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on Student-Athlete Trust and Intentions
to Leave Their Team
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The purpose of this study was to examine the impact that increased perceptions
psychological contract breach between student-athletes and their coaches have on
student-athletes’ affective trust in their coaches, cognitive trust in their coaches,
and intentions to leave their team. Based on a sample of 248 NCAA Division I
and Division II student-athletes, the results reveal that increased perceptions of
psychological contract breach significantly lower student-athletes’ cognitive trust
in their coaches and significantly increases their intentions to leave their team.
Higher levels of psychological contract violation acted as a partial mediator
on the relationship between psychological contract breach and cognitive trust.
Psychological contract violation also acted as a partial mediator on the relation-
ship between psychological breach and intentions to leave. Neither perceptions
of psychological contract breach nor psychological contract violation were sig-
nificantly related to affective trust.

Keywords: student-athletes, psychological contract, trust, intentions to leave,
coaches

A substantial portion of the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA)
student-athlete population may not trust their coaches and or express disappointment
in their school selection. These are two of the messages contained in the association’s
annual Growth, Opportunities, Aspirations, and Learning of Students in college
(GOALS) report released at the 2011 NCAA Convention. The report highlighted
the results of the 2010 GOALS study (Petr, Paskus, & Miranda, 2011), which
focused on the influence that coaches have over the student-athlete experience. At
the Division I level, results ranged from only 56% of football players to 39% of
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women’s basketball players who agree that they can trust their coaches. The results
were similar at the Division II and Division III levels.

Petret al. (2011) found similar results when they asked student-athletes if they
were happy with their school choice. At the Division I level results ranged from
70% to 48% of student-athletes who were glad they chose to attend their current
school depending on sport. At the Division II level, results ranged from 63% to
49% of student-athletes who expressed similar contentment. Similar results were
also reported at the Division III level. According to the NCAA (“Get the Facts,”
2012), 6.4% of Division I student-athletes transferred to another four year institu-
tion during the 2010-11 academic year. Included in that figure were 200 baseball
players, 445 men’s basketball players, 364 women’s basketball players, and 969
football players. The NCAA also states that, for a variety of reasons, approximately
40% of men’s basketball student-athletes will not be competing at their original
school by the end of their second year.

The trends highlighted in the GOALS report are disturbing. A substantial
portion of student-athletes may not trust their coaches and are unhappy with their
school selection. How can colleges and universities improve upon those numbers?
Psychological contract theory may provide an answer. Psychological contract
theory has gained wide acceptance as a framework to understand relations between
employees and organizations (Taylor & Tekleab, 2004). Researchers have found
psychological contract theory to be a reliable predictor of important outcomes, such
as trust (Deery, Iverson, & Walsh, 2006; Robinson, 1996; Zhao, Wayne, Glibkowski,
& Bravo, 2007) and intentions to leave an organization (Bravo & Won, 2009;
Deery et al., 2006; Robinson, 1996; Zhao et al., 2007). In a recent study, Barnhill,
Czekanski and Turner (2013) found that student-athletes do form psychological
contracts with their coaches. The two main purposes of this study were to (a)
determine the impact that increased perceptions of psychological contract breach
and higher levels psychological contract violation have on student-athletes’ trust
in their coaches, and (b) examine the effects of psychological contract breach and
psychological contract violation on student-athletes’ intentions to leave their teams.

Theoretical Framework

Psychological Contract Theory

First used by Argyris (1960), psychological contract theory has been widely
accepted by organizational behaviorists as a framework to understand relations
between individuals and organizations (Taylor & Tekleab, 2004; Zhao et al., 2007).
Defined as, “individual beliefs, shaped by the organization, regarding the terms of
an exchange agreement between individuals and their organization” (Rousseau,
1995, p. 9), psychological contracts serve as a framework for party members to
understand complex and fluid relationships (1995).

Before a formal relationship, potential organizational members begin seeking
information about their role with a future employer, club, team, or other type of
organization (Rousseau 1990; 2001). Information, which can take be retrieved both
explicitly (e.g., direct information from a manager or coach) and implicitly (e.g.,
second course data from websites), is often incomplete and misunderstood by the
receiver (De Vos, Buyens, & Schalk, 2003; Rousseau 2001). Depending on one’s
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predispositions and career motives, individuals often interpret information differ-
ently than their peers (Bunderson, 2001; Rousseau, 2001). Once a formal relation-
ship is established, new organizational members continue to seek information in
an effort fill in the gaps and understand discrepancies that may exist between their
interpretation and the organization’s interpretation of the psychological contract
(De Vos et al., 2003; De Vos, De Stobbeleir, & Meganck, 2009; Rousseau, 2001).
Often, organizational members interpret psychological contract terms favorably
toward their own wishes over that of the organization (De Vos et al., 2009).

The ultimate goal of parties involved with a psychological contract is fulfill-
ment. However, with few exceptions (Turnley, Bolino, Lester, & Bloodgood, 2003),
research indicates that complete contract fulfillment is rare due to the implicit,
dynamic nature of many psychological contract terms (Robinson & Rousseau,
1994; Rousseau, 1995). Psychological contract breach occurs when an individual
perceives a discrepancy between what they believe they were promised and what
they actually received from the organization (Morrison & Robinson, 1997). Percep-
tions of psychological contract breach have been found to negatively affect the rela-
tionship between individuals and organizations. Lowered levels of job satisfaction
(Bunderson, 2001; Cantisano, Dominguez Morales, & Depolo, 2008; Robinson &
Rousseau, 1994), commitment to their organization (Bunderson, 2001; Cantisano
et al., 2008; Coyle-Shapiro & Kessler, 2000; McInnis, Meyer, & Feldman, 2009),
and trust in the organization (Cantisano et al., 2008; Deery et al., 2006; Pate, 2006;
Robinson, 1996; Zhao et al., 2007), as well as increased organizational turnover
intentions (Deery et al., 2006; Robinson, 1996; Robinson & Rousseau, 1994), are
common outcomes for individuals who perceive psychological contract breach.

Under certain circumstances, researchers have observed that psychological
contract breach is associated with negative emotional reactions experienced by
individuals (Morrison & Robinson, 1997; Pate 2006; Rigiotti, 2009; Robinson &
Morrison, 2000). Morrison and Robinson (1997) termed the emotional reaction
psychological contract violation. In differentiating between psychological contract
breach and psychological contract violation, Morrison and Robinson stated, “We
reserve the term violation for the emotional and affective state that may, under
certain conditions, follow from the belief that one’s organization has failed to
adequately maintain the psychological contract” (p. 230).

Pate (2006) examined 50 cases of psychological contract breach and its out-
comes. She found that in numerous cases, breaches resulted in little or no change
to the relationship. However, in cases where the individual felt let down personally,
they developed emotional feelings following the perceived breach. According to
Pate’s findings, relationships affected by a psychological contract violation are
irreparable and result in significantly lower levels of organizational commitment,
satisfaction, trust, organizational citizenship behaviors, and effort.

Pate (2006) is not alone in finding significant negative outcomes associated
with high levels of psychological contract violation. High levels of psychological
contract violation has been found to negatively impact trust in the organization
(Kingshott & Pecotich, 2007; Zhao et al., 2007), commitment (Suazo, Turnley, &
Mai-Dalton, 2005; Zhao, et al., 2007), satisfaction (Kickul, Lester, and Finkl, 2002;
Zhao et al., 2007), organizational citizenship behavior (Suazo et al., 2005; Zhao
et al., 2007), intentions to leave (Bravo & Won, 2009; Suazo et al., 2005, Zhao et
al., 2007), and performance (Suazo et al., 2005, Zhao et al., 2007). Suazo et al.
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(2005) found that psychological contract violation acted as a mediator between
psychological contract breach and its affective outcomes. Zhao et al. (2007) had
similar results.

Trust

It is clear that in corporate organizational settings, increased perceptions of psycho-
logical contract breach and higher levels of psychological contract violation are
detrimental to trust (Cantisano et al., 2008; Deery et al., 2006; Pate, 2006; Robinson,
1996; Zhao et al., 2007). The relationship between psychological contracts and
student-athletes’ trust toward their coaches has received substantially less atten-
tion, and Barnhill et al.’s (2013) study represents the only work we identified to
examine the relationship. They found that increased perceptions of psychological
contract breach lowered student-athletes’ trust in their coaches. Barnhill et al. did
not examine psychological contract violation.

Despite the findings of Petr et al. (2011), the literature pertaining to trust
between student-athletes and their coaches is also sparse. A study conducted by
Judson, Aurand, and Karlovsky (2007) found that trust is built between student-
athletes and coaches during recruitment. According to Judson et al.’s model, the
relationship between student-athletes and coaches begins with little more than
attraction to the university by the athlete. Over time, the relationship evolves and
trust is developed. Judson et al. also found that most student-athletes did not fully
develop trust until after they enrolled and began their first year at school. Tam-
minen and Holt (2012) examined adolescent athletes. They found that trust was
built when athletes felt respected by their coaches. Jackson, Dimmock, Gucciardi,
and Grove (2011) found that personality traits shared between coaches and athletes
affect the growth of trust.

Athletes’ trust in their coaches has positive benefits. Tamminen and Holt (2012)
found that high levels of trust between athletes and coaches aides the teaching and
learning process. A study of professional athletes in Spain by Mach, Dolan, and
Tzafrir (2010) found that trust in coaches is a significant factor in team cohesion.
They also found that team cohesion is a significant factor in team success. However,
Judson et al. (2007) found that a loss of trust between student-athletes and their
coaches can end the relationship.

Lewis and Weigart (1985) conceptualized trust as having two distinct com-
ponents. Cognitive trust is a rational and calculative condition focusing on an
individual’s gains (Tyler & Kramer, 1996). In terms of the relationship between
student-athletes and their coaches, cognitive trust represents a rational calcula-
tion made by the student-athlete to partner with their coach for personal gain.
Atkinson (2007) found that increased perceptions of psychological contract
breach are negatively related to cognitive trust. As coaches and student-athletes
communicate during the recruiting process, trust is built (Judson et al., 2007).
If a student-athlete chose to partner with a coach based on perceived promises
made during the recruiting process, it is reasonable to assume that she or he would
be skeptical of partnering with the coach after perception of a broken promise.
Therefore, we hypothesized:

Hypothesis 1: Increased perceptions of psychological contract breach will be
negatively related to student-athletes’ levels of cognitive trust in their coaches.
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We could not identify research focusing on psychological contract violation of
student-athletes. However, numerous studies in other fields suggest psychological
contract violation affects individuals’ trust in their organizations (Kingshott &
Pecotich, 2007; Zhao et al., 2007). Suazo et al. (2005) found that psychological
contract violation mediates the relationship between perceived psychological contract
breach and dependent variables. A student-athlete who feels emotionally damaged
because of a broken promise from their coaches may also experience strong negative
reactions toward them, further lowering the cognitive trust. As such, we hypothesized:

Hypothesis 2: Psychological contract violation will partially mediate the rela-
tionship between perceived psychological contract breach and cognitive trust.

The second component of trust, as conceptualized by Lewis and Weigart
(1985), is affective trust, or the relational bond between two parties affecting their
respect and welfare concern they share for one another. Atkinson (2007) found a
strong relationship between the psychological contract breach and affective trust.
Several researchers have demonstrated the important role that relational bonds have
in player/team development and success (Mach et al., 2010; Tamminen & Holt,
2012). If a student-athlete has increased perceptions of psychological contract
breach, it is reasonable to assume that affective trust between themselves and their
coaches would be lowered. We would also expect a similar pattern for psychological
contract violations. Therefore, we postulated:

Hypothesis 3: Increased perceptions of psychological contract breach will be
negatively related to student-athletes’ levels of affective trust in their coaches.

Hypothesis 4: Psychological contract violation will partially mediate the rela-
tionship between psychical contract breach and affective trust.

Judson et al. (2007) found that the relationship between student-athletes and
coaches develops over time. In particular, they found that trust begins develop-
ing during early stages within the relationship but is not fully developed until the
relationship matures. McAllister (1995) and Webber (2008) found that cognitive
trust must develop before affective trust. Based on McAllister’s (1995) and Web-
ber’s (2008) findings, we believe that student-athletes make a rational calculation
to partner with their coaches before developing a relational bond to them. Thus,
we predicted:

Hypothesis 5: Higher levels of cognitive trust will be positively related to
student-athletes’ affective trust in their coaches.

Intentions to Leave

Individuals who have increased perceptions of psychological contract breach or
higher levels of psychological contract violation will seek to rebalance the relation-
ship by lowering commitment, satisfaction, or performance (Rousseau, 1995). Under
certain circumstances, the relationship is irreparably damaged and the individual’s
only recourse is to terminate the relationship (Pate, 2006; Robinson & Rousseau,
1994). Student-athletes who wish to terminate their relationship with their team
may find doing so difficult. NCAA regulations may force student-athletes to sit
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out a year of competition or allow current coaches to place restrictions on which
institutions can offer grant in aid to a transfer. Student-athletes must also weigh
the effect that transferring to another school will have on their academic outcomes.
Zhao et al. (2007) define intention to leave as the affective feeling of wanting to
terminate the relationship one’s organization, and they suggest it represents a more
appropriate measure than actual turnover because of the high external costs often
associated with leaving an organization.

A number of scholars have found that increased perceptions of psychological
contract breach impact intentions to leave of organizational members (Deery et al.,
2006; Robinson, 1996; Robinson & Rousseau, 1994). Barnhill et al. (2013) found
that increased perceptions of psychological contract breach was positively related
student-athletes’ intentions to leave. Based on the available literature we assume
that student-athletes who believe that their coaches broke a promise or promises to
them will be more likely to want to leave their team. Therefore, we hypothesized:

Hypothesis 6: Increased perceptions of psychological contract breach will be
positively related to student-athletes’ intentions to leave.

While research examining these phenomena is lacking, a number of authors
examining populations outside the team sports setting have found that psycho-
logical contract violation affects organizational members’ desires to leave their
organizations (Bravo & Won, 2009; Deery et al., 2006; Robinson, 1996; Zhao et
al.,2007). Suazo et al. (2005) found that psychological contract violation mediated
the relationship between perceived psychological contract breach and intentions to
leave. Based on the literature, it is reasonable to surmise that student-athletes will
react similarly to other populations when experiencing higher levels of psycho-
logical contract violation. We posited:

Hypothesis 7: Psychological contract violation felt by student-athletes will
partially mediate the relationship between psychological contract breach and
intentions to leave.

Factors Affecting Student-Athletes

In addition to examining the aforementioned relationships, we were also interested
in examining factors that might influence psychological contract breaches and
violations. We identified three: coaching change, team tenure, and player gender.

Student-athletes often cite the importance of their relationships with their
coaches and teammates on their experience (Klenosky, Templin, & Troutman,
2001; Mathes & Gurney, 1985; Rivera 2004). But, as Pate et al. (2011) point out,
coaching changes can be a common occurrence for student-athletes to endure.
Organizational transitions, such as a change in management, cause a reevaluation of
the psychological contract by the individual (Chaudhry, Coyle-Shapiro, & Wayne,
2011). Research suggests that individuals are more likely have increased percep-
tions of psychological breach during periods of change (Freese, Schalk, & Croon,
2011; Robinson & Morrison, 2000). Given these relationships, we hypothesized:

Hypothesis 8: Student-athletes who have experienced a change in head coach
will have increased perceptions of psychological contract breach.
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Research suggests that individuals have higher psychological contract breach
perception levels early in a relationship (De Vos et al., 2009). Over time, psycho-
logical contracts become more stable, but may become less so if organizational
change occurs (2009). Unlike many relationships in other settings, the term of the
student-athlete relationship with their team is preestablished. Student-athletes have
five years to participate in four athletic seasons. Jubenville, Goss, and Phillips (2007)
found that student-athletes’ relationships with their coaches deteriorate over time.
The results of Jubenville et al.’s study indicate that student-athletes may be more
likely to experience increased perception of psychological contract breach later in
their tenure with their team. Thus, we predicted:

Hypothesis 9: Student-athletes will experience increased perception of psycho-
logical contract breach in the later years of their tenure with their team.

Several recent studies have examined the impact of gender on psychological
contract interpretation and outcomes. Blomme, van Rheede, and Tromp (2010)
found that women and men react differently to breaches depending on the context
of a perceived broken promise. Bellou (2009) found that women have higher expec-
tations for their organization than do men. Women might also feel stronger about
their own obligations to the organization (Tallman & Bruning, 2008). However,
Barnhill et al. (2013) found that male student-athletes were more likely to have
increased perceptions of psychological contract breach than were females. Given
these findings, we hypothesized:

Hypothesis 10: Male student-athletes will experience higher levels of perceived
psychological contract breach than will female student-athletes.

Method

Participants

The participants in the survey were student-athletes enrolled at one of four uni-
versities located throughout the Midwestern and Southern United States. Three of
the universities compete at the NCAA Division I level and account for 196 of the
respondents (79.0%). The fourth university competes at the NCAA Division II level
and accounted for 52 of the respondents (21.0%). In terms of demographics, 142
of the respondents (57.3%) were female compared with 104 males (41.9%). Two
respondents did not give their gender. A majority of respondents were first year
student-athletes (n = 87, 35.1%), followed by second year student-athletes (n = 65,
26.2%), third year student-athletes (n = 56, 22.3%), and fourth year student-athletes
(n=30, 12.1%). Five respondents identified themselves as fifth year student-athletes,
and five other respondents did not provide their year in school. In addition, 47
(19.0%) had experienced a change in head coaches while at the university.

Measures

Participants responded to a questionnaire in which they provided their demographic
information and responded to items measuring psychological contract breach,
psychological contract violation, cognitive trust, affective trust, and intentions to



186 Barnhill and Turner

leave. Before we distributed the questionnaire, we asked a panel of five experts to
review it for content validity evidence. Following the suggestions made by these
individuals, appropriate changes to the instrument were made. For all multi-item
scales, participants responded using a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 6 (strongly agree).

We measured psychological contract breach with four items adapted from
Robinson and Morrison’s (2000) global scale of psychological contract breach. To
illustrate the nature of the adaptations, Robinson and Morrison’s scale contains the
item, “I have not received everything promised to me by my organization” To make
the item relevant to the target population, it was adapted to, “I have not received
everything promised to me by my coaches.” The scale was reliable (o = .87).

Similarly, we measured psychological contract violation with four items
adapted from Robinson and Morrison’s (2000) emotional response to breach scale
(0. =.89). To demonstrate the changes made, Robinson and Morrison’s scale contains
the item, “I feel that my organization has violated the contract between us.” We
adapted the item to, ““I feel that my coaches have violated the contract between us.”

We adapted items from McAllister’s (1995) affective trust and cognitive trust
scales to measure those constructs. To exemplify the adaptions, McAllister’s scale
contains the affective trust item, “I can talk freely to this individual about difficulties
I am having at work and know that (s)he will want to listen.” We adapted the item
to, “I can talk freely with my coaches about difficulties I am having and know that
they will want to listen.” Meanwhile, we adapted the McAllister’s cognitive trust
item, “This person approaches his/her job with professionalism and dedication,”
to “My coaches approach their job with professionalism.” Both the cognitive trust
(0. =.90) and affective trust (o0 = .83) scales were reliable.

Intention to leave (intentions to leave) was measured using items inspired by
Hackman and Oldham (1980). Their scale contained the single item, “I frequently
think about leaving this organization.” Hackman and Oldham’s item was adapted
to state, “I frequently think about leaving my team.” Three additional items were
added. An example included the item, “If all obstacles were removed, I would leave
this team.” The final scale demonstrated strong reliability (ot = .83).

Procedures

We distributed questionnaires to student-athletes at three NCAA Division I universi-
ties located in the South and Midwest, and one Division II university in the Midwest.
All of the Division I universities opted to distribute surveys through an athletic
department representative. The athletic department representatives distributed the
surveys at team meetings without the coaches in attendance. This was done to avoid
potential biases caused by having coaches present during data collection. Each
participant also received a stamped envelope allowing them to mail the question-
naire directly back to the researchers. This was done to protect the confidentiality
of the participants. A total of 211 surveys were returned via mail, of which 196
were deemed usable. A rate of return could not be calculated, as we were unable to
determine how many surveys were actually distributed by the athletic department
representatives. The Division I university requested that the surveys be distributed
online. The university supplied a list of 235 student-athlete emails and the surveys
were distributed via Qualtrics.com. A total of 60 surveys were completed for a
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response rate of 25.5%. Of the surveys completed via the Internet, 52 were deemed
usable. Thus, we had a final sample of 248 student-athletes.

Results

‘We first calculated bivariate correlations, as seen in Table 1. The correlation matrix
indicated a potential multicollinearity issue between several independent variables.
Per Licht (1995), associations greater than .80 indicate highly correlated variables, and
we observed this for the relationships between cognitive trust and both psychological
contract violation (r = -.84) and affective trust (r =.83). To determine if multicollinear-
ity posed a problem with the model, the variance inflation factor (VIF) for each of the
independent variables was examined. VIF values of 10 or greater indicate redundancy
among independent variables (Kline, 2011). The VIF values for the independent vari-
ables in the model were below 10, indicating that the independent variables were not
redundant and that multicollinearity did not pose a threat to the model.

We examined the Hypotheses 1-7 via path analysis using Lisrel 8.8. Analysis
of the path model revealed an acceptable fit. MacCallum, Browne, and Sugawara
(1996) recommend a root mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA) of .08
or less. Our path model met their specifications (RMSEA = .08). Schumacker and
Lomax (2004) recommend that a standardized root mean square residual (SRMR)
of less than .05 indicates acceptable fit of the model. Our path model meets their
recommendation (SRMR = .01). Byrne (1994) recommends that a goodness of fit
index (GFI) of greater than .90 is demonstrates acceptable fit. Our model meets
Byrne’s recommendations (GFI = .99). The path model also had a comparative fit
index (CFI = .99) that was greater than .95 as recommended by Hu and Bentler
(1999). Chi square also indicated acceptable fit (x> =3.82, df=2, p = .148). Because
the path model had an acceptable fit, the relationships between the variables in the
model were analyzed. The model explains approximately 58% of the variance in
psychological contract violation, 68% of the variance in affective trust, 72% of
the variance in cognitive trust, and 21% of the variance in intentions to leave. We
present an illustrative summary of the findings in Figure 1.

Analysis of the path model revealed that most of the proposed hypotheses
were accepted. With our first hypothesis, we predicted that increased perception
of psychological contract breach would be negatively related to student-athletes’
cognitive trust in their coaches. Results from the path analysis demonstrated

Table 1 Inter-ltem Correlation Matrix

ltem 1 2 3 4 5

1. Psychological contract breach —

2. Psychological contract violation  .76** —

3. Affective trust -.63%* = 72%* —
4. Cognitive trust ST4%E - 84EE 83%* —
5. Intentions to leave A6%* 49%* - 4]k - 4]k —

*% Significant at the .01 level.
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Figure 1 — Illustrative summary of the effects of psychological breaches and violations.
Notes. PCB = psychological contract breach. PCV = Psychological contract violation. CT
= Cognitive trust. AT = Affective trust. IL = Intentions to leave. ** p < .01. *p < .05.

support for this hypothesis (B = -.24, p < .01). Likewise, with Hypothesis 2, we
predicted that psychological contract violation would partially mediate the rela-
tionship between psychological contract breach and cognitive trust. Path analysis
revealed that psychological contract breach has a significant positive relationship
with psychological contract violation (B =.76, p < .01), and psychological contract
violation also has a significant negative relationship with cognitive trust (§ = -.66,
p < .01). Thus, student-athletes’ levels of psychological contract violation partially
mediated the relationship between psychological contract breach and cognitive
trust, supporting Hypothesis 2.

Hypotheses 3 and 4 were related to the relationships among psychological
contract breach, psychological contract violation, and affective trust. Hypothesis 3
was rejected, as the relationship between psychological contract breach and affec-
tive trust was not statistically significant (§ = -.02, n.s.). We also predicted that
psychological contract violation would partially mediate the relationship between
psychological contract breach and affective trust (Hypothesis 4). This hypothesis
was rejected because psychological contract breach was not significantly related
to affective trust.

Hypothesis 5 held that cognitive trust would be positively related to affective
trust, and this was accepted ( = .73, p <.01).

Hypotheses 6 and 7 examined the relationships between psychological con-
tract breach, psychological contract violation, and student-athletes’ intentions to
leave their team. Hypothesis 6 was accepted, as there was a significant positive
relationship between psychological contract breach and intentions to leave (§ =
.21, p < .05). Hypothesis 7 predicted that level of psychological contract violation
would partially mediate the relationship between psychological contract breach and
intentions to leave. As noted above, psychological contract breach was significantly,



Broken Promises 189

positively related to psychological contract violation. Model testing revealed that
psychological contract violation has a significant positive relationship with inten-
tions to leave (B = .33, p = 01). Thus, hypothesis 7 was accepted.

Hypothesis 8 stated that student-athletes who have experienced a coaching
change would be more likely to have increased perceptions psychological contract
breach. The mean response from student-athletes who had experienced a head
coach change on items pertaining to psychological contract breach was 2.96 (SD =
1.13). Student-athletes who had not experienced turnover of their head coach had
a mean response of 2.46 (SD = 1.24). The difference between the two groups was
significant, 7 (244) = 2.50, p = .013, thereby supporting Hypothesis 8.

We expected student-athletes would be more likely to have increased percep-
tions psychological contract breach in their later years on the team than they would
in their earlier years (Hypothesis 9). To determine if year in school impacted the
likelihood that a student-athlete would perceive psychological contract breach, we
conducted a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA). The ANOVA revealed that
there was a significant difference, F' (4, 238) =3.29, p = .01, between student-athletes
perceptions of psychological contracts breach based on year in school. A Dunnett
T3 post hoc test of the ANOVA revealed that student-athletes in their fourth year in
school (M = 3.18) are significantly more likely to perceive psychological contract
breach than those in their first year (M = 2.28, Mean Difference = .90, p = .017).
Thus, the hypothesis was supported.

Our final hypothesis (H10) stated that male student-athletes would be more
likely to have higher perception levels for psychological contract breach than
would female student-athletes. An independent samples 7-test was conducted to
determine whether gender impacted the likelihood that a student-athlete would
perceive psychological contract breach. The mean scores for psychological contract
breach among women (M =2.49, SD = 1.23) and men (M =2.66, SD = 1.24) did not
vary from one another, # (244) =-1.05, p =.297; thus, Hypothesis 10 was rejected.

Discussion

The two main purposes of this study were to (a) determine the impact that increased
perception of psychological contract breach and higher levels of psychological
contract violation have on student-athletes’ trust in their coaches, and (b) examine
the role of psychological contract breaches and psychological contract violations
have on student-athletes’ intentions to leave their teams. Collectively, our findings
suggest that when student-athletes believe that their coaches have failed to fulfill
obligations or perceived promises, their relationships with their coaches and team
are altered. Cognitive trust in their coaches will be lowered, meaning student-athletes
will become more skeptical of their coaches and feel less confident in their chances
that a partnership will result in personal gain. Student-athletes also become more
likely to feel a negative emotional reaction, called psychological contract viola-
tion. Higher levels of psychological contract violation will lower cognitive trust.
Student-athletes who perceive increased levels of psychological contract breach
are also likely to contemplate feelings about leaving their team. If psychological
contract violation feelings are high, intentions to leave are likely to be stronger.
The result is a student-athlete who desires to terminate the relationship. However,
obstacles in place may prevent the student-athlete from actually terminating the
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relationship, creating a scenario where a student-athlete is forced to continue a
relationship essentially against their own desires.

In addition to testing our path model, we examined three factors that might
affect student-athletes’ perceptions or reactions to the psychological contract they
have with their coaches. Our finding that gender was not a significant factor in
determining whether a student-athlete would perceive psychological contract breach
was surprising because it was contradictory to the findings of Barnhill et al. (2013).
Recently, several studies have found that women and men perceive psychological
contracts differently (Bellou, 2009; Blomm, van Rheede, & Tromp, 2010; Tallman
& Bruning, 2008). More research needs to be done in this area.

Our finding that student-athletes in their fourth year on their team were sig-
nificantly more likely to have increased perceptions psychological contract breach
than student-athletes in their first year was not surprising (see also Jubenville et
al., 2007). It is possible that student-athletes in their fourth year on their team have
developed increasing complicated psychological contracts with their coaches.
As a contract becomes more complex and includes more terms, there is a greater
chance that an obligation could be broken (Rousseau, 1995). A second possible
reason that student-athletes in their fourth year are more likely to perceive a breach
may lie in the fixed nature of the contract. Student-athletes in their fourth year are
nearing the end of their possible tenure on their team. They may be realizing that
their time with team will soon be ending and prior promises may go unfulfilled.
Further research in this area is warranted.

Perhaps the least surprising outcome of the study was that student-athletes
who have experienced a coaching change are more likely to experience higher
perceptions of psychological contract breach. Major organizational changes have
been found to increase perceptions of psychological contract breach (Chaudhry et
al.,2011; Freese et al., 2011). In terms of an intercollegiate sports team, turnover at
head coach can be considered a monumental change for student-athletes to endure.
The goals and culture of the team may be altered, the role of student-athletes may
be altered, and the new coach may have little or no knowledge of promises made
by individuals who are no longer part of the team or staff.

Implications

The results of this study provide a number of implications for coaches and intercol-
legiate athletics administrators. First and foremost, it should be noted that this study
further validated the notion of the existence of psychological contracts between
student-athletes and their coaches. It also illustrated the destructive power that
emotional feelings, known as psychological contract violation can have on trust
and student-athletes’ intentions to leave their team.

Knowing that student-athletes do indeed form psychological contracts based
off the perceived obligations they have of their coaches suggests the need for clear
and open communication channels between coaches and athletes, especially during
the recruiting phase of the relationship. It is during recruiting that the psychological
contract is formed (DeVos et al., 2003; DeVos et al., 2009; Rousseau 1990; 2001).
At the same time, organizational representatives are often unaware or misinformed
about the individual’s perception of the contract (Morrison & Robinson, 1997). Set-
ting clear standards and defined roles from the inception of a relationship is a key to
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avoiding breaches of the psychological contract (Rousseau, 1995). Open communica-
tion regarding mutual obligations will allow for the formation of a better alignment
between student-athletes’ perceptions of coaches obligations and actual intentions.

The results of this study also provide possible answers for the disturbing trends
found by Petr et al. (2011) regarding student-athletes’ trust in their coaches and
satisfaction with their school selection. The development of trust between student-
athletes and coaches begins during recruitment (Judson et al., 2007). Prerelationship
assumptions of obligations are a critical factor in student-athletes’ assessments of
the psychological contract. It is during recruitment that coaches must wear many
hats. They must build a relationship with the student-athlete while also acting as a
salesperson. It is possible that student-athletes may be misreading the sales pitches
of the coaches as promises of obligations to guide a future relationship. Student-
athletes with increased perceptions of psychological contract breach were more
likely to lower their level of cognitive trust in their coaches and entertain thoughts
of leaving their teams. Feelings of violation magnified the affect. Rousseau (1995)
suggested that breaches can be avoided, or their impact can be mitigated, through
explicit communication lines between organizational members and continuous
vigilance of party obligations. If a breach is detected, coaches should act quickly
to relay their reasons for the breach.

This study underscores the importance of clear, explicit communication through-
out the duration of the relationship. Athletic departments can help their coaches
through a number of methods. Training regarding what the psychological contract
is and how it affects their relationships with the student-athletes is important. Com-
munication channels between coaches, student-athletes, and administrators could
be developed as well. Providing procedures that allow the psychological contract
parties to express their concerns and discuss expectations, especially following a
breach, may negate or limit potential damages (Rousseau, 1995). Schools may also
conduct surveys following recruitment and at the conclusion of each season to deter-
mine how well the coach is performing in communicating and fulfilling obligations.

Limitations

There are several limitations to the current study that must be acknowledged. First,
we used a convenience sample, thus limiting its generalizability to the overall popu-
lation of student-athletes. A second major limitation was our inability to control
for scholarship level. A scholarship is an implicit promise and an integral part of a
psychological contract between student-athletes and their coaches. However, several
of the participating schools asked us to remove items pertaining to scholarship levels
as they felt it may harm anonymity of the participants. It is possible that scholarship
level may impact student-athletes’ perceptions of the psychological contract. Along
those same lines, several schools asked us not to gather information regarding which
sport the participants played. It is possible that student-athletes from different sports
may perceive psychological contracts differently. Future studies must control for
scholarship and sport. Finally, we found that several factors (i.e., year in school and
changes in coach) impacted the likelihood that a student-athlete would perceive
a psychological contract breach. It is possible that these factors may have altered
the model. Ideally, the sample should have been split into groups based on these
factors and path analysis should have been conducted to see if the path model is
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altered. Our sample size was not large enough to split the model and therefore we
cannot say whether the entire model would be altered for student-athletes who have
experienced a coaching change or year in school.

Recommendations for Future Studies

This study added to the small but growing body of literature regarding psycho-
logical contracts and relationships between intercollegiate student-athletes and
their coaches. Studies such as this one, as well as those by Antunes de Campos
(1994) and Barnhill et al. (2013), suggest that psychological contracts between
coaches and student-athletes function much like those in other organizational
settings. Psychological contract breach and psychological contract violation do
predict negative outcomes for the team and individual. That said, the finding that
increased perception of psychological contract breach and higher levels of psycho-
logical contract violation only had a direct impact on cognitive trust was surprising.
Robinson (1996) argued that the relationship between trust and the psychological
contract has not received enough attention. Pate (2006) noted that many relation-
ships continue after a perceived breach even though levels of trust are altered. Only
one prior study (Atkinson, 2007) has examined the relationship using Lewis and
Weigart’s (1985) conceptualization. Further research examining the relationship
between affective trust, cognitive trust, and psychological contracts is needed to
advance the understanding of this important but misunderstood relationship.

As noted in the limitations, we were unable to control for scholarship level or
sport in this study. A scholarship would represent an explicit term in the psycho-
logical contract between coaches and student-athletes. Future studies should
control for scholarship levels to determine if athletes on full scholarship are more
or less likely to perceive a breach than those who are on partial or no scholarship.
Controlling for sport will allow researchers to determine whether student-athletes
who participate in revenue producing sports perceive the psychological contract
differently than those in Olympic sports.

Finally, while this and several other studies (Antunes de Campos, 1994; Barnhill
etal. 2013) have indicated the importance of understanding psychological contracts
between coaches and athletes, we have little cognition of their content. An under-
standing of the content of the psychological contract between coaches and student-
athletes is critical. The use of content specific measures allows the researchers to
identify inducements that are more or less likely to result in perceived breaches or
violations of the psychological contract. Rousseau and Tijoriwala (1998) referring
to content specific measures state, “This approach promises more stable, generaliz-
able measures of discrete contract terms across populations, an advantage for those
researchers interested in specific obligations such as pay or promotion” (p. 688).
Psychological contract research will become infinitely more useful for athletics
directors and coaches if researchers can determine what obligations student-athletes
believe are part of the contract. In addition, which obligations, when broken, are
apt to lead to feelings of psychological contract violation. Robinson and Morrison
(2000), De Vos et al. (2003), and De Vos et al. (2009) each used scales that identi-
fied specific psychological contract content relative to their sample populations.
Future research should focus on creating a content specific scale for the relationship
between coaches and student-athletes as well.
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