors tend to be seen as the
embodiment of the organization (Eisenberger et al.,
2010) and thus these perceptions are likely to general-
ize to the organization as a whole. Whereas employ-
ees exchange transactional currency in the form of
mere compliance, and exchange relational currency
in the form of commitment and loyalty, ideological
currency focuses on the exchange of performance-
related behavior that furthers the cause. Specifically,
ideologically infused efforts from employees take the
form of “advocacy, perhaps outside the organization”
and ideologically driven employees “perform [their]
role ... even ifit involves some sacrifice” (Thompson
& Bunderson, 2003: 576). That is, because the ideolog-
ical contract takes on a covenantal character focused
on furthering transcendent values (Graham & Organ,
1993), it includes a particular focus on (a) employee
behaviors that advocate for the organization and its
cause, as well as (b) persistence in performance effort
even when things get most difficult. We propose that
these two fundamental aspects of ideological con-
tracts relate to boosterism and CWB-O, respectively.
Moreover, they both relate to voluntary turnover
behavior.

Though scarce, studies of ideological contracts
seem to support the idea that low fulfillment will lead
to low performance, broadly speaking. A few studies
have found that ideological fulfillment explains
employee outcomes above and beyond relational ful-
fillment (Bal & Vink, 2011; Bingham, 2005) and that
it may strengthen the effect of job attitudes on task
performance (Kim, Shin, Vough, Hewlin & Vanden-
berghe, 2018). More recently, a breach of the ideologi-
cal contract in physicians was shown to indirectly
predict proactive behaviors aimed at better serving
patients, through the self-affirmation of core values
(Deng, Coyle-Shapiro, Zhu & Wu, 2023). However,
this study also found that breach of the ideological
contract was positively associated with rumination,
and negatively associated with professional identifi-
cation. Thus, it may be that employees with unful-
filled ideological contracts in some cases “double
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down” on their commitment to make an impact—but
they may not be able to avoid experiencing a strained
relationship with their organization or profession.

Because ideological exchange focuses, in part, on
employees advocating for the cause to others outside
the organization, an unfulfilled contract due to
thwarted impact may lead to lower levels of booster-
ism. When employees feel that their employer has
lived up to their promises of meaningfully contribut-
ing toward their mission, employees, in turn, are
likely to reciprocate by talking positively about
the organization to friends and family outside of
work. Such conversations reflect boosterism behavior
where the employee conveys a positive image of their
employer to others, conveying a sense of authentic
pride (Carver, Sinclair & Johnson, 2010) that one has
an employment relationship with an organization
that is “making a difference” in a way one values.

Similarly, an unfulfilled ideological contract can
help explain why an employee with high thwarted
impact perceptions would engage in more CWB-O.
Ideological exchange from the employee involves
performing their role, even if it entails sacrifice
(Thompson & Bunderson, 2003), and thwarted
impact disrupts this exchange. When thwarted
impact undermines the ideological contract, it under-
mines what is often a core purpose behind the
employee’s work effort. When work becomes particu-
larly demanding, those who perceive low fulfillment
are unlikely to be willing to make sacrifices to main-
tain their job efforts. In contrast, high fulfillment is
likely to lead employees to put in acceptable time and
effort, and to fulfill their role even when it is hardest.

Fulfillment may also explain how thwarted impact
is associated with voluntary turnover. The ideological
contract provides a direct reflection of the unfairness
and neglect caused by thwarted impact, which could
culminate in a higher likelihood of quitting. (Clinton
& Guest, 2014; Robinson, 1996). Additionally, it may
be that the lower levels of boosterism and higher
levels of CWB-O explained by fulfillment increase
the probability of quitting, because both reflect a
weakened relationship with the organization. Those
engaging in low boosterism may be more likely
to leave their organization for a new employer
with whom they can engage in a form of exchange
that transcends the self. Similarly, counterproductive
work behaviors directed toward the organization gen-
erally take the form of withdrawal which has been
shown to gradually escalate into physical withdrawal
through a progression of gradually more withdrawn
behavior (Johns, 2001; Kozlowsky, Sagie, Krausz &
Singer, 1997), eventually ending in quitting.

Finally, in addition to influencing turnover through
fulfillment, thwarted impact may also influence
turnover through the effect that fulfillment has on
boosterism and counterproductive behavior (i.e.,
serial mediation). A lack of boosterism behavior and
increased counterproductive behavior directed
toward the organization both reflect a weakened rela-
tionship with the organization, and these factors
increase the likelihood that an employee turns over
voluntarily. Boosterism behavior reflects a strong
bond with the organization rooted in shared values
and authentic pride (Ashforth & Mael, 1989) where
an employee voluntarily and informally takes on the
role of an ambassador (Bogan & Dedeoglu, 2022).
However, low boosterism behavior reflects a weak
bond that is more transactional than ideological.
Given that many people desire a relationship with
their organization that includes components beyond
being transactional (Rousseau, 1989; Thompson &
Bunderson, 2003), those engaging in low boosterism
may be more likely to leave their organization for a
new employer with whom they can engage in a form
of exchange that transcends the self. Similarly, coun-
terproductive work behaviors directed toward the
organization generally take the form of withdrawal
(Carpenter & Berry, 2017), such as daydreaming, loaf-
ing, and inattention. Such behaviors have been
shown to gradually escalate into physical withdrawal
through a progression of gradually more withdrawn
behavior (Johns, 2001; Kozlowsky et al., 1997), even-
tually ending in quitting. Taken together, we thus
hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3. Ideological contract fulfillment is
positively associated with (a) boosterism and nega-
tively associated with (b) CWB-O and (c) voluntary
turnover.

Hypothesis 4. (a) Boosterism behavior will be nega-
tively related and (b) CWB-O will be positively related
to voluntary turnover.

Hypothesis 5. Ideological contract fulfillment med-
iates the effects of thwarted impact on (a) boosterism,
(b) CWB-O, and (c) voluntary turnover.

Hypothesis 6. The effect of thwarted impact on
voluntary turnover is serially mediated via fulfill-
ment and (a) boosterism and via fulfillment and
(b) CWB-O.

Beneficiary Contact as an Exacerbating Factor

In addition to considering how ideology shapes the
employee—employer relationship, the literature on
prosociality in organizations has paid careful
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attention to how employees process social informa-
tion (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978). This social informa-
tion processing perspective holds that the other
people that make up one’s social environment pro-
vide influential cues that shape the salience of an
employee’s beliefs about their work. For example,
Griffin (1983) found that cues (e.g., explicit verbal
messaging) from supervisors influenced the way peo-
ple perceived changes in tasks, beyond any objective
changes in the tasks. Similarly, other leadership scho-
lars have found that certain behavioral leadership
styles lead to more favorable perceptions of work (Pic-
colo & Colquitt, 2006; Purvanova, Bono & Dziewec-
zynski, 2006).

Grant (2007) applied this social information proces-
sing perspective to the question of how employees
can be motivated by interactions with job beneficia-
ries, labeling this idea “relational job design.”
Although messaging from leaders has been identified
as a particularly influential social cue for work gener-
ally, prosociality scholars have found that beneficia-
ries are the most significant source of social cues
when it comes to perceptions of prosocial impact
(Grant, 2007). Grant and colleagues (Grant, 2012;
Grant, Campbell, Chen, Cottone, Lapedis & Lee, 2007)
and Bellé (2013, 2014) all found that respectful (posi-
tive) contact with beneficiaries makes perceptions of
impact stronger, and even negative contact with bene-
ficiaries has been found to have motivating effects in
some circumstances (Nielsen & Colbert, 2022). Even
when contact with beneficiaries has been studied
from a more neutral standpoint (not necessarily posi-
tive or negative), it has increased the salience of
impact-related perceptions among employees (Grant,
2012; Grant et al., 2007). Overall, this literature has
led to the conclusion that interacting with beneficia-
ries can elevate the perceived impact of work and can
thus facilitate persistence in one’s work.

However, whereas close contact with beneficiaries
may increase the salience of realized prosocial
impact, we suggest that this salience may also at times
“backfire” by magnifying the negative reactions
employees have when they feel they are being pre-
vented from making the kind of impact they expect to
make. Specifically, we propose that contact with ben-
eficiaries strengthens the negative effect of thwarted
impact on ideological contract fulfillment. Drawing
from the social information processing perspective
and prior literature on beneficiary contact, we expect
that individuals who interact to a greater extent with
customers, clients, or other beneficiaries are likely to
react more strongly to the belief that the organization
is limiting the impact one would otherwise have on

those beneficiaries. That is, the empathic distress
experienced by an employee who encounters chronic
thwarted impact is likely to be intensified for those
who work closely with beneficiaries. Interacting with
beneficiaries, even if it is mere contact (without verbal
interaction or positive or negative cues), produces an
affective bond that makes employees consider benefi-
ciary well-being more regularly and intensely (Grant
et al., 2007). An employee who interacts more regu-
larly and deeply with beneficiaries is also likely to
experience a recurring, close-up view of the implica-
tions of thwarted impact—how the stymied impact
on others is impeding the ideological promises made
by the organization. Ideological contracts may be
more salient to these employees in the first place,
given that their interactions with beneficiaries likely
remind them of the mission and aims of the organi-
zation. Thus, instances of thwarted impact will
engender greater empathic distress attributed to the
organization and are more likely to be seen as an
indication that the organization is providing less
ideological currency than the employee felt they
were promised. At low levels of beneficiary contact,
employees who perceive thwarted impact will still
believe that ideological obligations are being unful-
filled; but at high levels, the thwarted impact will
cause an even stronger reaction. We hypothesize:

Hypothesis 7. The relationship between thwarted
impact and ideological contract fulfillment will be
moderated by beneficiary contact, such that at high
levels of contact the relationship will be more
negative.

Hypothesis 8. Thwarted impact will exhibit indirect
effects, conditional on beneficiary contact, for (a)
boosterism, (b) CWB-O, and (c) voluntary turnover.
The effects will be stronger at high levels of benefi-
ciary contact.

METHOD
Sample and Procedure

In order to test the above hypotheses, we conducted
a three-wave, time-lagged field survey of alumni from
a university in the Midwestern United States. Data
were collected as part of a larger effort examining the
meaning of work. Alumni were considered eligible if
they currently worked full-time at the start of the
study. Given the infancy of the concept of thwarted
impact, we focused on a more context-generic (vs.
context-specific) sampling strategy. As the alumni
were employed in varied occupations across multiple
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industries, this sample provided a more generalizable
snapshot of the effects of thwarted impact.

We employed a time-lagged survey design to avoid
sources of common method variance, particularly
mood and recency effects (Spector, 2006). Specifi-
cally, each wave of data collection was separated by
about two weeks, with the exception of the voluntary
turnover data, which were collected one year after the
third survey ended. In the first focal employee survey,
we collected data on thwarted impact, beneficiary
contact, covariates, and demographic variables. The
second survey included the measure of ideological
contract fulfillment. In this survey, we also asked the
participants to provide the name and contact informa-
tion of one of their coworkers. Finally, the third sur-
vey included measures of employee CWB-0. At this
point in time, we invited coworkers to complete a sur-
vey including a measure of boosterism behavior. As
extant literature has shown that coworkers do not
observe the full extent of one’s counterproductive
behavior, and that coworker ratings of counterpro-
ductive work behavior exhibit little incremental vari-
ance beyond self-reports (Berry, Carpenter & Barratt,
2012), we did not ask coworkers to rate CWB-O—in
part, to reduce survey fatigue on coworkers.

Initially, we invited 72,549 alumni to participate
via e-mail. At Time 1, 1,491 people (2%) enrolled in
the study and provided enough data to use in a full
information maximum likelihood (FIML) analytical
approach. Table 1 (below) reports the specific sample
size available for each relationship in our data.
Respondents were asked to invite a coworker to par-
ticipate, which led to a total of 228 completed cowor-
ker evaluations. Overall, the final sample was 57%
women with an average age of 42.42 years (SD =
12.21 years). The average tenure in their current job
was 8.78 years (SD = 8.08 years), and 38% of the par-
ticipants reported that at least some part of their job
included managerial responsibilities. Analysis of the
response rates showed that those who did not com-
plete the third survey and those for whom we could
not gather turnover data were slightly younger
and shorter tenured than those who provided these
data. Although these differences were small, our
conclusions related to performance and turnover
may overrepresent slightly older and longer-tenured
individuals.

To collect the voluntary turnover data, we sent a
survey to all the participants one year after the third
employee survey. Because some participant contact
information included a work e-mail, we wanted to
make sure that any nonresponse for those participants
(n = 101) was not due to the fact that they had turned

over and lacked access to the old work e-mail. In
order to address this issue, we followed two steps for
those who did not respond and for whom we had
work e-mail addresses. First, we examined LinkedIn
profiles of those participants. We particularly noted
who had changed jobs and how they had discussed
the job transition in their posts. We also sent LinkedIn
messages to some participants to confirm voluntary
turnover status. Second, we searched through the
website of the company that employed them during
the first round of surveys. We were able to find
enough information for 96 out of the 101 such
employees. Altogether, we were able to gather volun-
tary turnover data for 786 people, out of which 114
(14.5%) had turned over voluntarily after one year.*

Measures

Unless specifically indicated, all measures were
rated on a scale from “1” (strongly disagree) to “5”
(strongly agree).

Thwarted impact. We developed six items to mea-
sure thwarted impact that were reflective of our defi-
nition of the construct. We then examined the
content validity of this scale, recruiting 113 partici-
pants from the Prolific platform who lived in the
United States, were fully employed, and had received
a bachelor’s degree (78% women; mean age = 34.8
years, SD = 10.7). We used the Hinkin and Tracey
approach as outlined by Colquitt, Sabey, Rodell, and
Hill (2019), asking participants to indicate the extent
to which each item was a good fit or not with the pro-
vided definition (i.e., “When an employee believes
that organizational factors are limiting one’s impact
on other people through one’s job”). We included two
orbiting constructs to provide comparisons: namely,
hindrance stressors and job opportunity for impact.
Using the non-normed benchmarks from Colquitt and
colleagues (2019), our results showed that all six
items exhibited a moderate to strong definitional cor-
respondence (average htc = .87) and very strong defi-
nitional distinctiveness (htd = .46). For more details,
including specific item-level results, please see the
online appendix.

To explore correlations with orbiting constructs
and explore the adequacy of the factor structure com-
pared to other constructs, we then included these
items in a pilot sample of full-time employees in the

# We analyzed the data including only respondents who
completed the survey. Results were virtually identical to
the analysis that also included data from LinkedIn and
company websites.
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TABLE 1
Descriptive Statistics, Correlations, and Reliabilities
Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1 Voluntary turnover 0.15 0.35
2 Boosterism 455 053 —.19* .80
(coworker rating) (160)
3 CWB-O 2.41 1.17 14%* —.05 .80
(475) (205)
4 ICF 3.61 0.94 —-.10 .30%* —.15%* .94
(540) (226) (685)
5 Thwarted impact 2.83 1.25  .13%F  —.24%* 16%* —.45%* .96
(786)  (228) (720) (844)
6 Beneficiary contact 4.34 0.98 .05 .09 —-.09* .04 127K .92
(786)  (228) (720) (844)  (1,389)
7 Hindrance stressors 244 0.69 .11%F  —.22%* .20%* —.45%* .54%* .06 .87
(683)  (224) (691) (805)  (1,148) (1,148)
8 Job opportunity for impact 4.32 0.84 —.00 7% —23%* L23%F —.17*%  33%* —.25%* .92
(683) (224) (691) (805) (1,148) (1,148) (1,148)
9 Gender® 0.57 0.49 .03 —.15% —.04 —.06 .07* .06 .01 .07*
(680) (222) (688) (801) (1,144) (1,144) (1,144) (1,144)
10 Tenure 8.78 8.08 —.06 .05 —.14** —.02 —.05 .06* .01 1% —-.07%
(682) (224) (691) (804) (1,147) (1,147) (1,147) (1,147) (1,147)

Notes: CWB-O = counterproductive work behaviors directed toward the organization, ICF = ideological contract fulfillment. N for each
correlation is written in parentheses under the coefficient. Alpha reliabilities are reported in bold along the diagonal for those variables to

which it applies.
? For gender, “1” = female, “0” = male.
* p<.05
** p<.01

United States (n = 324; 45% women; mean age =
34.5 years, SD = 9.7; mean tenure = 7.3 years, SD =
7.1).> We note that this sample was previously
included in published work by Nielsen and Colbert
(2022: Study 3); however, none of the variables exam-
ined in this article were examined previously (i.e.,
there is overlap in cases, but no overlap in variables).
In an exploratory factor analysis using maximum
likelihood extraction, all six items exhibited strong
loadings (ranging from .83 to .94), and exhibited no
cross-loading higher than .10 with items from the
other scales (i.e., hindrance stressors, job opportunity
for impact, task significance, perceived prosocial
impact, and beneficiary contact). Thwarted impact
exhibited a weak correlation with prosocial impact
(r = .01), as well as job opportunity for impact (r =
.09), task significance (r = .03), and beneficiary contact
(r = .09), and exhibited a moderate correlation with
hindrance stressors (r = .49).%

® For a more comprehensive description of this pilot
study, see the online supplemental appendix (click here).

6 Initially, we suspected that perceived prosocial impact
would be a mechanism that helps explain the effects of
thwarted impact. Upon developing a more precise concep-
tualization for thwarted impact, our view evolved to a

Participants in the main study were asked to what
extent they agreed with the six items, which are as
follows: “There are barriers in my organization that
prevent me from having a bigger impact on others
through my job,” “Certain things about my organiza-
tion keep me from making a more important impact
on others,” “I could make a more significant impact
on others through my work if not for certain organiza-
tional factors that get in the way,” “My organization
gets in the way of me making a larger impact on others
through my work,” “I could make a bigger impact on
others through my job if my organization would get
out of the way,” and “There are some things in my
organization that limit the impact that I could have on
others through my job.” The scale exhibited strong
reliability (o = .96).

Ideological contract fulfillment. Following Bing-
ham (2005), we measured ideological contract

position wherein perceived prosocial impact would be rel-
atively independent of thwarted impact. This pilot study
played a key role in providing empirical support for this
idea, showing a null correlation between the two con-
structs. These findings led us to search for other possible
mechanisms, with a psychological contract lens suggesting
ideological contract fulfillment.
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fulfillment by first asking respondents to write out the
cause or mission of their organization in their
own words:

In a few words, please describe your organization’s
cause or mission. That is, who does your organization
state that they aim to benefit, and how?

This prompt was followed by seven items focused on
the ideological obligations of the organization, such
as “opportunities for involvement in the cause,”
“internal practices/policies that advance these com-
pany ideals,” and “commitment of resources toward
advancing the stated cause.” Respondents indicated
the extent to which the employer had fulfilled these
obligations (rated on a scale of 1 = “My company has
provided much less than my company is obligated to
provide” to 5 = “My company has provided much
more than what my company is obligated to provide”;
o = .94).

Bingham (2005) provided initial content validity
checks on the ideological fulfillment items using sub-
ject matter experts. However, although this research
showed that ideological, relational, and transactional
fulfillment were best represented as three separate
factors, it did not assess whether respondents can
clearly distinguish between ideological fulfillment
items and the items corresponding to the other con-
tract dimensions. Moreover, there is no research that
has compared ideological fulfillment items with other
orbiting constructs such as values congruence. To
address these measurement concerns, we conducted
two separate content validity studies. We used the
strong average correlation norming benchmarks for
both. First, we compared ideological with relational
and transactional fulfillment. Results showed moder-
ate definitional correspondence (htc = .83) and very
strong definitional distinctiveness (htd = .31). Second,
we compared ideological fulfillment with values con-
gruence and organizational integrity. Results again
showed a moderate definitional correspondence
(htc = .84) and a very strong definitional distinctive-
ness (htd = .40). For more information on the samples
used in these studies, see the online appendix.

Beneficiary contact. Beneficiary contact was mea-
sured using a four-item scale (@ = .92) from Grant
(2012): “My job involves a great deal of interaction
with the people who benefit from my work,” “On
the job, I frequently communicate with the people
affected by my work,” “The job requires spending a
great deal of time with the people who benefit from
my work,” and “The job involves interaction with the
people affected by my work.”

Boosterism. To measure boosterism, coworkers
responded to the three-item scale of organization

member proficiency from Griffin et al. (2007). Items
include “presents a positive image of the organization
to other people (e.g., clients or customers),” “defends
the organization if others criticize it,” and “talks
about the organization in positive ways” (a = .80).

Counterproductive work behavior targeted at
the organization. CWB—O was measured using an
abbreviated scale of five items taken from Carpenter
and Berry (2017) and Spector, Fox, Penney, Bruur-
sema, Goh, and Kessler (2006). Specifically, we
included items pertaining to withdrawal behavior,
which has been shown to be “a facet in the hierarchi-
cal model of CWB” (Carpenter & Berry, 2017: 834).
Withdrawal items align particularly well with our
theoretical argument that high (low) levels of ideolog-
ical contract fulfillment will motivate people to give
consistently high (low) levels of effort. Respondents
were asked to rate the extent to which they had
engaged in certain activities in the last year (1 =
never, 2 = once a year, 3 = twice a year, 4 = several
times a year, 5 = monthly, 6 = weekly, 7 = daily).
The items we used include “put little effort into your
work,” “neglected to follow your boss’s instructions,”
“intentionally worked slower than you could have
worked,” “spent too much time fantasizing or day-
dreaming instead of working,” and “stopped working
early when you shouldn’t have” (o = .80).

Voluntary turnover. We measured voluntary turn-
over using the following dichotomous item: “Do you
still work for the same organization you worked for
in July 20217” The participants responded to the
question with either “yes” or “no.” To establish the
voluntary nature of turnover, we also asked a follow-
up question—“Did you leave the organization by
choice?”—to those participants who answered “no”
to the initial question. As described previously, for
those who did not respond to the survey, we also
used publicly available information or archival data
to code whether the turnover was voluntary. Volun-
tary turnover was coded as “1,” whereas no turnover
and involuntary turnover were coded as “0.”

Covariates. We included two covariates in our
analysis. First, we measured hindrance stressors, so
that we could examine whether thwarted impact
explains variance in ideological contract fulfillment
above and beyond general hindrances. Second, we
included job opportunity for impact, to examine
whether thwarted impact explains variance in fulfill-
ment above and beyond the perception that one’s job
has the potential to make an impact on others. Hin-
drance stressors were measured using a 10-item scale
(¢ = .87) from LePine, Zhang, Crawford, and Rich
(2016) that asked how often participants experienced
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things like “administrative hassles,” “inadequate
resources to accomplish task,” and “disputes with
coworkers.” Job opportunity for impact was mea-
sured using a three-item scale (a = .92) from Grant
(2008a) (e.g., “My job gives me the chance to make a
significant positive difference in others’ lives”).
Constraints for exploratory analysis. Finally, we
were interested in examining the specific types of bar-
riers that explained employees’ global thwarted
impact ratings. Therefore, we included an adapted
version of the organizational constraints scale (Spec-
tor & Jex, 1998), with the intent to do a post-hoc analy-
sis exploring the specific constraints that explain the
most variance in global thwarted impact ratings. We
asked respondents how often the positive impact
they can have on the others is limited or prevented
because of each specific constraint (11 items total,
such as “certain organizational rules,” “your super-
visor,” “conflicting job demands”; 1 = less than once
per month or never, 5 = several times per day). This
scale is a causal indicator scale, and therefore the coef-
ficient alpha is not an appropriate metric to report.

RESULTS

The descriptive statistics, correlations, and reliabil-
ities of the study variables are reported in Table 1. We
used a structural equation modeling approach in
Mplus 8.6 employing FIML. We first conducted a con-
firmatory factor analysis, estimating a seven-factor
model that included each of the latent variables. Fol-
lowing Cortina, Chen, and Dunlap (2001), we mod-
eled thwarted impact and beneficiary contact (i.e., the
components of the hypothesized interaction) with
single indicators. To reduce the ratio of sample size-
to-parameters, we modeled the 10-item hindrance
stressor scale with five parcels as indicators, and the
other constructs were modeled with each of their
items as indicators. The seven-factor model fit the
data well (x* = 648.94, df = 256, p < .01; RMSEA =
.03; CFI = .97; SRMR = .04), and all loadings were
statistically significant. We compared this hypothe-
sized model to a six-factor model (x* = 3127.15, df=
263; RMSEA = .09; CFI = .78; SRMR = .14) that
combined hindrance stressors and thwarted impact
(Ax* = 2478.21, df = 7, p < .01), and a six-factor
model (x* = 4809.55, df = 263; RMSEA = .11;
CFI = .64; SRMR = .28) that combined job opportu-
nity for impact and thwarted impact (Ax* = 4160.61,
df =7, p <.01). Results indicated that the alternative
models exhibited significantly worse fit.

To test Hypotheses 1a to 1c, we first estimated a
simple structural model that included thwarted

impact and the three outcome variables (i.e., booster-
ism, CWB-O, and turnover), with paths from
thwarted impact to each and covariance paths
included between the outcomes. This simple struc-
tural model fit the data well (x* = 76.62, df = 40;
RMSEA = .03; CFI = .97; SRMR = .05). We report the
standardized path estimates with which we tested
our hypotheses. We also note that, because one of the
outcome variables was binary (i.e., turnover), esti-
mates of effects on this variable use logistic regression
techniques. Structural paths showed significant
relationships between thwarted impact and each
outcome, exhibiting a negative relationship with
boosterism (8 = —.26, SE = 0.07, p < .01), a positive
relationship with CWB-O (B = .17, SE = 0.07,
p < .01), and a positive relationship with voluntary
turnover (3 = .13, SE = 0.04, p < .01). Thus, Hypoth-
eses 1a to 1c were supported.

Next, we estimated the full model including medi-
ating mechanisms and the moderator. To estimate
moderation in the structural model, we mean cen-
tered the scale scores for thwarted impact and benefi-
ciary contact, and formed an indicator for the
interaction factor by taking a product of those vari-
ables (Cortina et al., 2001; Mathieu, Tannenbaum &
Salas, 1992). Direct effects were modeled from
thwarted impact to voluntary turnover, boosterism,
and counterproductive work behavior. The structural
model (see Table 2) fit the data well (x* = 745.36, df
= 305, p < .01; RMSEA = .03; CFI = .97; SRMR =
.05). First, we estimated the total effects (the sum of
the direct and indirect effects) of thwarted impact on
each outcome as a supplementary analysis related to
Hypothesis 1. For all total and indirect effects esti-
mates, we used 95% bias-corrected bootstrapped con-
fidence intervals. Consistent with the simple model
reported above, the total effects of thwarted impact
on boosterism (¢ = —.041 [—.078, —.014]), CWB-O
(c = .146 [.072, .222]), and voluntary turnover (¢ = .035
[.013, .058]) were each significant in the expected
direction.

Hypothesis 2 posited that thwarted impact would
be negatively related to ideological contract fulfill-
ment. Supportive of this hypothesis, we found a sig-
nificant negative effect on ideological contract
fulfillment (B8 = —.30, SE = 0.04, p < .01). Hypothe-
ses 3 to 6 focused on the mediating role of ideological
contract fulfillment. Results showed a significant pos-
itive relationship between ideological contract fulfill-
ment and boosterism behavior (3 = .27, SE = 0.08,
p < .01) and a significant negative relationship with
CWB-O (B = —.12, SE = 0.05, p = .02), supporting
Hypotheses 3a and 3b. In contrast, the relationship
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TABLE 2
Standardized Path Coefficients for Full Model

Outcome

Ideological contract

Predictor fulfillment

Boosterism CWB-0 Turnover

Thwarted impact
Beneficiary contact

—.30 (0.04), p < .01%
.01 (0.05), p = .87

Thwarted impact X Beneficiary contact —.10 (0.05), p = .03*

Ideological contract fulfillment
Boosterism

CWB-0

Hindrance stressors

Job opportunity for impact

—.12 (0.08), p = .16

—.26 (0.05), p < .01%
12 (0.04), p < .01*

.12 (0.05), p = .01* .08 (0.05), p = .08

.27 (0.08), p < .01*  —.12 (0.05), p = .02* —.01 (0.06), p = .90

—.10 (0.09), p = .23
.12 (0.06), p = .04*

Notes: n = 1,491 employees, 228 coworkers. Simple model effects used to test Hypothesis 1 (see page 13) are as follows: on boosterism
(B = —.26, SE = 0.07, p < .01); on CWB-O (8 = .17, SE = 0.07, p < .01); and on voluntary turnover (3 = .13, SE = 0.04, p < .01). Total
effects of thwarted impact in the full model are as follows: on boosterism (¢ = —.041 [—.078, —.014]); on CWB-O (¢ = .146 [.072, .222]);
and on voluntary turnover (¢ = .035 [.013, .058]). Standard errors reported in parentheses. CWB-O = counterproductive work behaviors
directed toward the organization. Bolded estimates were used to test hypotheses.

* p<.05

between ideological contract fulfillment and volun-
tary turnover was not significant (3 = —.01, SE =
0.06, p = .90), thus Hypothesis 3¢ was not supported.
Boosterism was not significantly related to turnover
(B = —.10, SE = 0.09, p = .23), but CWB-0O was posi-
tively related to turnover (B = .12, SE = 0.06, p =
.04); thus, Hypothesis 4a was not supported but
Hypothesis 4b was supported.

To more comprehensively examine the mediating
role of fulfillment (Hypotheses 5 and 6), we next
examined the indirect effects of thwarted impact on
each outcome, again using bootstrapped confidence
intervals as described above.” The indirect effect via
fulfillment on boosterism was significantly negative
(ab = —.017 [—.031, —.007]); and the indirect effect
via ideological contract fulfillment on CWB-O was
significantly positive (ab = .035 [.007, .073]). Thus,
Hypothesis 5a and 5b were supported. For turnover,
we examined the three indirect effects implied in our
model. First, we found that the simple indirect effect
via ideological contract fulfillment was not signifi-
cant (ab = .001 [-.010, .010]), as suggested by the
nonsignificant relationship between fulfillment and
turnover reported above. Thus, Hypothesis 5¢c was
not supported. Finally, the serial indirect effect via
fulfillment and boosterism was positive but not sig-
nificant (abb = .002 [—.001, .008]); and the serial indi-
rect effect via fulfillment and CWB-0O was positive
and significant (abb = .0012 [.0001, .0039]). Thus,

7 We also tested a model without the moderator (i.e.,
beneficiary contact). Coefficient estimates including indi-
rect effects were virtually unchanged.

Hypothesis 6a was not supported, but Hypothesis 6b
was supported as thwarted impact exhibited a posi-
tive indirect effect on turnover via fulfillment and
CWB-O0, but not the other paths.

Hypothesis 7 posited that beneficiary contact
would moderate the relationship between thwarted
impact and ideological contract fulfillment. Results
showed a significant interactive effect on fulfillment
(B = —.10, SE = 0.05, p = .03), supporting the
hypothesis. We plotted the interaction effect (see
Figure 2) to facilitate interpretation and test simple
slopes. Following common practices, we used one-
standard deviation below and above the mean to con-
struct the “low” and “high” lines for the interaction
plots. The plot was consistent with the hypothesized
pattern of interaction effects—that is, beneficiary
contact strengthens the negative effect of thwarted
impact on fulfillment. At low levels of beneficiary
contact, the relationship was significantly negative
(b= —0.18,t = —4.88, p < .01); and, at high levels of
beneficiary contact, the negative effect was enhanced
(b= —0.29,t= —7.64, p < .01).

Finally, Hypothesis 8 examined whether benefi-
ciary contact moderated the indirect effects of
thwarted impact on outcomes. To test this hypothe-
sis, we estimated the indices of moderated mediation
associated with the indirect effect paths (Hayes,
2015). Similar to the interaction coefficient in
simple moderation, a significant index of moderated
mediation (IMM) suggests that the level of the moder-
ator variable systematically influences the indirect
effect between the predictor and the outcome. Results
indicated that the effect of thwarted impact on
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FIGURE 2
Interactive Effect of Thwarted Prosocial Impact and Beneficiary Contact on Ideological Contract Fulfillment
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boosterism via ideological contract fulfillment was
significantly moderated by beneficiary contact (IMM
= —.005, 95% CI [—.013, —.001]). At low levels of
beneficiary contact, the indirect effect was negative
(—.012, 95% CI [-.026, —.004]), and, at high levels,
the effect was more negative (—.022, 95% CI [—.040,
—.008). We also found that the indirect effect of
thwarted impact on CWB-O via ideological contract
fulfillment was significantly moderated by benefi-
ciary contact (IMM = .011, 95% CI [.001, .029]).
At low levels of beneficiary contact, the indirect
effect was positive (.024, 95% CI [.005, .062]) and, at
high levels of beneficiary contact, the indirect effect
was more positive (.045, 95% CI [.007, .093]). Thus,
Hypothesis 7a and 7b were supported.

To estimate the IMM for the serial indirect effects
on turnover, we followed guidance from Hayes (2015)
on conditional process analysis with serial media-
tion, multiplying the interaction effect by the effect of
ideological contract fulfillment on CWB-0O, which
was then multiplied by the effect of CWB-O on turn-
over. Our results indicated that the indirect effect of
thwarted impact on turnover via ideological contract
fulfillment and CWB-O was moderated by benefi-
ciary contact (IMM = .0038, 95% CI [.0002, .0155]).
At low levels of beneficiary contact, the indirect effect
was positive (.0085, 95% CI [.0012, .0324]), and, at
high levels, the effect was more positive (.0159, 95%
CI [.0012, .0541]). Thus, Hypothesis 7c was

supported. The results of the indirect effects analyses
are reported in Table 3.

We also tested our model without covariates, fol-
lowing suggested best practices regarding control
variables (Bernerth & Aguinis, 2016). The model fit
the data well (x* = 261.22, df = 142, p < .01; RMSEA
= .02; CFI = .98; SRMR = .04), and the results war-
ranted no change in conclusions from the model that
included covariates. Specifically, thwarted impact
exhibited a stronger effect on ideological contract ful-
fillment (3 = —.48, SE = 0.03, p < .01), and the inter-
action effect remained the same (3 = —.10, SE = 0.05,
p = .03). Ideological contract fulfillment exhibited
similar effects on boosterism (B = .26, SE = 0.08,
p <.01), CWB-O (B = —.12, SE = 0.05, p = .03), and
voluntary turnover (3 = —.01, SE = 0.06, p = .94);
and boosterism (3 = —.10, SE = 0.09, p = .23) and
CWB-O (B = .12, SE = 0.06, p = .04) exhibited simi-
lar effects on turnover. All the indices of moderated
mediation and conditional indirect effects showed
similar results.

Specific Sources of Thwarted Impact

Our research focuses on global ratings of thwarted
impact and their consequences for employees. How-
ever, one might wonder what the specific barriers are
that explain our respondents’ thwarted impact rat-
ings. In other words, what exactly is it about their
organization that leads the employees to develop
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TABLE 3
Indirect Effects of Thwarted Impact across Levels
of Beneficiary Contact

Paths Indirect effect

TI — ICF — Boost —-.017 [-.031, —.007]"

-1 SD —.012 [—.026, —.004]*
+1 SD —.022 [—.040, —.008]*
IMM —.005 [—-.013, —.001]°

TI — ICF — CWB-0 .035 [.007, .073]

-1 SD .024 [.005, .062]*
+1 SD .045 [.007, .093]*

IMM .011 [.001, .029]*

TI — ICF — Turnover .001 [—.010, .010]
-1 SD .000 [—.007, .007]
+1 SD .001 [—.013, .014]

IMM .201 [—.3.251, 4.527]

TI — ICF — Boost — Turnover .002 [—.001, .008]
-1 SD —.011 [—.028, —.040]*
+1 SD —.022 [—.042, —.008]*

IMM .0007 [—.0003, .0036]

TI — ICF — CWB-0O — Turnover .0012 [.0001, .0039]°
-1 SD .0009 [.0001, .0036]*
+1 SD .0016 [.0001, .0052]*

IMM .00038 [.00002, .00156]*

Notes: TI = thwarted impact, ICF = ideological contract
fulfillment, Boost = boosterism behavior, CWB-O =
counterproductive work behaviors directed toward the
organization, IMM = index of moderated mediation. +/— 1 SD
corresponds to level of the moderator for conditional effects (i.e.,
beneficiary contact). Bolded estimates correspond to hypothesis
tests for Hypotheses 5, 6, and 8.

% 95% CI does not include zero.

thwarted impact beliefs? As the “organization” could
broadly refer to many different types of barriers, we
conducted an exploratory, post-hoc analysis to exam-
ine this question. Specifically, we regressed global
thwarted impact ratings on the set of 11 constraints
from Spector and Jex (1998) (see Table 4). In addition,
we ran a relative weight analysis (Tonidandel & LeB-
reton, 2015) to examine the percent of variance
explained by each constraint. Results indicated that
the total set of constraints explained almost half of the
variance in global thwarted impact ratings (R* = .45),
and five of the constraints were significant predictors
of thwarted impact. In order of magnitude, these
effects and their respective relative weights were
as follows: “certain organizational rules” (B = .39,
p < .001; weight = 35%); “conflicting job demands”
(B = .20, p < .001; weight = 14%); “other employ-
ees” (B = .13, p < .001; weight = 11%); “your
supervisor” (B = .11, p < .001; weight = 12%); and
“lack of equipment or supplies” (8 = .09, p = .01;
weight = 5%). Thus, “certain organizational rules”
uniquely accounts for over a third of the explained

TABLE 4
Effects of Specific Constraints on Global Ratings
of Thwarted Impact

B Relative = Raw
Poor equipment or supplies —.04 3.51 0.02
Certain organizational rules .39%* 34.67 0.16
Other employees 13K 11.12 0.05
Your supervisor A1 11.57 0.05
Lack of equipment or supplies .09%* 5.07 0.02
Inadequate training .01 3.26 0.02
Interruptions by other people —-.03 3.80 0.02
Lack of necessary information .04 4.57 0.02
Conflicting job demands .20%* 13.84 0.06
Inadequate help from coworkers .02 5.29 0.02
Incorrect instructions -.05" 3.30 0.02

Notes: n = 1,340. R = .45. Relative = % of R? attributable to
the predictor, Raw = % of variance explained in the outcome
for each predictor.

¥ p<.01

* p<.05

* p<.10

variance in thwarted impact relative to the other pre-
dictors, providing credence to the underlying role of
coercive bureaucracy to generate thwarted impact.

Exploring Gender as a Moderating Factor

As part of a post-hoc analysis, we examined
whether gender influenced the way people tend to
react to chronic thwarted impact. We discovered that
the interaction between gender and thwarted impact
was significant (3 = —.18, SE = 0.05, p < .001), speci-
fically indicating that the effect on ideological con-
tract fulfillment was more negative for women on
average. We plotted this interaction (see Figure 3)
which showed a more negative simple slope for
women (B = —.31, p < .001) than for men (B = —.13,
p < .001). When both the beneficiary contact interac-
tion and the gender interaction were included simul-
taneously in the model, the interaction effects
remained significant (further tests showed no evi-
dence for a three-way interaction). We found that this
interactive effect yielded significant differences in
conditional indirect effects on CWB-0O (IMM = .0295
[.0074, .0656]), and boosterism (IMM = -—.0135
[—.0330, —.0052]). Further, the serial indirect effects
on voluntary turnover through both CWB-O (IMM =
.0011 [.0001, .0039]) and boosterism (IMM = .0020
[.00002, .0073]) were significant. In summary, the
effects of thwarted impact on each of the outcomes in
our study were significantly stronger for women than
for men. We discuss possible explanations for this
finding later on.
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Interactive Effect of Thwarted Prosocial Impact and Gender on Ideological Contract Fulfillment
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Supplemental Data about Mediating Mechanisms

We collected additional cross-sectional data to
help address lingering questions about the role of
ideological contract fulfillment as a key mediating
mechanism in our model. First, although our pilot
study showed a null correlation between thwarted
impact and perceived prosocial impact, we collected
more data to formally compare the effect of thwarted
impact on this variable compared to ideological con-
tract fulfillment. Specifically, we administered two
surveys to a combined sample of full-time working
alumni and full-time working students from a univer-
sity in the Midwestern United States (n = 141). The
first survey measured thwarted impact and the sec-
ond survey, one week later, measured ideological
contract fulfillment and perceived prosocial impact.
The zero-order correlation between thwarted impact
and perceived prosocial impact was —.11 (p = .22)
compared to —.38 (p < .001) with ideological contract
fulfillment. Taken together with our pilot sample,
which found a null correlation between the two
(r = .01), these data suggest that the true relationship
may be negative, but weakly so. In a structural model
(x* = 29.66, df = 24, p < .01; RMSEA = .03; CFI =
.99; SRMR = .03), we found that thwarted impact
was negatively associated with ideological contract
fulfillment (B = —.43, p < .01), but was not signifi-
cantly associated with perceived prosocial impact
(B = —.11, p = .28). The difference in the coefficients

was found to be significant using bootstrapped confi-
dence intervals (diff. = —.27 [—.40, —.13]), suggesting
that ideological contract fulfillment may mediate the
thwarted impact effects above perceived prosocial
impact.

Second, to examine how the effect of thwarted
impact on ideological contract fulfillment compared
to its effect on transactional and relational fulfillment,
we conducted one survey of registered nurses from
the Prolific platform (n = 115). We concluded that
using a single occupation would allow for a more con-
textualized understanding of the differences in con-
tract dimensions, and we were confident that nurses
would express a range of all three types of fulfillment.
Moreover, nurses are often subject to coercive bureau-
cratic features in their jobs (e.g., van Loon, 2017). We
examined a model of thwarted impact predicting
the three fulfillment types (x* = 258.35, df = 155,
p < .01; RMSEA = .08; CFI = .95; SRMR = .06).
Results showed that thwarted impact had the highest
path coefficient with ideological contract fulfillment
(B = —.50, p < .001), followed by relational (B =
—.37, p < .001), and then transactional (B = —.23,
p = .03). We estimated the difference in path coeffi-
cients using bootstrapped confidence intervals. Results
showed that the ideological path was significantly
stronger than the transactional path (diff. = —.22
[—.36, —.07]), but not the relational path (diff. = —.12
[—.24, .02]). Thus, it may be that thwarted impact
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exhibits similar effects on ideological and relational
contract fulfillment, but a weaker effect for transac-
tional contract fulfillment. For more details of these
supplemental samples, see the online appendix.

DISCUSSION

We set out to study the effects of thwarted impact
on employee performance and retention, helping to
shed light on a novel aspect of prosociality in organi-
zations that enhances our understanding of how the
desire to help others through one’s job shapes work
behavior. In a three-wave field study utilizing both
self-reports and coworker ratings, thwarted impact
was negatively associated with behaviors directed
toward the organization (lower levels of boosterism
and higher levels of CWB-0) due to perceptions that
the ideological contract between the organization and
the employee had not been sufficiently fulfilled. In
addition, thwarted impact had an indirect effect on
voluntary turnover via fulfillment and CWB-O, and
the effects of thwarted impact were particularly
strong for employees who interact a great deal with
beneficiaries in their job. Below, we discuss the
implications of this research as well as how future
research might build on these findings.

Theoretical Implications

Research over the last few decades has demon-
strated that managers can unlock powerful motiva-
tional forces among their employees by designing
jobs in a way that allows them the opportunity to
make a significant difference for others (Blustein,
Lysova & Duffy, 2023; Grant, 2007). However, our
research shows that this literature has overlooked the
idea that employees may also be affected by whether
the current level of prosocial impact can be improved
upon, omitting the consideration of thwarted impact
in the literature. First, our research supports the con-
tention that thwarted impact is a distinct construct
due to its focus on organizational attributions and
comparisons with the ideal—that is, what would
be the case for prosocial impact if the organization
would remove barriers. Our pilot research and sup-
plemental data both found that thwarted impact
exhibited small to null correlations with other con-
structs related to prosociality: job opportunity for
impact and perceived prosocial impact. With respect
to the latter construct, an interesting implication of
this finding is that a person’s current perception of
prosocial impact has little bearing on whether they
feel the organization is limiting that impact. This may
be because whereas perceived prosocial impact only

focuses on absolute impact made by the individual,
thwarted impact focuses on it with respect to the
perceived expectations. Thus, these two constructs
appear to be weakly negatively related, suggesting
that thwarted impact provides nonredundant infor-
mation related to prosocial motivation in the work-
place. Similarly, with respect to job opportunity for
impact, there is a fairly weak relationship (r = —.17
in the main study). This would seem to support our
argument that job opportunity for impact is distinct
from thwarted impact, in that it focuses on job-level
characteristics that provide the potential for impact
rather than a perception of realized impact.

Beyond delineating the construct of thwarted
impact, our research develops theory to explain its
negative effects, including why those negative effects
occur and for whom they are most likely to be stron-
gest. Although the concept of ideological contract ful-
fillment has been extant in the literature for some
time, few scholars have worked to understand the
specific factors that explain ideological fulfillment
perceptions and its consequences. Our research
represents one of the first efforts to show how ideolog-
ical contract perceptions explain the process through
which particular organizational experiences (i.e.,
thwarted impact) shape important employee behav-
ioral patterns. Indeed, this is the first study, to our
knowledge, that examines antecedent conditions to
ideological contract fulfillment. Beyond this, the pre-
sent research shows that ideological fulfillment helps
to explain why thwarted impact can have a damaging
effect on employee performance and retention. If
employees think the organization is limiting the
impact one could have on beneficiaries, they are
likely to see the organization as reneging or ignoring
its obligation to fulfill its mission as promised—
which undermines powerful intrinsic motivational
forces, leading to less boosterism, higher CWB-O,
and subsequently greater risk of quitting.? A key
theoretical implication of our research is thus that
thwarted impact negatively affects organizations
by damaging the quality of ideological exchange
between employer and employee. More broadly, our
research shows that ideological exchange may be a
concept to which scholars and managers have not
paid sufficient attention.

8 We also examined whether overall turnover (i.e.,
including involuntary exits) was predicted in our data. We
found that the model results were nearly identical, suggest-
ing that thwarted impact not only inspires quitting but
may also prompt attitudes and behaviors that lead them to
get fired.
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In illuminating the antecedents to ideological
contract fulfillment, our research also identifies a
key boundary condition for the effects of thwarted
impact—namely, beneficiary contact. Current under-
standing of beneficiary contact focuses on how its
introduction can be a powerful motivator, particu-
larly in jobs that lack much contact naturally (Grant,
2008b; Grant et al., 2007). Moreover, we know that
naturally occurring contact with beneficiaries can
enhance the effect of charismatic leadership practices
(Grant, 2012). However, our research shows that natu-
rally occurring contact also enhances negative effects
related to impact on others, illustrating that having
a closer generalized relationship to beneficiaries in
one’s job magnifies the effects of both positive and
negative factors related to making a difference. It
would seem that those more distant from beneficia-
ries are able to notice or experience instances
of thwarted impact, but that they are less likely to
associate these experiences with ideological contract
perceptions. In contrast, those who interact more reg-
ularly or intensely with customers and clients see
thwarted impact experiences as significantly limiting
fulfillment of the ideological contract. As we argued
in our hypothesis development, this may mean that
those in high-contact jobs have a more salient view of
the big picture—it is more obvious to them that
instances of thwarted impact are truly impeding the
mission of the organization. Developing this logic
more deeply, this salience may exist because low-
(high)-contact employees have weaker (stronger)
ideological expectations, thus making them less
(more) sensitive to ideologically relevant work experi-
ences (cf. Grant, Dutton & Rosso, 2008). If true,
despite noticing high levels of thwarted impact, the
less-central ideological contracts of low-contact
employees would still seem to be fulfilled. Finally,
we found that beneficiary contact significantly
increased the negative effect of thwarted impact;
however, even those in low-contact jobs still experi-
enced a negative effect, on average. Overall, this sug-
gests that thwarted impact is still a potentially serious
issue even for those who are more removed from cli-
ent or customer interactions, but that those in high-
contact jobs (who likely represent a much greater
number of employees in the workforce) are affected
the most.

Our study offers preliminary insights into the spe-
cific organizational factors that thwart employees’
prosocial impact. Our exploratory analysis indicates
that organizational rules and procedures are the most
influential factor limiting employees’ perceptions
of their prosocial impact, suggesting that structural

elements—rather than solely interpersonal dynamics—
may play a primary role in shaping these perceptions.
This finding aligns with prior literature suggesting that
an organization’s bureaucratic policies, when overly
rigid, can unintentionally restrict employees from hav-
ing the prosocial impact employees hope to have
and thus stymy the fulfillment of inherent, ideological
promises (Adler & Borys, 1996). While supervisory
actions also emerged as a contributing factor of
thwarted impact, our findings suggest they may play a
more supportive role. Our findings thus affirm that a
relatively enabling bureaucratic structure—perhaps
focused on greater employee autonomy—is fundamen-
tal for empowering employees to reach their full proso-
cial potential (Grant, 2012; Grant & Parker, 2009).

We found that the effects of thwarted impact on
ideological contract fulfillment were stronger for
women, on average, than for men, which leads us to
speculate about why. One possibility is that women
may be more predisposed to the empathic distress
that comes from thwarted impact. This would be con-
sistent with evidence from neuroscience that there
are differences in empathic responses between men
and women that stem from both cultural and biologi-
cal sources (Christov-Moore, Simpson, Coudé, Grigai-
tyte, Iacoboni & Ferrari, 2014). Studies have shown
that men tend to feel less distress when exposed to
another’s discomfort or upsetting life experiences
(Batson et al., 1996; Gleichgerrcht & Decety, 2013). In
addition, women may have been more likely to be
subjected to experiences of mistreatment in the
past (specifically, sex-based mistreatment; McCord,
Joseph, Dhanani & Beus, 2018), which could cause
them to be more sensitive to violations of the ideologi-
cal contract at work.

Practical Implications

For managers, a primary implication of our research
is that they should monitor the extent to which
employees—particularly those with high beneficiary-
contact jobs—are experiencing thwarted impact. Orga-
nizations have long been encouraged to conduct job
analysis to assess the design of jobs, and the job oppor-
tunity for impact is an important job characteristic to
consider for creating the potential for employees
to make a difference (Grant, 2008a). However, our
research suggests that organizations also need to assess
the extent to which this potential impact is actually
being realized. Managers should engage in regular dis-
cussions with employees to get a sense for how much
their efforts to serve customers, clients, patients, or stu-
dents are being stifled by unnecessary organizational
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policies or procedures or a lack of resources. Managers
might consider making this a common component of
a “stay” interview (Finnegan, 2018), particularly for
high-contact employees. The solicitation of voice
has been discussed at length among organizational
researchers as a key to bringing about positive change
(Park, Tangirala, Hussain & Ekkirala, 2022). Thus,
taking the time to solicit voice from high-contact
employees is a key step to understanding if there are
barriers to impact that can be addressed. Such voice
solicitation might be included in talent management
approaches with these employees. We have developed
a measure that managers might use to monitor
thwarted impact levels in employee surveys, but peri-
odic in-person check-ins and clear in-person commu-
nication are likely to also be important for detecting
and addressing potential issues related to thwarted
impact.

Another key implication of our research is that
employees demand authenticity from organizations.
If the organization makes or implies promises about
ideology, then one priority for managers should be to
design processes and policies in a way that aligns
with those promises and the values expressed
through them. This is not an easy task, given that mis-
sion statements and ideological obligations are often
pursued with scarce resources, which means that lea-
ders must make fundamental tradeoffs between qual-
ity and quantity. For example, physicians are seldom
able to spend 30 minutes with patients; salespeople
likewise often must allocate their attention across var-
ious clients; and customer support specialists are gen-
erally expected to propose a solution to customers as
quickly as possible, when sometimes a slower and
more methodical approach is necessary. Sometimes,
the constraints placed on employees are legal in
nature, and thus difficult to remove without placing
the organization in a situation of significant risk. A
key step for manager may be to assess which con-
straints are necessary and unnecessary, given that the
former is likely to be more tolerable for employees
than the latter (Kundro, Croitoru & Helgason, 2024).
Clear communication from leadership about which
constraints are necessary and why may be critical to
weakening the demotivating effects of thwarted
impact on the employees, similar to what scholars
have found regarding informational justice in organi-
zations (Ellis, Reus & Lamont, 2009; Kernan &
Hanges, 2002).

Limitations, Strengths, and Future Research

Our research focused on a field survey approach
and thus does not provide strong causal inferences;

however, the one-year time lag for turnover does sup-
port one aspect of causality—namely, temporal prece-
dence. We also included more brief time lags between
survey waves that help to address common method
variance concerns related to mood or recency effects.
Future research might focus on how interventions
influence thwarted impact. Our exploratory analysis
suggests that interventions focused on rules and pro-
cedures may make the biggest difference. Such an
intervention could simply make it easier for employ-
ees to serve beneficiaries. However, another potential
intervention might focus on simply explaining or jus-
tifying current policy so that employees understand
the costs or risks involved. Perhaps some of the nega-
tive effects of thwarted impact might be attenuated
when there is clearer explanation of the issue by
management, something likely to be contingent on
whether the barriers are truly necessary. In our cur-
rent research, we do not address the possibility
that some employees may perceive the ideological
dimension of the psychological contract in an over-
idealized way. For example, an employee may per-
ceive ideological promises from the organization in a
way that would neglect budgetary constraints to an
impossible degree. More generally, some employees
may simply see a problem and expect a solution
where no obvious solution can realistically currently
be found. To better understand this issue, we encour-
age future research to examine thwarted impact
beyond the perspective that treats the employee as a
“victim,” focusing on how leaders manage employee
expectations in a way that maintains authentic,
mission-driven work while allowing for realistic con-
straints. Finally, interventions focused on beneficiary
contact have shown that introducing contact to those
in jobs who tend to lack it can have a powerful
motivating effect (Grant, 2012; Grant et al., 2007).
However, our research also suggests that such inter-
ventions might also make employees more reactive to
thwarted impact. Thus, future research might exam-
ine the possibility of beneficiary contact interventions
exacerbating thwarted impact concerns.

In our supplemental data, we found that thwarted
impact may affect ideological contract beliefs as
much as relational contract beliefs, suggesting that
the ideological dimension may not be the only expla-
nation for thwarted impact effects. This raises the
idea that thwarted impact may shape work behavior
through more than just ideological concerns, but also
those focused on whether the organization cares
about its employees as individuals. For example,
employees may simultaneously interpret thwarted
impact as evidence that the organization lacks



2025 Nielsen, Sharma, and Goering 21

concern both for its customers and clients, and also
for its employees. Moreover, past research on psycho-
logical contracts has found that contract beliefs may
influence more distal work attitudes like affective
commitment to the organization (Dulac, Coyle-
Shapiro, Henderson & Wayne, 2008). Future research
should thus continue to examine the precise explana-
tions for why thwarted impact undermines perfor-
mance and retention.

Our sampling approach exhibits some strengths
but also some limitations. For example, our approach
yielded a relatively large sample. However, the study
had a low response rate, which, although similar to
other studies of university alumni, could have poten-
tially skewed our results if the nonresponse was
related to our study variables. In addition, our study
includes an occupationally diverse sample, which
suggests that our findings may generalize to many dif-
ferent industries and organizational contexts. How-
ever, it may be that our model applies more readily to
the service industries than it does to manufacturing
or other contexts. A future study might be better able
to systematically examine how industry shapes the
relationships in our model (e.g., education, govern-
ment, or healthcare industries’ greater coercive
bureaucratic elements may moderate these relation-
ships). Similarly, researchers might investigate
whether a non- or a for-profit context makes a differ-
ence for the relationships in our model. On the one
hand, employees in a nonprofit organization may
have stronger ideological expectations and react more
strongly to thwarted impact. On the other hand, non-
profits may also have more constraints that are
deemed “necessary,” which could attenuate thwarted
impact effects (Kundro et al., 2024). Similarly, our
research was situated in a Western context (Pitesa &
Gelfand, 2023) and so the empirical findings may dif-
fer from organizations in other contexts. At least one
study has found that the ideological dimension of
psychological contracts shapes behavior in other con-
texts (Deng et al., 2023); and meta-analytic evidence
suggests that prosocial motives have an even stronger
effect on employees in collectivistic cultures (Liao,
Su, Ptashnik & Nielsen, 2022). However, future
research is needed to examine whether and how
thwarted impact shapes behavior in such contexts.

We measured boosterism in our study from a third
party (coworkers); however, coworker ratings of boost-
erism may be deficient if they lack the opportunity to
view an employee’s behavior outside of work. In our
research, we prioritized this limitation over the poten-
tial for same source effects that would come with self-
reports. However, future research might use domestic

partner reports of boosterism to avoid both limitations
(Nielsen & Gish, 2024). Future research might also
examine outcomes beyond boosterism specifically, to
include a broader set of OCB—O behaviors (Lee &
Allen, 2002).

In our exploratory analysis of specific thwarted
impact sources, we found that one of the significant
predictors was one’s supervisor, suggesting that a
supervisor’s behavior may be a common factor that
leads to thwarted impact beliefs. As representatives
of the organization, supervisors may often bear the
brunt of the blame for thwarted impact. Recent
research has examined how prosocial motives may
lead some employees to maintain proactive behaviors
even when their manager discourages such behavior
(Lebel & Patil, 2018). Future research might examine
whether thwarted impact leads to reactionary beha-
viors that target the supervisor, such as less helping,
resistance, or social undermining (Tepper, Uhl-Bien,
Kohut, Rogelberg, Lockhart & Ensley, 2006). Or per-
haps in contrast, given that leaders are constrained by
the same, shared bureaucratic structures, they may
feel the pain of collective thwarted impact and use
their unit-level resources to engage in unit-level reac-
tionary behaviors (Carpenter et al., 2021).

This research has focused on attributions to the
organization, but there may be other relevant factors
that make employees feel like they are not having the
impact they would like to have. For example, future
research might examine how experiences with those
outside the organization—such as beneficiaries or the
general public—can generate thwarted impact per-
ceptions (Patil & Lebel, 2019; Vough, Cardador, Bed-
nar, Dane & Pratt, 2013). In addition, future research
efforts might examine more closely how employees
are affected by the inability to help their beneficiaries
due to broader issues related to society, individual
differences, or mortality. There is a vast literature on
empathic distress (“compassion fatigue”) that focuses
on how workers can stave off burnout (Cavanagh et al.,
2020). Future research might examine the trauma
experienced by these workers and whether it can
potentially be a source of growth (Maitlis, 2020;
Melinte, Turliuc & Mairean, 2023).

Finally, our turnover data included people who
had started their jobs at a wide variety of time points
prior to our study. This characteristic (known as left-
censoring) made our data somewhat ill suited for a
hazard analysis that could speak not just to the likeli-
hood of turnover after one year, but also to the ques-
tion of how soon, or at what point, an employee
would be likely to turnover, given their levels of
thwarted impact. Future research might use hazard
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analysis with a lower risk of bias instead sampling
newcomer employees and examining the effects of
thwarted impact on turnover.

CONCLUSION

Our research shows that, when employees see their
organizations as limiting the prosocial impact one
can have through work, it can have a detrimental
effect on performance and ultimately their willing-
ness to remain in the organization. In addition to
sharpening our understanding of the role of prosocial-
ity in organizations, our research also indicates that
managers have an important opportunity to improve
motivation and retention in their organizations by
addressing employees’ concerns about organizational
factors seen as thwarting their efforts to better benefit
customers and clients.
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