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CHOICE OF EMPLOYEE-ORGANIZATION 

RE LA Tl ON SH IP: 

INFLUENCE OF EXTERNAL AND INTERNAL
ORGANIZATIONAL FACTORS 

Anne S. Tsui, Jone L. Pearce, Lyman W. Porter, and
Jennifer P. Hite

ABSTRACT 

�e initially pose the paradox that employers facing competitive environmentssimultaneously desire both flexibility in the employment and termination ofe��loyees and flexibility of operations afforded by committed employees.
Utilizing previous conceptualizations in the literature, two general forms of theemployment relationship (i.e., •�ob-focused" and "organization-focused'') thatcan achieve one or the other of these over-arching objectives are described. Bydrawing on several theoretical perspectives such as strategic choice, resourcedependence, equity theory, and institutional theory, the paper identifies factorsthat can influence employers' preferences for the type of employee-organization
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relationship. These factors are categorized i�to two set�,. 
those external to the 

organization and those internal to it, and specific propos1t1ons are advanced that 

link particular factors with their effect on different forms of emplo�rr_1ent 

relationship. The paper concludes with overall implications of the propositions 

and suggestions for future research priorities .

INTRODUCTION 

In the past decade, a number of changes have been witnessed in the employment

practices of organizations. The large-scale restructuring of companies like Ge�eral 

Electric resulted in the elimination of thousands of managerial and professio�al 

jobs. While initially shocking, this phenomenon soon became a common practice 

among companies in competitive industries (Buono & Bowditch, 1989). Blu_eston

and Harrison (1988) reported that in the United States nearly 600,000 rruddle

and upper-level executives lost their jobs between 1984 and 1986. Between 19�7

and 1991, it has been estimated that over 85% of Fortune 1000 companies

eliminated white-collar jobs, impacting more than five million jobs (Cameron,

Freeman, & Misha, 1991; Cascio, 1993). At the same time, there is a

corresponding increase in the use of temporary workers and independent
contractors (Belous, 1989; Davis-Blake & Uzzi, 1993). Belous ( 1989) judged that
about 25% of all U.S. workers in 1988 were nonpermanent or part-time. 

While these practices provide efficiency in human resource utilization, they

may have a negative effect on employee commitment (e.g., Buono & Bowdit�h,
l 989). Therefore, it is interesting that another development in the same penod
is the greater use of high commitment (Lawler, 1988, 1992) or participation
programs (Kanter, 1985, 1989) by many companies. Lawler, Mohrman, an�
Ledford ( 1992) described the wide-spread use of involvement teams and semi
autonomous work team designs in Fortune 1000 companies. In these programs,
work groups and individuals are empowered to make decisions traditionally
reserved for management. Thus, team members are expected to commit 

themselves to using their increased autonomy in the interests of the 

organization. We suggest that there is a paradox inherent in these two
approaches to employee-organization relationships. Is it possible for
organizations to have both the freedom to terminate workers and expect them
�o be co�mitted to the organization at the same time? If these approaches are 

m conflict, when do employers adopt one type of practice versus the other,
and is it ever possible to adopt both at the same time? 

In this paper, we argue that both types of approaches are adopted to provide
the employer with different types of flexibility important for the organization's
succes_s, i'. not survival. In addition, we identify a host of environmental-,
orgamzat1onal-, and job-level factors that may influence the choice of the type 

of employee-organization relationship by employers. As seen below, many of 
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