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1 INTRODUCTION
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1.1

PROFESSIONALIZATION AND TURNOVER OF EXPATRIATES IN THE
HUMANITARIAN SECTOR

Humanitarian aid is provided in contexts where something has gone terribly wrong.
The general task is to save lives, alleviate suffering and protect human dignity during
and in the aftermath of emergencies (Barnett & Weiss, 2008). The number of
operational agencies undertaking these tasks has grown tremendously over the past
decades. The provision of humanitarian aid has developed into a multi-billion industry
with the latest reports indicating that the level of international humanitarian response
rose to a staggering record of 22 billion dollars in 2013. The number of humanitarian
workers worldwide now exceeds 300,000 (ALNAP/Overseas Development Institute,
2012; Global Humanitarian Assistance, 2013).
This dissertation is about attempts of a major humanitarian organization to
increase the professionalization of its most precious asset: aid workers. In several
important respects, their daily work differs considerably from most other jobs.
Witnessing human suffering is a daily reality for them. They usually work under time
pressure and must deal with a constant lack of resources (time, money, labor), because
the demand for humanitarian aid often exceeds the supply of humanitarian aid (Heyse,
2010). They operate in environments where hardly anyone would voluntarily go, often
remote locations far away from home. Humanitarian aid workers are increasingly
exposed to substantial levels of uncertainty and danger. In 2013, 155 aid workers were
killed, 171 wounded and 134 kidnapped – a rise of 66 percent compared to 2012. In
the first half of 2014, attacks on aid workers worldwide hit the worst levels on record
(Thomas Reuters Foundation, August 19, 2014), with 79 humanitarian employees
already killed.
Besides job-related pressures, aid workers are confronted with increasing
public criticism and demands for accountability and transparency of the agencies they
work for. These organizations have been widely criticized for being inefficient,
underperforming, and wasting money in various humanitarian crises (e.g. Polman,
2008; Salamon & Anheier, 1997; Terry, 2002). The humanitarian sector was called to
introduce minimum standards in aid provision, and improve coordination (Heyse et al,
forthcoming). Among other efforts, this led to several initiatives toward
standardization and professionalization of work in the sector, such as the Sphere
project, People in Aid, and the founding of ALNAP and ELHRA.1
One particularly important professionalization initiative is geared to creating a
better-prepared humanitarian aid workforce. Professionalization of human resource
The Sphere project aims to improve the quality of humanitarian assistance and accountability
of humanitarian actors by setting common standards in humanitarian response. People in Aid
aims to improve organizational effectiveness in the humanitarian and development sector by
advocating, supporting and recognizing good practices in people management. The Active
Learning Network for Accountability and Performance in Humanitarian Action (ALNAP) is a
system-wide network dedicated to improving humanitarian performance through increased
learning and accountability. ELHRA stands for Enhancing Learning and Research for
Humanitarian Assistance. It aims to create a global humanitarian community where
humanitarian actors collaborate with higher education institutes to develop highly professional
responders, share expertise and carry out research that reduces risk and ensures timely,
relevant and sustainable assistance to those suffering the impact of disasters.
1
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management (HRM) practices is among the key instruments humanitarian aid
organizations use to improve the skills and commitment of their employees. HRM
practices can be defined as a system that attracts, develops, motivates, and retains
employees to ensure the effective implementation and survival of the organization and
its members (Schuler & Jackson, 1987). Ideally, it consists of a set of internally
consistent policies and practices designed and implemented to ensure that an
organization’s human capital contributes to the achievement of its business objectives.
The most commonly known practices are participation and empowerment, incentive
pay, employment security, promotion from within, and training and skill development
(Delery & Doty, 1996). A major insight of HRM scholarship is that these practices will
develop their performance-enhancing effects only if they are aligned with the specific
organizational, sectoral, and cultural context in which they are applied (Paauwe,
2004). Up until now, the humanitarian sector has received relatively little attention
from HRM scholars, a gap that this dissertation aims to tackle.
Humanitarian organizations began professionalizing their workforces by
offering employees formal career paths, rules for promotion, and opportunities for
(management) training and development (Barnett, 2005; Heyse, 2010). In addition,
human resource management staff with formal training and experience in HRM
management was more frequently appointed. External initiatives like People in Aid
and ELRHA were initiated to promote and assist aid organizations in investing in the
professionalization of their workforce (see ELRHA, 2010).
The objective of improving personnel and HRM practices in the humanitarian
sector is to contribute to the professionalization of the relationship between
employees and the organization. Many humanitarian aid organizations have expressed
concerns about precisely this relationship, especially in relation to staff turnover. This
is a particularly pressing issue in the field of humanitarian work, where the retention
of a qualified workforce is considered a problem due to traditionally high turnover
rates (Loquercio, Hammersley, & Emmens, 2006; Richardson, 2006; Telford &
Cosgrave, 2007), especially among expatriate staff. Expatriate staff are employees who
work in another country than their country of origin. High staff turnover has serious
implications because experienced and qualified employees are extremely valuable
assets. Scholars and practitioners alike consider high turnover problematic because it
leads to high organizational costs for recruiting, selecting, and training new employees
(Moynihan & Pandey, 2008; Wright & Bonett, 2007). High turnover also hampers
organizational effectiveness, efficiency, and workflow, due to loss of institutional
memory (Griffeth & Hom, 1995; Loquercio et al., 2006; Price, 2001; Shaw, Gupta, &
Delery, 2005). Although turnover also has beneficial effects for organizations (Dalton,
Todor, & Krackhardt, 1982), e.g. in terms of bringing in new ideas, there seems to be
consensus that its costs by far outweigh its benefits, given the high levels it has
reached in the humanitarian sector (Loquercio et al., 2006).
In the humanitarian sector, it was long assumed that high turnover would be
unavoidable due to the uncertain and often dangerous contexts in which aid work is
carried out: stress, exhaustion, and trauma would prevent aid workers from pursuing
long-lasting careers (Hearns & Deeny, 2007; Walkup, 1997). Nevertheless, the view is
now widely shared that the sector can significantly reduce turnover, through
professionalized personnel practices and policies (Loquercio et al., 2006; Walker &
Russ, 2010).
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To achieve this, the sector leans on insights gained from HRM practices in the
for-profit sector (Lewis, 2003). A substantial part of these practices is meant to
establish favorable job attitudes, which would enhance performance and reduce
turnover (Paauwe, 2004:75). The introduction of these methods rests on the
assumption that practices widely used in the for-profit sector – such as training,
participation in decision-making, and performance appraisals – might generate the
same favorable effects in the humanitarian sector. However, many scholars and
practitioners doubt whether this assumption is justified, given the assumed large
differences between for-profit organizations and non-profit humanitarian
organizations (Eikenberry, 2009; Hopgood, 2008). There are several reasons why this
is questioned. First, doubts have been raised whether these practices are effective for
employees who are already highly committed, due to the non-profit character and
ideological goals of the humanitarian organizations they work for (Almond & Kendall,
2000). Their work motivation might be more altruistic and less motivated by career
ambitions, also because the pay in the non-profit sector is often relatively low. Second,
the working context might be so different that similar personnel-related interventions
generate different, perhaps even unintended effects. For example, humanitarian
organizations that send teams of aid workers out in the field often cannot provide
permanent contracts (job security) due to the unpredictable nature of humanitarian
crises.
So far systematic academic insight concerning the effects of organizational
attempts to influence outcomes like turnover intentions in the humanitarian sector are
lacking. Little is known about if and how investments in employees in humanitarian
organizations yield the intended benefits, like reduced turnover. Therefore the key
question this dissertation examines is to what extent can humanitarian organizations
influence turnover, and if so, with what means and under which circumstances?

1.2

EXPLAINING TURNOVER IN THE HUMANITARIAN SECTOR

Over the last 40 years, a large body of research has been devoted to developing models
to predict voluntary turnover (See for excellent extensive reviews Griffeth, Hom, &
Gaertner, 2000; Mobley, 1977; Porter & Steers, 1973; Tett & Meyer, 1993). Voluntary
turnover is when the decision to leave is made by the employee, not the organization
(e.g. by firing an employee). Since this type of turnover is most problematic for
organizations, especially humanitarian organizations, voluntary turnover is the focus
of this dissertation. In principle, turnover is predicted by work-related attitudes (job
satisfaction, organizational commitment, and turnover intentions). These attitudes, in
turn, are affected by factors from multiple sources: the organization, the social context,
the individual, and the external labor market. These four factors represent three levels:
the individual (personal factors), the organization (formal, HRM; informal, social
embeddedness), and the external environment (labor market).
This general conceptual framework guides our attempts to investigate what
degree and how formal means available to the organizations affect staff turnover in
humanitarian organizations. Our focus is on the individual and organizational level,
since the external environment is beyond the influence of the organization. First, we
focus on three dominant turnover-related attitudes (individual). Second, we relate
these attitudes to a set of job and organization factors relevant to the humanitarian
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sector. Third, we add the informal social context of aid work, given recent debates on
the need for a ‘social’ approach to turnover, which is especially relevant for turnover
issues in the humanitarian sector. Here we focus on the interplay between the formal
means the organization has available to reduce turnover (particularly job design and
HRM practices), and how these interplay with the informal context (particularly the
social embeddedness of employees). In the next section, we elaborate on turnoverrelated attitudes, the formal means, and informal context. Figure 1.1 (see section 1.6)
provides a visual summary of the research elements of this dissertation.

1.3

TURNOVER-RELATED ATTITUDES

As amply documented by previous research, job satisfaction, organizational
commitment, and turnover intentions (thinking of quitting) are the three foremost
attitudinal predictors of the actual decision to leave one’s job (Mobley, 1977; Mobley,
Griffeth, Hand, & Meglino, 1979; Price & Mueller, 1981). These three attitudes are
central to the present study.
Job satisfaction and organizational commitment precede turnover cognitions
and intentions. Job satisfaction is defined as ‘an affective attachment to the job, or as an
emotional state resulting from the evaluation or appraisal of one’s job experiences’
(Locke, 1976, p. 1300). One can think of individual components like job satisfaction,
the amount of work, and the resources available for doing the job. Organizational
commitment refers to the relation between the employee and the organization, defined
as ‘the strength of an individual’s identification and involvement with a particular
organization’ (Porter, Steers, Mowday, & Boulian, 1974, p. 606).
Though both job satisfaction and organizational commitment are important
predictors of turnover, there is some debate about their relative importance. Early
research tended to focus on job satisfaction as the most important (Porter & Steers,
1973). Later on, organizational commitment was recognized as an additional
important attitudinal predictor of turnover (Mowday, Porter, & Steers, 1982). Whereas
some scholars argue that these two concepts influence each other (although the causal
direction differs throughout the literature), others see them as distinct constructs that
should be treated as such. Since it is not our goal to ascertain the relation between
these concepts, but to assess how the organization can influence attitudes pertaining
to employee turnover, this dissertation treats job satisfaction and organizational
commitment as separate constructs. Together with turnover intentions, these will be
the three main outcome variables that will be examined in this dissertation.
However, just knowing that an employee is dissatisfied, does not feel
committed to the organization, or has frequent thoughts about leaving does not help us
to understand why this employee holds these attitudes, nor does it help us determine
what must change to retain this person. To answer these critical questions, we must
examine the various factors of the work situation that an organization can influence as
they potentially relate to the attitudes conducive to reduced turnover. Most research
on this topic has taken place in for-profit organizations. So, how do formal
organizational characteristics like job design and HRM policies, and informal
structures interact with and affect turnover in a humanitarian setting?
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1.4

THE FORMAL ORGANIZATION: JOB DESIGN AND HRM

Due to their non-profit orientation and dependence on donations or public subsidies,
humanitarian organizations are far more restricted in their choice of investments in
employees than for-profit organizations (Schäfer, 2004). These organizations are
expected to spend their money primarily on provision of aid rather than on ‘overhead’.
Therefore, monetary rewards, such as bonuses, pay-for-performance schemes, and
high pay raises are likely to be considered ‘not done’ or inappropriate. Working in the
context of humanitarian aid limits the options available in other contexts, like reducing
work hours, schedule flexibility, and changing the working location.
These practices are labeled differently through the literature. Classic
psychological turnover models label them ‘organization-wide factors’ and ‘job-related
factors’ (Porter & Steers, 1973), whereas organizational and management scholars
refer to them as human resource management practices (e.g. Gould-Williams, 2003;
Guest, 2002; Huselid, 1995). Both emphasize the formal means through which
organizations can influence turnover-related attitudes.
We focus on two dimensions of how the organization can formally affect
turnover-related attitudes: through the definition and design of jobs, and the
implementation of participatory and supportive HRM practices.

1.4.1 Job Design
We focus on three job design factors that are conducive to increasing control and
understanding of one’s job (Guerrero & Barraud-Didier, 2004) and enhance
organizational involvement, such as improved self-management, personal
development and problem solving capacities (see Boxall & Macky, 2009).
First, job autonomy denotes the amount of freedom an employee has with
regard to the execution of tasks and decision-making in the field. Due to the urgent
nature of humanitarian work, humanitarian employees often have to make rapid
decisions that can have far-reaching consequences (Walkup, 1997). They often work at
a distance from headquarters, which limits the possibility of quick consultations on
matters in the field. These employees need substantial amounts of autonomy to handle
complex and unpredictable tasks.
Second, role clarity (or low role ambiguity) refers to the employee’s perception
that their tasks are clearly specified. This is particularly important in crisis situations,
where conditions change rapidly and interdependence among employees is high.
Operating effectively in such conditions requires quick, often tacit coordination
between employees and a clear division of labor.
Third, work-life balance satisfaction refers to the satisfaction with the perceived
balance between work and non-work aspects of the job. Standard instruments to
facilitate this balance, like reduced working hours and flexibility to change the working
location (e.g. from home), are usually not available under the restrictions of
humanitarian settings. These restrictions are often exacerbated by a compromised
communication and physical infrastructure, and safety constraints. Consequently, on
missions there seems to be little room for a ‘life’ aspect next to the job.
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1.4.2 HRM Practices
We examine two types of HRM practices that humanitarian organizations can
‘legitimately’ use to increase organizational involvement (Boxall & Macky, 2009;
Lawler III, 1986). First, participatory practices, which involve open communication and
information sharing with employees, and participatory decision-making structures
involving employees. Second, supportive practices, which involve procedural fairness of
the performance appraisal process and investments in employability and skills by
providing job training.

1.5

THE INFORMAL ORGANIZATION: SOCIAL RELATIONS AND TURNOVER

Classic turnover models (Hackman & Lawler, 1971; Mobley, 1977; Porter & Steers,
1973) have argued that the informal relational context of one’s job affects the turnover
behavior of employees. We focus on a key element of the informal organization: the
quality of the vertical and horizontal relationships, namely trust in management and
high quality personal relations among co-workers.
Although classic turnover models point to the importance of the ‘social
dimension’, systematic empirical evidence of its relation to turnover is scant, and many
scholars emphasize that current turnover research still neglects interpersonal
relations (Lopes Morrison, 2005; Maertz & Griffeth, 2004; Mossholder, Settoon, &
Henagan, 2005; Riordan & Griffeth, 1995). Some even criticize the field for using an
‘under-socialized approach’ to the turnover process. Following these claims, the
relational perspective on turnover began receiving more attention (Mossholder et al.,
2005), and a growing body of studies has empirically verified the importance of social
relations for turnover intentions (e.g. Lopes Morrison, 2005; Maertz & Griffeth, 2004;
Mitchell, Holtom, Lee, Sablynski, & Erez, 2001; Mossholder et al., 2005; Moynihan &
Pandey, 2008; Regts & Molleman, 2013).
This dissertation builds on this recent interest and examines how the social
context influences the turnover process of employees. Both vertical relations
(employee-management) and horizontal relations (employee-employee) are taken into
consideration. For vertical relations we examine trust in management, defined as
positive expectations of management, emphasizing faith in the good intentions of
managers, confidence in the actions and competence of managers, and confidence that
managers will act in a fair, reliable, and ethical manner (Cook & Wall, 1980). The
horizontal relations are defined as the perceived quality of the relations between
colleagues.
The importance of social context for reducing turnover intentions can be
explained by two mechanisms. First, individuals engage in interpersonal relations for
instrumental purposes. A high quality relationship with colleagues and trust in
management offers employees the opportunity to gain access to information or advice,
which in turn may help them to accomplish tasks better. Both factors can also be
instrumental in learning about potential career opportunities (Raabe & Beehr,
2003).Good social relations facilitate goal achievement and improve individual and
collective task performance, which may lead to improved job attitudes and reduced
turnover intentions.
Second, good social relations with co-workers and trusting management
satisfies basic human psychological needs. The humanitarian setting is often
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unpredictable and sometimes dangerous. In this context, good social relations foster
the sense of support received by colleagues and management. For example, colleagues
can provide (emotional) support and positive feedback about one’s job competence
(Fernet, Gagné, & Austin, 2010). And when making decisions can have far-reaching,
sometimes life-or-death consequences, the need to feel supported by management is
very important. Demands can seldom be met entirely, which can lead to a sense of
constant failure and inability to deal with all these demands under severe time
pressure. Employees might fear the consequences of failing to cope with the staggering
number of demands, or of making the wrong decisions. Therefore trust in management
and good social relations with co-workers are crucial. Feeling supported might reduce
the fear of failure and increase the sense of being in control over one’s situation
(Anderson, Coffey, & Byerly, 2002). Again, this may result in attitudes that are more
favorable to the job and the organization and reduced turnover intentions. In sum,
social context is likely to be of vital importance for individual turnover decisions,
particularly in the humanitarian sector.

1.6

RESEARCH PROBLEM

The four chapters in this dissertation tackle the following overarching problem:
How can variations in individual turnover-related attitudes of expatriate humanitarian
aid workers be explained by variations in organization and job-related practices, and
how does the informal social context affect this relationship?
Each chapter studies the impact of a set of job design or HRM-related factors on workrelated attitudes deemed important antecedents of turnover. The key contribution of
each chapter consists of contextualizing these effects by investigating the role of the
informal social setting, either in terms of trust in management (Chapters 2, 4 and 5) or
horizontal social relations (Chapter 3). For a visual summary of key elements of the
four studies, see Figure 1.1.2
The second chapter focuses on two features of humanitarian work: the large
degree of job autonomy in combination with the assumed lack of a work-life balance.
We examine to what extent job autonomy improves perceived work-life balance, as
findings from the private sector suggest. We argue that this link is less straightforward
in humanitarian settings, and suggest that trust in management is a vital precondition
for autonomy to improve perceived work-life balance.
Chapter 3 investigates the link between perceived role clarity and turnover
intentions. Since humanitarian missions often require rapid decision-making and
smooth lateral coordination among aid workers, we argue that perceived role clarity
would reduce turnover intentions only if informal relations are good.
Chapter 4 focuses on job training as an HRM tool to influence organizational
commitment. Using a gift-exchange perspective, we assume that employees attach
higher value to training that improves their employability in other organizations,
within or outside the humanitarian sector. This results in higher levels of commitment
As these studies were originally written as independent articles for publication in various
journals, some overlap is inevitable, especially when it comes to the methodological approach
and introduction of the problem of turnover in the humanitarian sector.
2
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for general training as compared to firm-specific training. Since management decides
on the allocation of training opportunities, we argue that in this group, sector-specific
training, and general training results in higher commitment only when trust in
management is high, whereas firm-specific training is perceived as a negative and
leads to lower levels of commitment.
Finally, Chapter 5 argues that high-involvement HRM practices lead to lower
turnover because they trigger a positive chain reaction: increased trust in
management, results in greater job satisfaction, and subsequently a stronger intention
to stay.

TURNOVER-RELATED ATTITUDES

Job related factors:
Autonomy
Role clarity
Work-life balance
Job satisfaction
Turnover intentions
HRM factors:
Communication
Participation in
decision-making
Job training
Fairness of evaluation

Organizational commitment

SOCIAL CONTEXT

Trust in management
Social relations co-workers

Figure 1.1. Visual summary of research elements in dissertation
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ORGANIZATIONAL FACTORS
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1.7

RESEARCH DESIGN AND DATA

Despite the societal importance of humanitarian aid, these organizations have received
limited academic attention, mainly because quantitative data in this field is scarce and
gaining access to this hard-to-reach population is challenging, to say the least (Fechter,
2012; Teegen, Doh, & Vachani, 2004). This dissertation is among the first to give an indepth quantitative account of the dynamics of turnover in the humanitarian sector.
Data was collected from the operational center of one of the largest
humanitarian aid organizations in the field, Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF). 3 The study
took place in the context of an ongoing long-term project on the professionalization
efforts of this organization (Heyse, 2006; Korff, 2012). We were given permission to
approach MSF’s expatriate workforce, to access HRM policy documents and other
background information, to talk to HRM and operational staff, and repeatedly discuss
the research instrument and research findings.
Since MSF is considered a unique actor in the aid sector, we must be careful
with generalizing our findings to the full humanitarian community. We will return to
this issue in the conclusion of this dissertation. In the following, we provide
background information on MSF, and discuss the research design and execution of data
collection in one of the hardest populations to reach – expatriate humanitarian aid
workers in the field.

1.7.1 Organization: Médecins Sans Frontières
Médecins Sans Frontières (Doctors Without Borders), is one of the largest and bestknown organizations in humanitarian aid. It has earned its reputation from hundreds
of missions providing care to millions of people. Started by a group of French doctors
and journalists in France in 1971, MSF has spread throughout the world, fascinating
both members of the medical field and the public alike. It is famous for traveling to
places where other aid agencies cannot or will not go to provide aid to those who need
it most. In 1999, MSF were rewarded for their efforts with the Nobel Peace Prize
(Redfield, 2013).
Today MSF is an international alliance of 19 organizations in various countries.
The MSF country organizations work together in operational centers that are
responsible for MSF’s aid projects. MSF Holland was founded in 1984 by a group of six
volunteers who set up office in an Amsterdam cellar (De Milliano, 1991). MSF Holland
forms a partnership with MSF Germany and MSF UK in the MSF Operational Center in
Amsterdam (MSF-OCA), and as such is an international hub in the MSF structure. MSFOCA is involved in projects in 24 countries, and in 2014 had a budget of 42.5 million
euro (Annual report MSF, 2014).
In the mid-1990s, MSF began responding to rising calls for professionalization,
which prompted among other responses the development of a specialized human
resource policy, geared toward retaining qualified employees and offering career paths
in the organization (Heyse, 2006; Korff, 2012).

For more information on the history and background of MSF:
www.doctorswithoutborders.org.
3
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1.7.2 The Humanitarian Employment Survey (HES)
After conducting an extensive review of factors related to turnover in the literature of
the past 40 years, a first draft of a research instrument was developed in 2010. Based
on the aforementioned turnover models, we developed a survey using as many pretested items as possible – the Humanitarian Employment Survey (HES). We discussed
the HES extensively with HRM and operational staff at MSF-OCA. Many had field
experience and could provide valuable information about the fit of these items to the
humanitarian work context. Since the main interest is attitudes, we took a perceptual
approach in our survey to gain insight into the perceptions employees have on the
factors available to the organization. Attitudes are not necessarily influenced by
objective measures of factors that potentially affect turnover attitudes, but by the
perceptions of individuals of these factors. Perceptions then shape their attitudes since
these have been shown to be more salient in their impact on individuals (Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984).

1.7.2.1 Distribution of survey
Before distributing the survey, we took several steps to ensure an optimal response
rate among this hard-to-reach population. Most MSF employees work in the most
remote parts of the world that are difficult to reach by standard means of
communication. Unreliable internet connections exacerbate this problem. We
discussed these steps with many actors in the organization. First, it was decided that
the director and operational director should inform the key players about the
upcoming survey. The research team drafted the letters in close cooperation with
several employees from different layers of the organization, These were sent first to
country managers and project coordinators before the all other respondents.
Second, we had several meetings with people from the technical department
about the possibilities and limitations of an online survey in the humanitarian setting.
Here it was decided to provide two options for HES. The first was a regular online
format, for use by those whose internet connection was stable enough for the 45-odd
minutes it would take to fill out the survey. The second was a very light (considering
the bandwidth in certain locations) attachment that respondents could download
quickly, fill out offline, and email back to the research team once an internet
connection was available. Both options had identical content that differed only in the
layout.

1.7.2.2 Response and sample
In 2011, the HES was sent to 550 expatriate fieldworkers, representing the full
population of expatriate employees of MSF-OCA at that time. Two reminders were sent
in the following eight weeks. We received completed surveys from 168 expatriate field
workers, resulting in a response rate of 31%. Of these 168 respondents, 54 (32%) used
the offline option, indicating that the response rate would have been substantially
lower if we had only provided the online survey option. This response rate is
consistent with the average response rate in expatriate samples obtained in other
studies (Birdseye & Hill, 1995; Black & Stephens, 1989; Naumann, 1993; Shaffer,
Harrison, Gilley, & Luk, 2001).
To assess the representativeness of our data, we analyzed the demographic
characteristics of the sample in comparison to the full population in terms of gender,
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occupational groups, and nationality. The HRM department provided this information.
The country managers and project coordinators were slightly overrepresented, the
sample was largely representative for occupational groups, gender, and nationality
(see Appendix for details of the non-response analysis).
Humanitarian expatriates from 35 countries participated in this study. The
gender distribution of our sample was equally divided, with 50.3% women, and 49.7%
men. The average age was 38.5 years. Time working in the field (without leave and rest
periods between missions) ranged from 1 month to 19 years, with an average tenure
of a little over four years. The average respondent had been on four missions (range 1–
21), and worked an average of 57.7 hours a week (measured as actual working hours,
not hours according to contract). More than 85% of the sample had at least a
Bachelor’s degree. In terms of family demographics, 80% of the sample had no children
in their household; almost 40% were single, and 27% married.

1.8

CONTRIBUTIONS

This study contributes to the topic of turnover in the humanitarian aid sector in
several ways. First, humanitarian organizations are among the most criticized and at
the same time most understudied types of organizations. This study is among the first
to present systematic quantitative evidence on this hard-to-reach population.
Substantial effort has gone into designing an instrument that could be used to access
humanitarian aid workers working in the most remote parts of the world. These
efforts resulted in a representative sample of one of the largest humanitarian aid
organizations in the field, the MSF-OCA.
Second, using turnover literature on the for-profit sector as a point of
departure allows us to address the general question of how far theories (e.g. gift
exchange, signaling, and enabling resources theory) and job design practices were
developed in the for-profit sector can be applied to this non-profit setting.
Third, our study highlights the importance of social embeddedness as a crucial
factor in the turnover process. Although emphasized by classic turnover models in the
1970s, the informal organization, particularly interpersonal relations and trust, has
only recently received systematic attention in the literature (Lopes Morrison, 2005;
Maertz & Griffeth, 2004; Mossholder et al., 2005; Riordan & Griffeth, 1995).
Finally, with its explicit focus on practices and organizational interventions,
our study may be useful to HRM officers attempting to retain their high quality
employees, thereby possibly contributing to the professionalization of the
humanitarian sector.
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2
2 ENABLING WORK-LIFE BALANCE IN AN
UNBALANCED ENVIRONMENT: JOB AUTONOMY
AND TRUST IN MANAGEMENT AMONG
HUMANITARIAN AID EXPATRIATES4

Abstract
Most work-life balance research has taken place in conventional organizational
contexts. Only a limited body of research has examined the work-life satisfaction of
workers who live abroad and reside outside the typical ‘family’ or ‘life’ domain. The
aim of this study is to extend existing research by examining work-life satisfaction in
the context of humanitarian action. Using unique survey data (N=142), we engage in an
ordinal logistic regression analysis with results revealing that high levels of autonomy
are positively related to work-life balance satisfaction. When levels of autonomy are
high and trust in management is low, however, the effect of autonomy on work-life
balance satisfaction is negative. When trust in management is high, autonomy has a
positive effect on work-life balance satisfaction, indicating a buffering effect of trust in
management on the negative effects of high autonomy among expatriate humanitarian
aid field workers.

This chapter is based on a revised paper co-authored with Melinda Mills, Liesbet Heyse, Rafael
Wittek and Vincenzo Bollettino currently resubmitted to an international peer-reviewed
journal. A previous version was presented at the Association for Research on Nonprofit
Organizations and Voluntary Action Conference in Hartford U.S.A, November 2013.
4
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2.1

INTRODUCTION

A satisfactory balance between work and non-work is a central concern for employees
and organizations (Barnett, 1998). The workplace has been characterized as a ‘greedy
institution’ (Coser, 1974) that has the potential to cause role conflicts in the life and
family domain. Understanding work-life balance is vital since it has implications for
individual and family functioning: work-life conflict has been shown to be predictive of
depression, alcoholism, emotional exhaustion, and lowered life satisfaction (Bacharach,
Bamberger, & Conley, 1991; Bedeian, Burke, & Moffett, 1988; Frone, Russell, & Cooper,
1997; Kossek & Ozeki, 1998). Work-life conflict likewise has consequences for
organizations and is associated with higher rates of turnover, absenteeism, lower
performance and job dissatisfaction (e.g., Anderson, Coffey, & Byerly, 2002; Greenhaus,
Parasuraman, & Collins, 2001).
A large body of literature addresses the antecedents of work-life balance such
as flexibility (organization, timing, and location), work hours, and family-friendly
policies (for extensive overviews see Bianchi & Milkie, 2010; Eby, Casper, Lockwood,
Bordeaux, & Brinley, 2005). Most research focuses on conventional organizational
contexts, which have similar work-life interfaces. Only a limited body of research has
examined the work-life satisfaction of workers in less conventional contexts, such as of
those who live abroad and reside outside of their typical ‘family’ or ‘life’ environment.
Exceptions are studies of expatriate employees (e.g., Shaffer, Harrison, Gilley, & Luk,
2001 and Shaffer, Kraimer, Chen, & Bolino, 2012) and military families (e.g., Karin,
2009).a In these transnational contexts,b employees are literally removed from their
‘life’ and the accompanying strain- and time-based demands. The aim of the current
study is to extend existing work-life balance literature by examining perceptions of
work-life satisfaction in the non-conventional work context of humanitarian aid
provision.
Humanitarian expatriates face unique demands and draw on different
resources to mitigate work-life conflict. The work-life balance research often focuses
first on protected leave policies to take time off for caregiving as a way to balance work
and life. However, leave in the humanitarian context has an additional unique function.
During field missions, humanitarian expatriates are often required to leave active duty
to recuperate away from the mission site, similar to ‘exigency leave’ in the military
(Karin, 2009). Time between missions is also often unpaid to deal with the uncertain
nature of crises and funding (Loquercio, Hammersley & Emmens, 2006).
Second, most literature on work-life flexibility/balance implicitly assumes that
workers have the ability to adapt or reduce working hours and schedule flexibility
(Mills & Täht, 2010) or change their working location (Hill, Ferris & Märtinson, 2003).
Humanitarian aid workers cannot reduce working hours or adapt their workplace
since they are often placed in remote areas with a compromised communications and
physical infrastructure. Third, most humanitarian expatriates experience a unique
work-life conflict since they must leave behind friends and family due to employment
and safety constraints (Ahmad 2002; Lindenberg, 1999; Shaffer, Kraimer, Chen &
Bolino, 2012; Takeuchi, 2010). The lack of the physical presence of a partner, children,
or parents to care for in their location, for instance, fundamentally alters the
constraints related to their employment and time allocation (Perlow, 1998; Wotschack
& Wittek, 2008).
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Finally, the often remote location and inherent danger for humanitarian field
workers generates markedly different levels of job autonomy, and reliance on and
relationship to management. Because of the urgent nature of their work, humanitarian
workers must make rapid, independent decisions that can have significant
consequences, making job autonomy an inherent aspect of the job (Walkup, 1997; Fox,
2001). The importance of trust in management is likewise crucial in such a highly risky
environment (Mayer, Davis & Schoorman, 1995).
Due to the unique differences of work-life boundaries, time-based (e.g., work
hours, schedules) and strain-based demands (e.g., psychological spillover between
domains) of humanitarian workers, we enter relatively uncharted theoretical and
empirical terrain, adopting theory related to ‘enabling resources’ and trust in
management. The former refers to ‘structural or psychological assets that may be used
to facilitate performance, reduce demands, or generate additional resources’
(Voydanoff, 2004a: 398, 399; Voydanoff, 2004b). Enabling assets such as job autonomy
may be crucial for mitigating work-life conflict (e.g., Anderson, Coffey, & Byerly, 2001;
Berg, Kallebery & Appelbaum, 2003) or, conversely, may have detrimental effects due
to a lack of time parameters and over compliance or tendency to overwork in
emergency situations (Briscoe, 2007; Van Echtelt, Glebbeek & Lindenberg, 2006; Jones
& Butler, 1980). Trust in management is likewise a crucial condition for work-life
satisfaction (Harvey, Kelloway & Duncan-Leiper, 2003) since it can both reduce work
strain and buffer the potentially negative effects of high job autonomy.
This study provides several contributions to work-life research. First, by
examining the unique context of humanitarian field workers, specifically job autonomy
and trust in management, we go beyond the predominant focus on work-life balance as
strictly caregiver or flexibility policies. Second, we focus on perceived as opposed to
objective work-life balance, since the former has been shown to be more salient in its
impact on individuals (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). A third contribution is that to our
knowledge this is the first empirical study to examine work-life balances among
humanitarian workers. Despite the strong societal importance of this group,
quantitative empirical studies are scarce (Teegen, Doh & Vachani, 2004; Fechter,
2012). The lack of data is attributed to difficulties in collecting information from
employees scattered over remote and often dangerous locations in the world. The
primary data collected in this study therefore offers a unique window into this vital –
yet seldom examined – non-profit humanitarian group. Finally, dissatisfaction with
work-life balance often has negative organizational outcomes, such as high turnover,
with turnover rates in the humanitarian sector at extremely high levels (Loquercio et
al., 2006; Richardson, 2006; Telford & Cosgrave, 2007). This study therefore offers a
practical direction for both humanitarian and transnational work organizations in
identifying the factors that might contribute to dissatisfaction in work-life balance.

2.2

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

We assume that individuals’ own demands can be balanced by enabling resources,
which in turn contribute to work-life satisfaction (Voydanoff, 2005). Enabling
resources are the structural or psychological assets that can help individuals cope with
work demands and thus balance work and life (Voydanoff, 2004a). In the work domain,
they often refer to job design characteristics (Voydanoff, 2005), with job autonomy
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deemed a most influential job-related enabling resource (Voydanoff, 2004b; 2005). We
extend this framework by arguing that the effect of the enabling resource ‘autonomy’ is
contingent on an employees’ trust in management.

2.2.1 Autonomy as an Enabling Resource for Work-Life Balance
The work-life literature has focused on autonomy and flexibility in setting working
hours, location and organization of work, which have been shown to exhibit a positive
influence on work-life balance (e.g. Anderson et al., 2002; Berg et al., 2003; Voydanoff,
2004a). In the humanitarian aid context, autonomy is related to control and order over
tasks, and the pace and organization of work. Humanitarian fieldwork often involves
unpredictable complex tasks that are not necessarily carried out in a standard
sequence. Rather, they require a holistic and flexible approach, where the employee
can adapt rapidly, and autonomously (Dertouzos, Lester, & Solow, 1989). By giving
employees broader responsibilities, encouraging them to contribute, and giving room
to make mistakes, employers can create an environment based on flexibility, trust, and
openness (Perlow, 1998). According to Drucker (1988), employees must be treated as
specialists who direct and discipline themselves. To achieve this, considerable
autonomy is transferred to the employee.
The implicit assumption behind this rationale is that employees are optimal
self-managers, capable of planning, structuring and deciding on diverse requirements,
including time allocation and balancing work and life. An implicit assumption is that
autonomy reduces the overlap of “work and non-work pressures… in the same block of
time” (Golden, 2001: 1158). If autonomy enables an employee to control the timing and
organization of work, the expectation is that it will enhance the potential to balance
work and non-work demands better, leading to higher levels of work-life satisfaction.
Even if autonomy implied greater demands, the ability to structure and control one’s
working schedule or the way in which the job is done will act as an enabling resource
and help prevent work from interfering with the family or other domains (Anderson et
al., 2002). Following this argumentation, our first hypothesis is:
H1: The more autonomy an expatriate humanitarian employee has, the higher the
level of satisfaction with work-life balance.

2.2.2 Trust in Management and Work-Life Balance Satisfaction
Research has also shown that autonomy may have detrimental effects on work-life
balance (Briscoe, 2007; van Echtelt et al., 2006; Jones & Butler, 1980) or boundary
demands (Ashforth, Kreiner, & Fugate, 2000; Voydanoff, 2004a). Although high levels
of autonomy might seem beneficial in humanitarian work contexts, it could also allow
employees to focus just on tasks and finishing projects, and ignore the overall number
of working hours (van Echtelt et al., 2006; Shortland & Cummins, 2007).
Here we can draw upon boundary theory, which states that when the
boundaries between work and family are overly permeable and flexible, it can result in
resource drain or negative spillover (Ashforth et al., 2000; Voydanoff, 2004a). Such
boundary demands often refer to time- and strain-based demands, where time-based
demands usually refer to working hours and schedules or time for caregiving. In the
humanitarian context, where employees serve on longer missions in often remote
locations, time-based demands refer to lack of personal time when in the field and a
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compression of family, friend and leisure-time allocation when workers come back for
breaks from the field. Strain-based demands refer to the psychological spillover where
strain in one domain, such as work, spills over into one’s personal life domain thereby
influencing role performance in each domain, as when negative attitudes and behavior
experienced at either work or home spillover into the other domain. This includes
stress, time pressure and role conflict (cf. Greenhaus & Beutel, 1985; Rothbard, 2001).
This is highly characteristic of the humanitarian work context, where both time-based
and strain-based demands can thus be expected to be high and contribute to low
satisfaction with the work-life balance.
Since the enabling resource of autonomy might not be a sufficient condition for
satisfaction in work-life balance, trust in management could be decisive. Following
Cook and Wall (1980), trust in management is defined as positive expectations
regarding management, emphasizing faith in the good intentions of managers,
confidence in the actions and competence of managers, and confidence that managers
will act in a fair, reliable, and ethical manner.
Trust in management is crucial for humanitarian expatriates in unpredictable
and sometimes dangerous working environments, because it can help to reduce strain
from work. When organizational demands are strong and there is a constant pressure
to finish tasks, employees might fear the consequences of the failure to meet demands.
Employees with a high degree of trust in management may experience less strain
because they feel confident that their managers will treat them fairly, even if they do
not meet all the demands (cf. Friedman, Christensen & De Groot, 1998). As a result,
trust in management can lead to lower levels of fear of the consequences for failure to
complete the assigned work (Harvey et al., 2003). This might lead to a greater control
over one’s situation (Anderson et al., 2002), thereby reducing spillover to the non-work
domain, resulting in a higher satisfaction with an employee’s work-life balance.
Employees are vulnerable due to their location in highly unpredictable and
high-risk environments. When trust in management is high, employees are expected to
be more prone to accept their vulnerability and the possibility of failure and reach
higher levels of equanimity that would in turn lead to higher satisfaction with the
work-life balance. This leads to the following hypothesis:
H2: The higher the level of trust in management, the higher the level of
satisfaction with work-life balance.

2.2.3 The Buffering Role of Trust in Management
Since humanitarian expatriate employees generally enjoy a high level of autonomy and
their decisions can have far-reaching consequences for the client population in distress
(Walkup, 1997; Fox, 2001), employees need to trust that management will support
their decisions. Therefore we contend that autonomy leads to higher levels of
satisfaction with work-life balance where trust is high, not low. In other words, high
trust reduces employees’ tendencies to respond negatively to high levels of autonomy.
In highly uncertain, often dangerous contexts, direct contact with the home office is not
always within reach. High-autonomy employees therefore need to be able to trust
management to support their decision-making and help them manage their high levels
of autonomy.
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Additionally, employees need to trust that management will not punish them if
their decision turns out be a wrong one (Siegel, Post, Brockner, Fishman, & Garden,
2005). If employees make either or both of these trust-related inferences, they are
likely to maintain relatively high levels of satisfaction with their work-life balance in
the face of high autonomy relative to their counterparts who experience similarly high
levels of autonomy but who trust less in management support. If employees with high
levels of autonomy do not trust their management, they could literally be left on their
own in a remote location, which may lead to frustration and increased dissatisfaction
with their work-life balance. This leads to a negative effect of autonomy on satisfaction
with their work-life balance and the following hypotheses:
H3a: Autonomy will have a positive effect on the satisfaction with work-life
balance for expatriate humanitarian employees who have high levels of trust in
management.
H3b: Autonomy will have a negative effect on the satisfaction with work-life
balance for expatriate humanitarian employees who have low levels of trust in
management.

2.2.4 Other Factors Influencing Work-Life Balance
Although we maintain that autonomy and trust in management are key factors in
understanding the work-life balance of humanitarian field workers, we are aware that
other factors can play a role. Therefore, in our analysis we control for factors salient in
this context or in work-life balance research in general. These include job stress, since
the very nature of expatriate work, and especially humanitarian work, involves high
levels of uncertainty (Shortland & Cummins, 2007). Job stress is found to lead to role
pressure and incompatibility (Greenhaus & Beutel, 1985) which can then influence the
life domain, decreasing the satisfaction with work-life balance in general. Furthermore,
we will also control for marital status.c Working hours are also controlled for as they
have been shown to have a negative effect on work-life balance (e.g. Tausig & Fenwick,
2001). Finally, we control for the employee’s level of commitment.

2.3

DATA AND METHOD

2.3.1 Data
To test the proposed hypotheses, we used the Humanitarian Employee Survey (HES),
primary survey data collected from a sample of expatriate humanitarian aid workers
currently working for one of the largest humanitarian aid organizations in the field:
Médecins Sans Frontières. The research team was granted access to use the HES to gain
information on the career, job characteristics, and work-life perceptions of
humanitarian expatriate staff working for MSF Operational Center Amsterdam (MSFOCA).
To ensure optimal response rates among this hard-to-reach population in the
most remote parts of the world, we provided two reply options, identical in content.
The first was a regular online format, for employees whose internet connection was
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stable enough for the 45-odd minutes needed to fill out the survey. The second option
was an attachment, which could be downloaded if there was a connection, filled in offline, and returned when the connection was available again.
The HES was sent to 550 expatriate fieldworkers. Two additional reminders
were sent over a period of eight weeks. We received completed surveys from 168
expatriate field workers, a response rate of 31%. Of these 168 respondents, 54 (32%)
used the off-line option, indicating that the response rate would have been
substantially lower if we had only provided the online option. This rate is consistent
with the average response rate in regular expatriate samples obtained in other studies
by Shaffer et al. (2001), Birdseye and Hill (1995), Black and Stephens (1989) and
Naumann (1993).
To assess the representativeness of our data, we compared the demographics
of the sample to the characteristics of the full organizational population in terms of
gender, occupational groups, and nationality. The MSF HRM department provided this
information. Although the higher-level employees were slightly overrepresented, the
sample was largely representative for occupational groups, gender, and nationality
(see Appendix).
After removing cases with missing responses on our main variables, we were
able to analyze a final sample size of 142. Additional analyses (available upon request)
showed no significant differences between the missing and non-missing group in
relation to work-life balance. As Table 2.1 shows, the sample has an almost equal
gender split, with the mean age of the respondents 38.7 years. The average respondent
worked an average of 57.1 hours a week (actual, not contractual hours). Overall there
were moderate levels of work-life satisfaction (3.06 out of 5), slightly higher job stress
levels, and a high level of job autonomy and organizational commitment (4.15 and 4.02
out of 5, respectively). Mean level of trust in management is slightly more positive than
negative.

2.3.2 Measurements
Dependent variable. The dependent variable is satisfaction with work-life balance
measured on a seven-point Likert scale using a pre-tested standard survey question
(ESS, 2006): ‘How satisfied are you with the balance between the time you spend on
paid work and the time you spend on other aspects of your life?’ (1 = very dissatisfied,
7 = very satisfied). To ensure that categories contained enough cases to avoid zero-cell
problems, we collapsed ‘very satisfied’ and ‘satisfied’ into one category as well as ‘very
dissatisfied’ and ‘dissatisfied’, constructing a five-point scale (1 = dissatisfied to 5 =
satisfied).
Independent variables. Job autonomy was measured by five items on a fivepoint scale using a pre-tested standard measure (WERS, 2004) (1 = none to 5 = a lot).
The scale has high reliability (α =.81) and included the following items. In general, how
much autonomy do you have over the following in your current job: ‘what tasks you do
in your job’, ‘the pace at which you work’, ‘how you do your work’, ‘the order in which
you carry out your tasks’, and ‘the time you start or finish your day’. Because the
distribution is highly left-skewed (mean = 4.15, see Table 2.1) the variable was
dichotomized, comparing the highest scores with the lower ones. The cutoff point is 4,
with scores lower than 4 indicated by 0, and 4 and higher indicated by 1. Trust in
management was measured by six items on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly
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disagree to 5 = strongly agree) again using a pre-tested standard measure (Cook &
Wall, 1980). The scale (α = .72) included the following items: ‘management at my
organization is sincere in its attempts to meet the employees’ point of view’, ‘our
organization has a poor future unless it can attract better managers’, ‘management can
be trusted to make sensible decisions for the organization’s future’, ‘I feel quite
confident that the organization will always try to treat me fairly’, and ‘our management
would be quite prepared to benefit by deceiving the workers’. Items 2 and 6 were
coded in reverse direction to indicate more trust in management when higher values
were indicated.
Control variables. The following control variables were included in the
analysis. Job stress was measured by four items on a five-point scale (1 = never to 5 =
always) following standard measures (ISSP, 2005). The scale (α = .71) included the
following: In your job, how often do you ‘come back from work exhausted?’, ‘have to do
hard physical work?’, ‘find your work stressful?’, and ‘perform dangerous tasks?’ and
was left as a five-point scale. Work hours was measured by ‘How many hours a week do
you actually work?’ (not according to contract). Organizational commitment was
measured by five items on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 =
strongly agree). The items for the scale were constructed by combining the
organizational commitment scales constructed by Mowday, Porter, and Steers (1982)
and Meyer, Allen, and Smith (1993). The scale (α = .73) included the following items: ‘I
am proudly talking to others about this organization’, ‘I do not feel a sense of belonging
to my organization’, ‘I often think that it was a mistake on my part to choose this
organization over others I had considered’, ‘I do not feel emotionally attached to this
organization’, and ‘I would be very happy to spend the rest of my career with this
organization’. Items 2, 3, and 4 were coded in reverse direction to indicate more
organizational commitment when higher values were indicated. Because of the highly
left-skewed distribution (mean = 4.02, see Table 2.1) this variable was dichotomized,
comparing the highest scoring group (≥4 = 1) with the lower. Marital status was
controlled for by including a dummy variable married (married =1) and age and gender
(female = 1) were also added as control variables.d

2.3.3 Method of Analysis
We estimated an Ordinal Logistic Regression since the dependent variable satisfaction
with work-life balance contains five ordered categories (1 = dissatisfied to 5 =
satisfied). Our ordinal response variable assumes that levels of satisfaction have a
natural order (low to high), but distances between adjacent levels are unknown. An
additional advantage is that the model is not sensitive to variable distributions in the
way that many other regression models such as OLS models are (Long, 2006). We also
checked for the parallel regression assumption, which our models did not violate. We
ran three models, where we were able to test each hypothesis. All variables in the
model have been centered at their grand means. Dummy variables were left in their
raw metric as well as the dependent variable. In the first model, only the controls will
be included to examine the possible differences in explaining the satisfaction with
work-life balance. In the second model, the organizational enabling resources
(autonomy and trust in management) on which our hypotheses are based will be
added. The third model includes the proposed interaction effect between job autonomy
and trust in management.
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2.4

RESULTS

Table 2.1 shows that both autonomy (r = .19, p<.05) and trust in management (r = .42,
p<.01) relate to satisfaction with work-life balance. Table 2.2 shows the results of the
ordinal logistic regression analyses. Consistent with H1, higher autonomy is related to
higher satisfaction with work-life balance. Those with high levels of job autonomy
indicate significantly higher levels of satisfaction with work-life balance than
employees indicating lower levels of job autonomy (<4) (β = .79, p<.05). When we
examined this effect in detail, however, the positive main effect was driven by the
overrepresentation of employees in higher trust categories, in other words, those who
had sufficient levels of trust to enjoy autonomy. Since employees in the higher trust
categories show a stronger positive effect for autonomy, we tend to interpret this
seemingly positive effect with caution.
H2, which predicted a direct positive effect of a higher level of trust in
management (β = 1.38, p<.01) on satisfaction with work-life balance, initially finds
support in Model 2. However, when the interaction term is included in Model 3, the
main effect of trust in management disappears, suggesting that trust does not seem to
matter for employees having low autonomy, forcing us to reject H2.

M

SD

1. Satisfaction work-life balance

3.06

1.42

2. Age

38.66

8.62

3. Femalea

.51

.05

-.06

4. Marrieda

.27

.22**

.21**

.38***

5. Actual work hours

57.09

9.07

-.14

-.01

-.09

-.13

6. Job stress

2.89

.57

-.29**

-.13

-.12

-.09

.32***

7. Job autonomya

.68

.17*

.02

-.21**

.11

-.01

.04

8. Organizational commitmenta

.62

.13

.04

.08

-.10

-.05

-.07

.06

9. Trust in management

3.42

.39***

.12

-.06

.19*

-.10

-.04

.05

a. Percentages are given for dichotomous variables
Notes: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001

.58

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

.14

.23**

9
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Table 2.1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations (N=142)

Table 2.2. Results of Ordinal Logistic Regression Analysis on Satisfaction with Work-life Balance (N = 142)
Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

SE B

eB

B

SE B

eB

B

SE B

eB

Age

.01

.02

1.01

.01

.02

1.01

.01

.02

1.01

Female

.43

.33

1.54

.59

.35

1.80

.67

.35

1.96

Married

1.05**

.39

2.85

.81*

.40

2.24

.95*

.40

2.58

Work hours

-.01

.02

.10

.01

.02

1.01

.01

.02

1.01

Job stress

-.81**

.29

.45

-1.01**

.30

.36

-1.13***

.31

.323

Org commitment (1 = high)

.55

.32

1.73

.10

.33

1.10

.00

.34

1.00

Job autonomy (1 = high)

.79*

.35

2.21

.80*

.35

2.23

Trust in management

1.38***

.31

3.95

.03

.48

1.03

2.29***

.63

9.89

Trust in management*Autonomy
χ2

23.6

49.6

63.8

Df

6

8

9

Notes: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001
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To test H3a and H3b on the role of trust in management in the relation between autonomy
and satisfaction with work-life balance we turn to Model 3 of (see Table 2.2 and Figure
2.1). Model 3 included the interaction between autonomy and trust in management. In
accordance with H3a, Model 3 shows that autonomy (β = 2.29, p<.01) has a positive effect
on work-life balance for employees with high levels of trust in management. To illustrate
the interaction effect and examine H3b, which proposed that autonomy would have a
negative effect on satisfaction with work-life balance if trust in management were low, we
estimated the effect of autonomy on satisfaction with work-life balance for five quantiles
of trust categories (centered on 0).

Figure 2.1. Estimates of autonomy on satisfaction with work-life balance (WLB)
for five quantiles of trust categories (centered on 0) plus confidence intervals
We created 20 percent quantiles to provide estimations based on the empirical division of
cases across trust groups. As Figure 2.1 shows, when trust levels are low, the effect of
autonomy is actually negative, affirming H3b. In other words, when employees’ doubts
outweigh their trust in management (trust <0 in Figure 2.1) autonomy negatively
influences work-life balance. If however, trust outweighs doubt in management (trust >0
in Figure 2.1) autonomy has a positive effect on work-life balance, affirming H3a. We see a
sharp increase in the effect of autonomy on work-life balance once trust outweighs doubt.
To conclude, the interaction effect seems not to be linear but strongly divides between
employees with more doubt than trust and employees with more trust than doubt, while
for the former autonomy is harmful and for the latter it is beneficial.
We further see that age, gender, and commitment are not related to satisfaction
with work-life balance. Being married is positively related to work-life balance (β =.95,
p<.05), indicating that married employees are more likely to indicate satisfaction with
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their work-life balance than non-married counterparts. Working hours are not related to
satisfaction with work-life balance. Job stress (β = -1.13, p<.01) is negatively related to
satisfaction with work-life balance: the more job stress is indicated the less likely
employees are to indicate being satisfied with their work-life balance.

2.5

DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to extend our existing knowledge of work-life satisfaction by
examining the unique employment context of humanitarian aid provision. To achieve this
goal we needed to go beyond the standard assumptions of work-life balance literature –
such as flexibility of time or working location – to examine the importance of enabling
resources such as job autonomy and trust in management. This research question also
required a different empirical approach and necessitated collecting primary data on this
hard-to-reach population. The central finding of this study was that autonomy has a
positive influence on satisfaction with work-life balance if trust in management is high and
a negative effect when trust in management is low. The study thus reinforces arguments
that in highly demanding working environments, where classic measures to increase
work-life balance are not feasible, autonomy does not inevitably lead to increased worklife satisfaction but strongly depends on the employee’s trust in the management of the
organization. We also add to the literature by showing that without trust in management,
autonomy can actually have a detrimental effect on satisfaction with work-life balance.

2.5.1 Implications for Research
Our theoretical and empirical approach generated new insights into the relationship
between autonomy, trust in management, and work-life balance satisfaction. First, the
study highlights the importance of the role of trust in management in the relationship
between autonomy and work-life balance satisfaction. It empirically demonstrates that
trust is needed to achieve work-life balance satisfaction in high-autonomy work contexts.
Likewise it demonstrates that job design-enabling resources such as job autonomy may
have limited or even detrimental effects in non-conventional work settings. Although it
was not the focus of our study, job stress strongly influenced work-life balance whereas
commitment and work hours did not. The absence of any impact for working hours or
commitment is likely related to an overall higher number of hours (mean: 57 hours/week)
and higher commitment, resulting in negligible variation. The impact of marital status on
work-life satisfaction also diverged from classic findings, likely due to the composition of
humanitarian expatriates, with only 27% married and 19% with children.

2.5.2 Managerial Implications
The present study demonstrates how trust in management in a highly demanding nonconventional working environment can affect work-life satisfaction. The results of this
study could contribute to employment policy in similar contexts such as the expat or
military environment in three central ways. First, trust in management can enhance the
positive effects of job autonomy for workers. A positive climate of trust and support in
HRM policies such as professional development and participation in decision-making has
been shown to have a positive effect on workers (Vanhala & Ahteela, 2011; Whitener,
1997). Second, management can decide to restrict the degree of job autonomy offered to
employees. This can be achieved by standardization and specifying operational procedures
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that provide employees with guidelines to make quick independent decisions under
stressful circumstances, common not only to humanitarian workers, but also to other
professions such as medical services. Finally, autonomy and trust in management can be
promising avenues to reduce turnover across a variety of organizations.

2.5.3 Strengths and Limitations
The central strength of this study is that it broadens the scope of work-life balance
research to a unique case study of humanitarian field workers. This meant that we needed
to rethink classic work-life theories and implicit assumptions resulting in the application
of a theoretical framework focused on the enabling resource of job autonomy and the
interrelationship between autonomy and trust in management.
A second strength is that to our knowledge, this is the first empirical attempt to study
these issues among the hard-to-reach population of humanitarian aid workers. Despite
their societal importance, limited attention has been given to humanitarian organizations.
Quantitative data in this field is scarce, with systematic academic attention lacking
(Teegen et al., 2004; Fechter, 2012). We are aware of the limitation of studying only one
organization, as it does not allow us to make generalizations to the entire humanitarian
field. Although the MSF is one of the largest in the field, findings cannot automatically be
transposed to all humanitarian organizations. Yet, it is very likely that our findings are
highly relevant for employees working for other humanitarian organizations that share the
same or similar environmental constraints and demands.
Another limitation is the cross-sectional design, which precludes inferences about
the causal ordering of the relations we studied. Although our main findings are consistent
with our theoretical reasoning, research that adopts a longitudinal approach would be
necessary to examine the causal status of these relationships.
While our data covered all categories of satisfaction with work-life balance
(ranging from unsatisfied to satisfied) and was virtually normally distributed, the group
that is (very) dissatisfied with their work-life balance might be larger in reality. The actual
number of employees experiencing problems with work-life balance might be higher
because those who are very dissatisfied might not find time to fill in a lengthy survey.
Therefore the problem of a disturbed work-life balance might be more pronounced in
reality, stressing the importance of enabling resources like autonomy in combination with
trust in management to restore this balance.

2.5.4 Conclusion
The findings in our study stress the importance of job autonomy as an enabling resource
and the buffering effect of trust in management in reaching a satisfactory work-life balance
among expatriate humanitarian aid workers. Specifically, the findings revealed that
autonomy does not inevitably lead to increased work-life satisfaction, but strongly
depends on the trust in the management of the organization. When trust in management is
high, autonomy can contribute to a positive perception of the work-life balance. However,
when trust in management is low, autonomy has a detrimental effect on the satisfaction
with work-life balance. The findings suggest that investments in managing (degrees of) job
autonomy and promoting a trusting relation between employees and management is an
essential part of generating satisfaction with work-life balance in unbalanced
environments. Consequently, future research should continue to investigate job-related
enabling resources and its relation with trust in management in these types of
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organizations to enrich our understanding of work-life balance in the humanitarian,
expatriate, and related contexts.
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Notes
a. Although numbers of studies of expatriate employees are increasing (e.g., Shaffer,
Harrison, Gilley, & Luk, 2001 and Shaffer, Kraimer, Chen, & Bolino, 2012), they
generally focus on high-demand professionals engaged in transnational work to
enhance their career prospects in large multinationals. Another exception is the
study of military families (e.g., Karin, 2009), which often focus on the family
members left behind (e.g., Bourg & Segal, 1999; McFayden, Kerpelman & AdlerBaeder, 2005).
b. There is a substantial amount of literature on transnational workers (e.g., Polish
immigrants, Rural Chinese workers) or domestic workers (e.g., Filipinos in Saudi
Arabia) that we are not tapping into here, however, we would argue that these
workers are rather different from our case and research often focuses on the child
effects.
c. Although presence of children is controlled for in most work-life studies, most aid
workers are single and only a small portion of the ones with a partner have
children. Therefore we do not adopt this in our model. Additional analyses
including the presence of children did not show any effects.
d. Tenure, presence of children and education were controlled for in earlier analyses
but were found to have no significant effect and were left out of the model, also
due to the limited sample size.

3
3 REDUCING TURNOVER INTENTIONS IN COMPLEX
TASK ENVIRONMENTS: THE INTERPLAY
BETWEEN ROLE CLARITY AND SOCIAL
RELATIONS AMONG HUMANITARIAN AID
WORKERS5

Abstract
A large body of research demonstrates the harmful consequences of turnover for both
individuals and organizations. Considering the context of humanitarian aid work,
characterized by retention problems and complex task requirements, we aim to empirically
examine two factors possibly conducive to reducing turnover intentions; role clarity and the
quality of social relations among co-workers. We examine the interplay between these two
factors, arguing that in highly complex task environments, role clarity can only reduce
turnover if social relations between co-workers are of high quality. Using survey data
collected from expatriate workers in one of the largest humanitarian organizations in the
world, Médecins sans Frontières (N=146), we engage in regression analyses with results
revealing that while social relations have a positive effect on turnover intentions, role clarity
has no direct effect on turnover intentions. Role clarity only reduces turnover intentions if
social relations with coworkers are of high quality. Our study contributes to the turnover
literature by providing support for a ‘socialized’ approach to turnover research, thereby
showing its relevance for the understudied category of non-profit humanitarian
organizations.

This chapter was co-authored with Liesbet Heyse, Rafael Wittek and Melinda Mills and is
currently under review at an international peer-reviewed journal.
5

32 | Chapter 3

3.1

INTRODUCTION

Staff turnover is a general concern to managers and academics (Cotton and Tuttle,
1986; e.g. Mobley, 1977; Porter and Steers, 1973), and a particularly pressing issue in
the field of humanitarian work, where the retention of a qualified workforce is a
problem (Loquercio et al., 2006; Richardson, 2006; Telford and Cosgrave, 2007). High
turnover has been widely recognized to be problematic because it leads to high
organizational costs for recruiting, selecting, and training new employees (Moynihan
and Pandey, 2008; Wright and Bonett, 2007). It potentially hampers organizational
effectiveness, efficiency, and workflow, due to loss of institutional memory (Griffeth
and Hom, 1995; Loquercio et al., 2006; Price, 2001; Shaw et al., 2005).
In the context of humanitarian aid work, it was long assumed that high
turnover would be unavoidable due to the uncertain and often dangerous contexts
employees reside in. Humanitarian organizations – in their aim to alleviate the
suffering of victims of conflict and natural disaster – deal with complex problems,
competing demands, pursue almost unreachable goals, and provide services for which
clear performance criteria are often not readily available (Tomasini and Van
Wassenhove, 2009). In this context, stress, exhaustion, and trauma – among other risks
– could prevent aid workers from pursuing long-lasting careers (Hearns and Deeny,
2007; Walkup, 1997). However, this view has changed in the past decade. It is now
claimed that the sector can reduce turnover rates, and even improve its performance
through professionalized HRM practices and policies (Loquercio et al., 2006; Walker
and Russ, 2010).
Considering the uncertain and complex work environment of aid workers, and
the severe problems of retention in the humanitarian sector, we aim to empirically
examine two factors that humanitarian organizations can potentially influence to
buffer the negative consequences of highly complex and uncertain tasks: role clarity
and the quality of social relations among co-workers. Aid workers face task
requirements that are inherently ambiguous, complex, voluminous, and uncertain
(Seybolt, 2009). In such an environment, creating role clarity – defined as the extent to
which employees clearly understand the duties, tasks, objectives, and expectations of
their working roles (Katz and Kahn, 1978; Kauppila, 2013) – is a well-known way to
reduce uncertainty and decrease employee work-withdrawal behaviors, including
turnover intentions (Hassan, 2013; Katz, 1964).
Social relations have increasingly been recognized to have beneficial effects on
organizational outcomes, such as turnover (Lopes Morrison, 2005; Maertz and Griffeth,
2004; Mossholder et al., 2005). Social relations with co-workers can be expected to
influence turnover intentions (Tubre and Collins, 2000), for example, through the
support received from their co-workers in the form of solidarity and information on
how to accomplish goals (Raabe and Beehr, 2003). The prevalence of high quality social
relations reflects emotional attachment and embeddedness, which would make it
harder for employees to leave (Lopes Morrison, 2005; Mitchell et al., 2001; Mossholder
et al., 2005).
We argue that especially in a context with uncertain and complex tasks, the
interplay between role clarity and social relations among co-workers is crucial to
reduce turnover. In the humanitarian context, aid workers are largely dependent on
their co-workers to be able to accomplish their complex tasks (Tomasini and Van

Role Clarity and Turnover Intentions | 33
Wassenhove, 2009) and decisions require fast coordination between co-workers. High
quality social relations have been proven to lead to improved communication and
interaction (Riordan and Griffeth, 1995) especially in settings where employees are
required to cooperate (Chiaburu and Harrison, 2008). Improved communication and
interaction are likely to reduce uncertainty about one’s task. Thus, high quality
relations with co-workers might be a necessary condition for role clarity to reduce
turnover intentions.
Following this reasoning, this study has three goals. First, to empirically
examine whether role clarity is important for turnover intentions in this context.
Second, to investigate whether high quality relations among co-workers can prevent
turnover intentions in the context of humanitarian aid workers. Finally, to examine
what extent social relations are a necessary condition for role clarity to achieve
reduced turnover intentions in this context.
This study makes several contributions. First, it examines the separate effects
and interplay of two possible determinants of turnover, which in combination have
received limited attention in contemporary turnover research. These two determinants
potentially represent effective entry points for organizational interventions in highly
complex and uncertain work environments. By adding relational aspects of turnover,
we contribute support for a ‘socialized approach’ to turnover research (cf. Moynihan
and Pandey, 2008). Second, we place our study in the context of humanitarian aid
workers, interesting because of its high staff turnover rates and high task ambiguity.
Despite their societal importance, humanitarian agencies have received limited
academic attention. Quantitative data in this field is scarce due to limited access to this
hard-to-reach population (Fechter, 2012; Teegen et al., 2004). We make use of data of a
survey amongst 146 employees working for Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), one of
the largest humanitarian agencies in the field. We localize our research in the general
organizational literature, applying established concepts in the context of humanitarian
aid workers for the first time.

3.2

THEORY

The tasks of a humanitarian aid worker are inherently complex. This task complexity
has various dimensions (cf. Campbell, 1988; Liu and Li, 2012). First, the nature of
humanitarian work is uncertain and variable (Seybolt 2009). In humanitarian crises
the situation on the ground can rapidly change. For example, security might worsen, an
epidemic may suddenly develop, or new groups with different needs might enter a
refugee camp. This requires the ability of aid workers to constantly adjust their tasks to
the circumstances. Thus, interdependence is high due to unexpected need to
coordinate in the case of danger or rapid change. Second, the work itself is very much
task interdependent (Tomasini and Van Wassenhove, 2009): aid teams often comprise
a variety of specialists, such as health professionals (surgeons, nutritionists, nurses),
logisticians, water and sanitation specialists, financial and legal experts, etc. For
example, health professionals can only start to work in clinics if logisticians have
provided the material and medicine for the clinic, and water and sanitation specialists
have secured safe water and waste disposal. Providing aid is very much a collective
effort, requiring constant coordination and information exchange, given the variability
of the tasks and situations aid workers face.
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Although humanitarian organizations cannot reduce the complexity of aid work
itself, they can try to reduce the potentially negative consequences of task complexity,
and thereby reduce turnover. One way is to address the uncertainty resulting from
complex task requirements by facilitating role clarity, which is a proven effective way
to reduce turnover in other types of organizations (Hassan, 2013; Jung, 2014; Katz,
1964). However, given the high task interdependence in humanitarian work, it can be
expected that simply increasing individuals’ role clarity might not be sufficient to
buffer the negative effects of high task complexity, and thus prevent turnover. As we
argue below, the relational context of aid work – the quality of social relations in the
teams – is especially important to buffer the negative side effects of high task
complexity.

3.2.1 Role clarity and turnover
A role is usually defined as a set of expectations about behavior for a position in a social
structure. For employees the organization is the social structure in which different
roles are assigned. Role clarity refers to the extent to which employees clearly
understand the duties, tasks, objectives, and expectations of their work roles (Katz and
Kahn, 1978; Kauppila, 2013). ‘Expectations define behavioral requirements or limits
ascribed to the role by the focal person filling that position or by others who relate to
the role or simply have notions about it.’ (Rizzo et al., 1970, p. 155). Role ambiguity,
which is the opposite of and inversely interchangeable with role clarity (Rizzo et al.,
1970), occurs when employees are uncertain of what is expected of them (Kauppila,
2013).
Clear knowledge of role expectations is important for an employee to perform
effectively and coordinate activities in the work context (Hassan, 2013). If an employee
is uncertain of what he or she is supposed to accomplish, and what his or her
responsibilities are, chances are high that the employee will be hesitant to make
decisions and will rely on a trial and error approach in executing the job (Rizzo et al.,
1970). According to role theory, role ambiguity will result in coping strategies; the
employee will try to avoid stress by withdrawal, or relieve the strain of a conflictual or
ambiguous work situation with defense mechanisms (Kahn et al., 1964; Rizzo et al.,
1970). Consequently role ambiguity will increase the probability that an employee will
experience anxiety and frustration as well as reduced job satisfaction, and is thus more
likely to start thinking of quitting. A high degree of role ambiguity has repeatedly been
found to be positively related to turnover (Johnson and Graen, 1973; Jung, 2014; Rizzo
et al., 1970; Van Sell et al., 1981). The other way around, a high degree of role clarity
reduces uncertainty about what is expected from the employee, which reduces anxiety
and frustration, increases job satisfaction, and thus the inclination to stay working for
the organization. This results in our first hypothesis:
H1: Role clarity will be negatively related to turnover intentions.

3.2.2 Quality of relationships with coworkers and turnover
An increasing amount of scholars have acknowledged that interpersonal relations may
be severely underrated and underutilized in current turnover research (Lopes
Morrison, 2005; Maertz and Griffeth, 2004; Mossholder et al., 2005; Riordan and
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Griffeth, 1995). Although relational aspects have been present in classic turnover
models (Hackman and Lawler, 1971; Mobley, 1977), the empirical literature on
turnover mainly examines formal aspects of the organization (e.g., organizational rules,
structures, and policies) or individual work attitudes. While these studies contributed
substantially to the turnover literature, they are regarded as taking an ‘undersocialized approach’ to the withdrawal process of employees (Moynihan and Pandey,
2008). Since a relational perspective on turnover began receiving more attention
(Mossholder et al., 2005), a growing body of studies has empirically verified the
importance of social relations for turnover intentions (e.g. Lopes Morrison, 2005;
Maertz and Griffeth, 2004; Mitchell et al., 2001; Mossholder et al., 2005; Moynihan and
Pandey, 2008; Regts and Molleman, 2013). For example, co-workers’ relations are an
important factor in reducing turnover, because these can influence productivity and
hierarchical relations, as well as the way work is experienced (Hodson, 1997).
Two mechanisms explain the importance of social relations for reducing
turnover intentions. Firstly, individuals engage in interpersonal relationships for
functional purposes. In the context of high quality social relations, co-workers will offer
advice and information on how to accomplish goals, inform each other of potential
chances for advancement, and socially reinforce either good or bad behaviors (Raabe
and Beehr, 2003). This facilitates employees to fulfill their individual and collective
tasks, which may positively affect job satisfaction and retention. Second, having good
social relations satisfies basic human psychological needs. High quality relations based
on trust and confidence may satisfy employees’ psychological needs by, for example,
providing positive feedback about one’s job competence and through support (Fernet
et al., 2010). This is argued to reduce turnover intentions because it results in feelings
of embeddedness. The presence of high quality social relations would make it harder
for people to leave (Lopes Morrison, 2005; Raabe and Beehr, 2003) because these
relations represent a system of deep attachment that serves collective emotional needs
(Katz and Kahn, 1978; Maertz and Griffeth, 2004; Mossholder et al., 2005). Care and
consideration by co-workers engender emotional bonds, which create feelings of social
integration and support from colleagues. This would induce a sense of obligation to coworkers, which increases attachment to the organization and thereby reduces turnover
intentions (Mossholder et al., 2005; Moynihan and Pandey, 2008).
In short, high quality social relations can enhance interaction, communication,
trust, respect, cooperation, embeddedness, and support, which in turn might influence
work-related attitudes (such as job satisfaction) as well as work-related behaviors,
such as turnover (Riordan and Griffeth, 1995). Based on the former we expect the
following:
H2: The better the social relations with co-workers, the lower turnover intention
an employee will have.

3.2.3 Social relations: a necessary condition for role clarity to help
reduce turnover
In addition to the direct effect hypotheses, we argue that social relations among coworkers could moderate the relation between role clarity and turnover intentions in
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the humanitarian context. Specifically, high quality relations might be a necessary
condition for role clarity to have its beneficial effects on turnover intentions.
Role theory suggests that role making is a dynamic process. Employees need to
acquire knowledge on the demands and constraints of their behavior, receive feedback
from co-workers on their behavior in the role, accept a pattern of behavior, and modify
it over time to adjust to the situation at hand (Hassan, 2013). This permanent
adjustment process is all the more important in the humanitarian context, where tasks
are not only uncertain and variable, but also highly interdependent, as argued
previously. Given the teamwork nature of humanitarian work, a set of interdependent
workers needs to make a substantial number of intermediate decisions to execute tasks
successfully. Whereas a humanitarian organization might have originally sent a team to
help reduce malnutrition with therapeutic feeding, the outbreak of an epidemic (Ebola
or cholera) requires the team to collectively adjust their tasks to the new
circumstances. Quick coordination and joint decision-making are thus a daily reality
and these requirements make clear communication, coordination, and cooperation
between co-workers crucial (Mossholder et al., 2005; Tomasini and Van Wassenhove,
2009). As argued above, high quality social relations facilitate the processes.
This leads us to deduce that even when tasks are perfectly clear to an
individual, and role clarity is thus high, the satisfactory execution of humanitarian tasks
depends on coordination and communication with co-workers on a collective level.
Low quality relationships might hinder coordination and cooperation between
colleagues, which could hamper the satisfactory execution of a person’s individual
tasks, even if role clarity is high. This, in turn, could create frustration and reduce job
satisfaction, feelings that are known to increase turnover intentions (Jung, 2014). Good
social relations among co-workers, facilitate collective communication, coordination
and cooperation, elements that are crucial to accomplish and re-adjust not only
collective but also individual tasks.
Based on the above, we argue that turnover intentions among aid workers will
only decrease if both on the individual level role clarity is high and at the relational
level social relations are of high quality. Hence, we expect high quality social relations
to be a necessary condition for role clarity to result in reduced turnover intentions.
This leads to our third hypothesis:
H3: High quality relations will moderate the negative effect of role clarity on
turnover. When the quality of relations is high, the effect of role clarity on
turnover will be negative.

3.3

DATA AND METHOD

3.3.1 Data
To test the proposed hypotheses, we used the primary Humanitarian Employee Survey
(HES), which collected data from a sample of expatriate humanitarian aid workers in
one of the largest humanitarian aid organizations in the field: Médecins Sans
Frontières. MSF is specialized in medical humanitarian emergencies, operating globally
in both conflict and natural disaster areas in teams of combining both expatriate and
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national staff. The organization has 19 national offices and nine branch offices (MSF
International Activity Report, 2012) and in 2012 had a budget of 937.7 million euro.
The research team was granted access in 2011 to conduct the HES to obtain
information on the career, job characteristics, and turnover perceptions of expatriate
staff working for MSF Operational Center Amsterdam (MSF-OCA). MSF-OCA is
responsible for operational and human resource-related matters for the Dutch,
German, and British national offices. The HES was sent to 550 expatriate MSF-OCA
fieldworkers, the full expatriate workforce at that moment. Expatriate staff in this
organization consists of aid workers who work in countries other than their own (an
American working in Bangladesh, or a Sudanese person working in Benin).
To ensure optimal response rates among this hard-to-reach population in the
most remote parts of the world, we provided two reply options, which were identical in
content. The first was a regular online format, for employees whose internet
connection was stable enough for the approximately 45 minutes it would take to fill out
the survey. The second option was an attachment that could be downloaded when the
connection was there, filled in offline, and returned when an internet connection was
available again.
Two additional reminders were sent over a period of eight weeks. We received
completed surveys from 168 expatriate field workers, a response rate of 31%. Of these
168 respondents, 54 (32%) used the offline option, indicating that the response rate
would have been substantially lower if we had provided only the online option. This
response is consistent with the average response rate in regular expatriate samples
obtained in other studies by Shaffer et al. (2001), Birdseye and Hill (1995), Black and
Stephens (1989) and Naumann (1993).
To assess the representativeness of our data, response analyses were
performed by comparing the demographic characteristics of the sample with the
characteristics of the full organizational population in terms of gender, occupational
groups, and nationality. The MSF-OCA HRM department provided this information.
Although higher-level employees were slightly overrepresented, the sample was
largely representative for occupational groups, gender, and nationality (see Appendix).
After removing cases with missing responses on our main variables, we analyzed a
final sample of 146. As Table 3.1 shows, the sample has an equal gender split and the
average respondent worked an average of 50.9 months (4.2 years) for MSF-OCA.
Turnover intentions are on the low side (2.29 out of 5). There were overall high levels
of organizational commitment (4.01 out of 5). Role clarity is on average moderately
high (3.85 out of 5) and relationships with co-workers are on average of high quality
(4.33 out of 5).

M

SD

1. Turnover intention

2.29

0.92

2. Female (%)

50

NA

0.02

3. Tenure (in months)

50.94

44.79

0.13*

-0.15**

4. Organizational commitment

4.01

0.63

-0.30***

0.15**

0.00

5. Role clarity

3.85

0.51

-0.10

-0.23***

0.21***

0.15**

6. Relations with co-workers

4.33

0.69

-0.22***

-0.08

0.00

0.18**

Notes: *p<.10; **p<.05; ***p<.01

1

2

3

4

5

0.03
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Table 3.1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations (N=146)
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3.3.2 Measurements
Dependent variable. The dependent variable turnover intention is measured on a fivepoint scale (1 = never to 5 = always) by the following item: ‘How often do you think of
quitting your job?’ as used in earlier studies investigating the withdrawal process of
employees (Hom and Griffeth, 1991; Mobley, 1977).
Independent variables. Role clarity was measured by six items on a five-point
Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) using a pre-tested standard
measure by Rizzo at al. (1970). The scale (α = .79) included the following items: ‘I feel
certain about how much authority I have’, ‘I have clear, planned goals and objectives
for my job’, ‘I know that I have divided my time properly’, ‘I know what my
responsibilities are’, ‘ I know exactly what is expected of me’, and ‘explanations are
clear of what has to be done’. Relationship with coworkers was measured by on a 5point scale (1 = very bad to 5 = very good) by the following item: ‘How would you
describe relations between colleagues’?
Control variables. Organizational commitment was measured by 5 items on a
5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The items for the
scale were constructed by combining the organizational commitment scales
constructed by Mowday, Porter, and Steers (1982) and Meyer, Allen, and Smith (1993).
The scale (α = .73) included the following items: ‘I am proudly talking to others about
this organization’, ‘I do not feel a sense of belonging to my organization’, ‘I often think
that it was a mistake on my part to choose this organization over others I had
considered’, ‘I do not feel emotionally attached to this organization’, and ‘I would be
very happy to spend the rest of my career with this organization’. Items 2, 3, and 4
were coded in reverse direction to indicate more organizational commitment when
higher values were indicated. Tenure was measured by the total amount of months
working within the organization without rest and retreat periods Gender was
controlled for by including a dummy variable female (= 1).

3.3.3 Method of Analysis
Ordinary Least-Squares Regression was used to estimate three models. The first
includes only the controls to examine possible differences in explaining turnover
intentions. The second model adds role clarity and social relations with co-workers to
test our first two hypotheses. The third model contains the proposed interaction effect
between role clarity and relationships with co-workers. All variables are centered at
their grand means. Dummy variables and the dependent variable were left in their raw
metrics. Table 3.1 reveals that the assumption of no multicollinearity was met since
none of the independent variables is highly correlated.

3.4

RESULTS

Table 3.1 shows that while positive social relations (r = -0.22, p<0.01) are negatively
related to turnover intentions, role clarity seems unrelated to turnover intentions (r = 0.10, ns). It further shows that gender is negatively associated with role clarity,
indicating that women have less role clarity than men do. Tenure and organizational
commitment are both positively associated with role clarity. Table 3.2 shows the
results of the regression analyses.

Model 2

Model 3

B

SE B

p-value

B

SE B

p-value

B

SE B

p-value

Female

0.15

0.15

0.31

0.08

0.15

0.58

0.05

0.15

0.74

Tenure (in months)

0.00

0.00

0.08

0.00

0.00

0.06

0.00

0.00

0.10

Organizational commitment

-0.45

0.12

0.00

-0.38

0.12

0.00

-0.39

0.12

0.00

Role clarity

-0.13

0.15

0.38

-0.14

0.15

0.36

Social relations co-workers

-0.22

0.11

0.04

-0.18

0.11

0.09

-0.63

0.24

0.01

Role clarity * social relations
Co-workers
R2

.11

.14

.18

F

5.873

4.566

5.093
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Table 3.2. Regression analyses on turnover intentions (N = 146)
Model 1
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H1, which predicted a direct negative effect of role clarity on turnover intentions (β = 0.13, ns) does not find support in our analyses (see Model 2 in Table 3.2). Perceived
role clarity does not directly lead to reduced turnover intentions. Consistent with H2,
good social relations with co-workers is related to lower turnover intentions (β = 0.22, p<0.05). Those indicating that the relationship with colleagues is good indicate
lower levels of turnover intentions than employees, indicating less favorable
relationships between colleagues. Model 3 tested H3 on the interplay between social
relations with co-workers and role clarity (see Table 3.2 and Figure 3.1). Model 3
included the interaction term between role clarity and social relations. We expected
the negative relation between role clarity and turnover intentions to only exist for
employees who indicated high quality social relations. Model 3 shows that role clarity
is indeed negatively associated with turnover intentions for employees who indicate
good social relations between colleagues (β = -0.63, p<0.05).

Figure 3.1. Interaction between role clarity and social relations among co-workers
As Figure 3.1 illustrates, only for employees indicating high quality social relations the
effect of role clarity on turnover intentions is negative. The direction of the relation
seems to be reversed for employees who indicate low quality social relations. A closer
examination of both groups by means of a simple slope analysis (not shown) showed
the negative relation between role clarity and turnover intentions to be significant for
employees with high quality social relations, and a positive effect for employees,
indicating lower quality social relations to be insignificant. H3 is therefore supported:
the negative relation between role clarity and turnover intentions holds only for
employees indicating high quality social relations with co-workers. For employees
indicating low quality social relations, role clarity is not associated with reduced
turnover intentions. Therefore, role clarity reduces turnover intentions only when
social relationships are perceived to be good. Not surprisingly, we see that
organizational commitment is negatively related to turnover intentions. Gender is
unrelated and tenure seems slightly positively related to turnover intentions.
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3.5

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

The goal of the current study was to investigate the effect of two determinants, namely
role clarity and the quality of social relations, and their interplay on turnover
intentions in the field of humanitarian aid work. Results show that role clarity has no
direct effect on turnover intentions (H1). The absence of this relation might be due to
the highly dynamic environment in which humanitarian employees conduct their
tasks. Achieving role clarity in an uncertain, complex environment where goals are
often conflicting requires constant re-adjustment and modification over time (Katz and
Kahn, 1978; Schaubroeck and Fink, 1998). As expected, high quality relationships
among co-workers reduces turnover intentions (H2). The moderation model between
both variables reveals that role clarity reduces turnover intentions, but only if the
relationship quality among co-workers is high (H3). Good relations with co-workers
are conducive to the continuous modification process regarding the expected roles
among humanitarian aid workers.
These findings contribute to and extend the literature on turnover behavior by
examining how role clarity and social relationships among coworkers influence
turnover intentions among employees of a humanitarian organization. To the best of
our knowledge, research so far has ignored the potential association between role
clarity, and social relations among coworkers and turnover intentions. This study is
among the first to empirically examine these relationships in the humanitarian
working environment characterized by task complexity.
Before addressing the general implications and further contributions of our
study, we should mention some caveats to our findings. First, while being among the
first to collect data from this hard-to-reach population of humanitarian aid workers,
the data were collected among employees from a single organization, thus limiting
generalizability to the wider humanitarian field, or beyond. Second, despite the
consistency with our theoretical reasoning, the cross-sectional design of our study
precludes causal inferences, and future studies will certainly benefit from longitudinal
research designs. Third, notwithstanding the impact of social relations, the distribution
of this variable was highly right skewed, indicating that relationships among coworkers were on average of high quality. Still there was a substantial difference
between employees indicating ‘good’ relations and those indicating ‘very good’
relations. This might be partly due to social desirability and the natural tendency of
people not liking to admit having bad relations. Another part might be due to the way
it was measured: a one-item variable asked how the employee would describe
relationships with colleagues. While this is in line with our general reasoning,
including other aspects of the quality relations (e.g., perceived support,
communication, obligation to co-workers, and interpersonal citizenship behavior; see
Mossholder Settoon and Henagan (2005) is advisable for future research to further
disentangle the exact mechanisms underlying the relation between this variable and
turnover intentions.
Despite the limitations, the findings of this study can be considered noteworthy
in several ways. First, our study suggests that even for employees who work in highly
dynamic environments where tasks are complex and uncertain, role clarity can still
make a difference. Likewise, despite the fact that these employees often do not have a
permanent location to work – resulting in an ever-changing team compositions – social
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relations with co-workers are important for turnover intentions. Furthermore, the
examination of the interplay between these two factors shows that the beneficial
effects of role clarity for turnover intentions are only present when relationships with
co-workers are of high quality. The results provide new insight into the conditions
under which role clarity can reduce turnover intentions among humanitarian aid
workers.
Second, this study provides direct support for the idea that work relationships
matter, and it validates recent contentions that their development and nature
influences important organizational outcomes (Lopes Morrison, 2005; Mossholder et
al., 2005; Moynihan and Pandey, 2008; Regts and Molleman, 2013; Riordan and
Griffeth, 1995). Although conceptual frameworks have placed turnover in the context
of relational processes (e.g. attachment, separation, exchange), most scholars have not
explicitly emphasized the effects of relational variables on turnover (Mossholder et al.,
2005; Moynihan and Pandey, 2008). Over the last two decades, the theoretical
relevance of a relational perspective on turnover has begun to receive greater
attention, thereby establishing an incentive to examine turnover through a relational
perspective. Based on our findings we agree with Mossholder et al. (2005) who
suggest that ‘relational predictors may contain unique information about withdrawal
and hold promise for solving another piece of the turnover puzzle’ (p. 616). Our results
indicate that when scholars study turnover phenomena, interpersonal relationships
with co-workers may be critical to consider along with the more typically emphasized
individual, attitudinal, and organizational characteristics. Consequently, a practical
implication stemming from our findings would be for organizations to encourage
social relations among their co-workers. Although it was beyond the scope of this
study to find the source of high quality relations, organizations that encourage social
interaction opportunities among employees and foster shared responsibilities and
teamwork are more likely to create high quality social relations among co-workers
(Moynihan and Pandey, 2008). Another practical implication of our study is that
assisting aid workers to achieve role clarity can promote reduced turnover intentions,
as long as the social relations are also of good quality. Employees can be assisted to
gain role clarity with clear job descriptions prior to departure and ongoing refinement
of job descriptions while on the job. Whereas clear job descriptions from HRM
departments or team managers are in itself not sufficient to retain an employee, our
analyses suggest that they can be an important complementary instrument to achieve
reduced turnover. This finding resonates with a large share of HRM research
advocating on the one hand a contingency approach to HRM – promoting HRM
practices that fit the particular work context of the organization, in our case
humanitarian work – and on the other hand a ‘bundled’ approach to HRM, emphasizing
the importance of combining a congruent set of HRM practices (Baron and Kreps,
1999; Delery and Doty, 1996).
Third, empirically our study is among the first systematic data collections on
role clarity and social relations of employees in the humanitarian sector. Most research
on these topics (separately) has been conducted in the for-profit sector (e.g. Riordan
and Griffeth, 1995; Schaubroeck and Fink, 1998), to a lesser extent in the public sector
(Cox, 1999; Mossholder et al., 2005; Regts and Molleman, 2013) and rarely in the nonprofit sector (Moynihan and Pandey, 2008). To our knowledge, this is the first
empirical attempt to study these topics in the humanitarian context. Despite their
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societal importance, limited academic and empirical attention has been paid to these
issues in humanitarian organizations, also because quantitative data in this field is
scarce (Fechter, 2012; Teegen et al., 2004). This study shows that, as these
humanitarian organizations struggle to retain qualified employees (Loquercio et al.,
2006), the relevance of role clarity and social relations should not be overlooked.

4
4 HUMANITARIAN EXPATRIATES’ PERCEPTIONS OF
JOB TRAINING, TRUST IN MANAGEMENT AND
ORGANIZATIONAL COMMITMENT: A GIFT
EXCHANGE PERSPECTIVE6

Abstract
There is significant research demonstrating the vitality of organizational commitment
for both individuals and organizations, especially as a determinant of organizational
turnover. Most research on organizational commitment is in the for-profit sector and
has gradually extended to the non-profit sector. Yet, most studies in this field focus on
volunteers, with limited attention to paid employees. This article analyses the impact of
perceived investment in training and trust in management on organizational
commitment in Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF). We draw on recent advancements in
gift exchange and psychological contract literature and translate these to the
humanitarian context. Results show that even in organizations with a disproportionally
high level of organizational commitment, training that staff perceives to help increase
employability on the external labor market increases commitment even more. Only for
a specific group of employees – those with high trust in management who perceive to
have followed only firm-specific training – organizational commitment slightly
decreased.

This chapter is co-authored with Liesbet Heyse, Rafael Wittek and Melinda Mills and is
currently under review at an international peer-reviewed journal. We would like to thank
Marijtje van Duijn for her advice on the analytical strategy of this paper. Also sincere thanks to
Mirjam Nijhuis, Marloes Schoonheim, and Elfride Aertsen of the training department at MSFOCA for providing valuable comments and feedback on this paper.
6
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4.1

INTRODUCTION

At both the individual employee and organization level, commitment is vital for a wide
variety of organizational outcomes, such as improved performance, increased
attendance, higher levels of organizational citizenship behavior (OCB), creativeness,
innovation, work-life balance, and stress (Cohen, 2014; Mathieu and Zajac, 1990; Meyer
et al., 2002). Organizational commitment has proven to be a crucial determinant of
turnover intentions (Porter et al., 1974; Tett and Meyer, 1993). Consequently, much
effort has gone into identifying potential antecedents of organizational commitment,
such as tenure, job level, or perceived chances on the labor market (see overviews by
Mathieu and Zajac, 1990; Meyer et al., 2002; Steers, 1977). Sparked by Drucker’s
(1990) influential contributions, the focus on commitment in for-profit organizations
has gradually extended to the non-profit sector. Although considerable progress has
been made in advancing understanding of non-profit organizations, most studies
carried out in this field focus on volunteers, with the result that paid employees in nonprofit organizations still remain an ‘empirically neglected workforce group’
(McDermott et al., 2013: 1490).
The present study addresses this gap in two ways. First, drawing on recent
advances in the gift exchange and psychological contract literature (Akerlof, 1982;
McDermott et al., 2013; Mowday et al., 1982; Rousseau, 1990), we suggest that
expectations and obligations following from training opportunities constitute a
discrete third component of the psychological contract, in addition to the well-studied
transactional and relational components. In line with this framework, it is argued that
training opportunities offered by the employer can elicit organizational commitment in
non-profit organizations because they credibly signal the organization’s willingness to
develop and maintain a long-term relationship with the employee (Tsui et al., 1997).
Second, we apply these insights to a specific field in the non-profit sector:
humanitarian aid organizations. The assumed positive relationship between training
and commitment is especially interesting to organizations in the non-profit sector,
which by the nature of their existence are more restricted in their choice of
investments as signals to their employees (Schäfer, 2004). Monetary rewards, such as
bonuses or high pay raises, are not possible due to the dependence on donations or
public subsidies. Such restrictions are prominent in the humanitarian sector. Following
claims of low effectiveness and efficiency in humanitarian aid (Loquercio et al., 2006),
non-profit humanitarian organizations were urged to invest in the professionalization
of their workforce. This led to an upsurge in the demand for learning, training and
education by humanitarian aid workers (Bollettino and Bruderlein, 2008; Richardson,
2006). Consequently, investments in training to facilitate a longer-term career in the
field have significantly increased. Whereas working in the humanitarian sector was
considered a temporary profession, and learning was done on the job in the 1990s,
nowadays many humanitarian organizations employ regularly paid, full-time staff, who
follow training and career trajectories (Barnett, 2005). Yet, little is known in this sector
about the consequences of training investments for organizational commitment, a
prominent predictor of turnover intentions. Since turnover is considered a serious
problem in the sector (Loquercio et al., 2006; Richardson, 2006; Telford and Cosgrave,
2007), this study will shed light on the effect of one of few options humanitarian
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organizations have to influence their staff’s commitment, and thereby indirectly their
turnover intentions.
Our study had two main objectives. First, we applied a gift-exchange framework
to examine the link between job training and organizational commitment in the
humanitarian sector, and to what degree trust in management moderates this relation.
Second, we empirically examined to what extent the type of training – as perceived by
those who receive the training – matters in eliciting organizational commitment.
Extending Becker’s (1962) influential distinction between firm-specific investments
and general investments, our study introduced the dimension of sector-specific
training, i.e. training that is useful in organizations in the same sector or industry (see
Neal, 1995).
This study provides several contributions to both training and organizational
commitment literature and to our knowledge about humanitarian organizations. First,
this is one of the first empirical studies into the relation between training and
organizational commitment among humanitarian workers. Unique data was used,
collected among 144 humanitarian front-line employees of Médecins Sans Frontières
(MSF), one of the largest humanitarian agencies in the field. Despite the societal
importance of humanitarian organizations, they have received limited academic
attention, also because quantitative data in this field is scarce due to limited access to
this hard-to-reach population (Fechter, 2012; Teegen et al., 2004). This study offers
new insights into the effectiveness of job training in highly challenging working
environments.
The second contribution is a precise conceptualization of job training that
extends Becker’s well-known dichotomy between general vs. firm-specific training
with a third category, sector-specific training. We introduced a direct measure for this
theoretical construct and empirically assessed its relationship to organizational
commitment.
The third contribution is an improved measurement of the effect of training.
Earlier research used proxies to assess the generality of training (Geel et al., 2011;
Loewenstein and Spletzer, 1998; Loewenstein and Spletzer, 1999; Lynch, 1991; Lynch,
1992; Mohrenweiser et al., 2013). Yet, the same types of training can have different
consequences, depending on the employee’s predisposition. Direct measures were
used, which elicited to what degree training measures were firm-specific, sectorspecific, or general, as perceived by employees, reasoning that employee perceptions
determine attitudes such as organizational commitment. In addition, multiple training
programs in which employees participated have been taken into account in order to
study how receiving different types of training might impact commitment (Campbell et
al., 2012; Lazear, 2009). Finally, examining the effect of job training, something that
organizations can potentially influence, the results can be of practical use to not only
humanitarian organizations, but also to other non-profit organizations with
transnational work contexts and demanding jobs.

4.2

THEORY

Organizational commitment is an important dimension of the employer-employee
relationship, given the wide variety of positive organizational and individual outcomes,
it can generate (Cohen, 2014; Mathieu and Zajac, 1990; Meyer et al., 2002).
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Organizational commitment has been proven to be an important predictor of turnover
intentions (Porter et al., 1974; Tett and Meyer, 1993). It has been approached in
numerous ways but the central theme that continuously appears is a psychological
bond or linking of the individual to the organization (O'Reilly and Chatman, 1986). The
present study focused on affective commitment, one of the most frequently studied
commitment constructs in the literature (Meyer et al., 1993; Mowday et al., 1982).
Affective commitment denotes an emotional attachment to, identification with, and
involvement in the organization (Meyer and Allen, 1984).
Organizational commitment can be positively and negatively influenced by an
organization’s employment conditions (Mathieu and Zajac, 1990). The major
theoretical framework that guides research on this link is social exchange theory.
Though it comes in three disciplinary variants – psychological contract theory in
psychology (Rousseau, 1989), gift-exchange theory in economics (Akerlof, 1982), and
relational signaling theory in sociology (Lindenberg, 1988) – all three approaches
suggest that a formal contract implies beliefs in mutual obligations. These obligations
can be perceived as mainly transactional, implying arm’s length, short-term market
transactions, or relational, implying a long-term trust relation. These perceptions
constitute the content of the ‘psychological contract’.
Theories linking different types of psychological contracts or gift exchange to
organizational commitment face two major unresolved issues. First, previous research
produced inconsistent evidence of the link between transactional psychological
contracts and commitment, with some studies finding a negative association (Raja et
al., 2004; Robinson and Rousseau, 1994) and others reporting a positive link (Hui et al.,
2004; Rousseau, 2001). One reason that has been suggested for these contradictory
findings is that normative obligations and expectations related to the employment
relationship are lower in transactional psychological contracts. Whereas this leads to
lower commitment levels, it also prevents strong negative emotional reactions
resulting from psychological contract breach (Hui et al., 2004). Restubog et al. (2008)
asserts that failure to uphold relational contracts has been found to have greater
impact on employee outcomes than failure to uphold transactional contracts (as cited
in McDermott et al., 2013: 1492).
Second, whereas there is consistent evidence for a positive link between
relational contracts and organizational commitment (Raja et al., 2004), most of this
research is conducted in the for-profit sector and focuses on long-term employment or
above market -level wage premiums (‘efficiency wages’) as major instruments to elicit
commitment. Such costly signals or gifts trigger reciprocity motives in the workforce
and lead to higher commitment. Empirical evidence supports the idea that employees
will be more committed to an organization if the employer credibly signals the
intention to invest in a long-term gift-exchange relationship rather than an exchange
relationship based solely on the principles of a market transaction (Tsui et al., 1997). In
the non-profit sector, and the humanitarian sector in particular, opportunities to offer
secure long-term employment or efficiency wages are usually limited, if not considered
inappropriate. A standard argument is that for this workforce, these instruments
would be neither necessary nor effective, since individuals joining non-profit
organizations are intrinsically committed to the mission and values of the organization
they join (Alatrista and Arrowsmith, 2004; Hoffmann, 2006; Nickson et al., 2008). Thus,
according to this view, (humanitarian) non-profit organizations can do little to
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significantly increase the commitment of their workforce by investing in relational
contracts. A recent extension of the gift-exchange framework suggests an alternative to
increasing commitment that is also available to (humanitarian) non-profits. It argues
that the traditional distinction between transactional and relational obligations of the
psychological contract should be extended by a third discrete category: obligations
following from training opportunities offered by the employer (Coyle‐Shapiro and
Kessler, 2000; Martin et al., 1998).
In what follows, empirically testable hypotheses have been developed on the
potential impact of training, using transactional and relational reasoning, on
organizational commitment in the humanitarian non-profit sector.

4.2.1 Training and commitment
Traditional economic theory predominantly relies on demand-side logics for
constrained mobility (Campbell et al., 2012), explicating that employees stay in their
organization because there is low external demand for certain types of skills, and
employees change organizations because of high external demands for other types of
skills, independent of their desire to leave their current employer. However, employeeemployer relations and changing conditions of employment give rise to issues not
addressed in such conventional transaction-oriented models of motivation and
individual responses (Rousseau, 1989).
From straightforward social exchange reasoning, any voluntary investment in
training is costly to the firm, and employees of non-profit organizations are likely to
value this investment in their capabilities. Consequently, the provision of training
opportunities can be a credible way to signal the employer’s concern for the employee
– independently of the transferability of the skills provided by the training.
Consequently, employer investment in training invokes higher levels of employee
commitment (Farrell and Rusbult, 1981; Tannenbaum et al., 1991):
H1 (Training): Employees who received training will be more committed to the
organization than employees who did not receive training.
This hypothesis does not consider variations in the types of training, and is
built on the simple assumption that any costly investment by the employer has the
potential to elicit reciprocity motivations in employees. However, psychological,
economic, and sociological gift-exchange perspectives suggest more complex
mechanisms, in which some types of ‘gifts’ may be ineffective or even have adverse
effects. The following section elaborates on these perspectives for different types of
training.
Both strategic economic and resource-based literature (e.g. Becker, 1964;
Mincer, 1974) have developed a systematic explanation for types of training
investments (human capital). They distinguish between different types of training,
based on the transferability of the skills it offers. A key assumption is that the higher
the transferability of a training program, the less likely an employer will pay for it,
because it increases an employee’s chances on the external labor market.
Social exchange perspectives came to a different conclusion. Highlighting the
relational contracting dimensions of the offer, they stress that employers can affect the
degree of ‘cooperativeness’ of workers by varying the generosity of the compensation
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package (Fehr and Gächter, 2000). From an economic gift-exchange perspective, the
argument is that the more general the training, the more generous the gift will be
perceived. Hence, as bigger investments ‘show a concern for the individual per se,
rather than as just another employee of the organization, they could invoke in
employees a particularly strong need for reciprocity and feelings of obligation to the
firm’ (Galunic and Anderson, 2000: 6). Below, we explicate the different types of
training and draw hypotheses on the relation of the different types of training and
organizational commitment based on relational signaling theory.
Firm-specific training is defined as an investment that increases productivity
only in the organization that provides the training. This type of training is
characterized by limited transferability since it can only be used in the current
organization and loses its value on the external labour market. According to the
strategic economic literature (e.g. Becker, 1964) the employer should pay for firmspecific training because it will not help the employee on the external labor market.
However, from the gift-exchange perspective, translating this type of training into ‘gifts’
from the organization would make firm-specific training the smallest of gifts, or no gift
at all, since this knowledge can hardly be used outside the current organization and
does not raise an employee’s external value on the labor market. Firm-specific training
would thus not signal a strong concern for the broader development of the employee.
General training increases an employee’s productivity at other employers to
the same extent as the employer that provides the training, according to the economic
perspective (Becker, 1964). General training has thus the highest level of
transferability because this type of training can be widely used on the external labor
market. If analyzed from a demand-side perspective only, this general training helps
workers improve their employability elsewhere; therefore the current employer would
not be willing to pay for this type of training. This is at odds with what can be observed
in both for-profit and non-profit sector, where most general training is paid for by the
employer (e.g. Acemoglu and Pischke, 1998; Loewenstein and Spletzer, 1999). General
training could thus be perceived as a supply instrument by an organization (Campbell
et al., 2012) because it has the attributes of a credible relational signal. It signals a
strong concern for the broader development of the employee and thereby invokes high
levels of commitment (Mühlau, 2000). From a relation signaling perspective, the
strongest effect on commitment should be accomplished by general training, which
offers employees the greatest assurance of remaining competitive in the job market
(Galunic and Anderson, 2000).
Some training might not be completely firm-specific, yet might still increase
chances on some part of the external labor market; sector-specific training. Few studies
have examined the importance of skills specific to organizations in a given industry or
sector of the labor market (e.g. Neal, 1995). Previous empirical work on investments in
human capital (i.e. training) focused almost exclusively on skills that are either
exclusively firm-specific or completely general. One of the few studies explicitly
comparing differential effects of the two types of training found that investments in
general training create higher levels of commitment compared to firm-specific training
(Galunic and Anderson, 2000). Sector-specific programs combine general and firmspecific components (Becker, 1964). Compared to firm-specific training, sector-specific
training signals a stronger employer concern for the professional development of the
employee. Since knowledge acquired in sector-specific training can be transferred to
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other organizations in the sector, this type of training is likely to have a stronger
positive effect on commitment than firm-specific training. But since the skills cannot be
used everywhere outside the firm, the effect of sector-specific training on commitment
is likely to be weaker than the effect of general training. In sum: the more general the
training, the larger the ‘gift’, and the stronger the commitment it triggers:
H2: The more general the training, the stronger the effect on commitment: the
effect is weakest for firm-specific training, intermediate for sector-specific
training, and strongest for general training.

4.2.2 Trust and commitment
A trust relation between employees and management is a major component of
relational psychological contracts, and has consistently been found to lead to higher
levels of organizational commitment (e.g. Allen and Meyer, 1990; Mathieu and Zajac,
1990). Trust relations convey strong normative expectations of cooperation, mutual
support, and reciprocity. Trust in management is defined as positive expectations
regarding management, emphasizing faith in the good intentions of managers,
confidence in the actions and competence of managers, and confidence that managers
will act in a fair, reliable and ethical manner (Cook and Wall, 1980). Conversely,
distrust is associated with transactional psychological contracts. Mutual expectations
and obligations do not go beyond the fulfilment of the measurable elements of the
formal contract.
Trust in management is crucial, especially for humanitarian expatriates who
work in unpredictable and sometimes dangerous environments (see Chapter 2). In the
humanitarian context, demands are usually high and there is constant pressure to
finish tasks. Employees might therefore fear the consequences of failing to meet
demands. Employees who have a high degree of trust in management may experience
reduced pressure because they feel confident that their organization will treat them
fairly, even if they do not meet all the demands (cf. Friedman et al., 1998). As a result,
trust in management can lead to lower levels of fear of the consequences for failure to
complete the assigned work (Harvey et al., 2003), which might lead to a greater control
over one’s situation (Anderson et al., 2002). Consequently, trust in management is
likely to result in enduring relationships between employees and the firm (Robinson,
1996), leading to higher organizational commitment.
H3 (Trust): The higher the level of trust in management, the higher the level of
organizational commitment.

4.2.3 Trust, Training, and Commitment
Psychological contract theory suggests that compared to transactional contracts,
relational contracts create higher expectations and obligations. Due to this normative
character, violation of relational contracts also triggers stronger negative reactions in
employees than violations of transactional contracts. This implies that the same type of
managerial action will elicit different types of reactions, depending on whether the
employee perceives the contract to be relational or transactional.
Where a relational component defines the psychological contract and employee
trust in management is high, management expects the workforce to deliver high quality
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contributions even in the absence of strong control. In turn, employees expect
management to signal their continued intention to maintain the mutually beneficial
exchange through credible and costly gifts. Offering training opportunities can have
such a signaling function, if the training program is costly and/or comes with some risk
for the employer. Whereas all three types of training can involve considerable costs –
e.g. in terms of paying for a training program and the opportunity costs of employees
not being at work during training – the risks an employer incurs differ with the
generality of the training. Offering general or sector-specific training increases human
capital and hence the external labor market opportunities of the employee. Offering
and paying for this opportunity is a credible signal of an employer’s trust in the
employee, particularly in a labor market where retention problems are endemic and
still constitute one of the major HRM challenges in the sector (Loquercio et al., 2006).
Conversely, high trust employees are likely to perceive firm-specific training as
an ambiguous signal: though this type of training may be costly, it does not contribute
to an employee’s employability on the external labor market. It may be interpreted as
an indicator that management does not trust the employee to stay in the organization
once he or she has received general or sector-specific training. Failure by management
to deliver on its believed supportive intentions is likely to be perceived as a breach of
the psychological contract, leading to a negative evaluation of management’s
trustworthiness (Zhao et al., 2007). Hence, organizational commitment of high trust
employees can be expected to increase if they received general and/or sector-specific
training, but to decrease if they receive only firm-specific training.
Where a transactional component defines the psychological contract and trust
in management is low, employee expectations of gifts from employers are low. Gifts,
like training opportunities, will not be perceived as an attempt to signal expectations
going beyond the formal contract, but are likely to be framed as an instrumental move
from the employer to increase the quality or quantity of employee performance.
Consequently, the provision of any training opportunities will leave organizational
commitment of low trust employees unaffected.
Hypothesis 4 summarizes the interaction effect resulting from the previous
argument:
H4: Trust in management will moderate the effect of type of training on
organizational commitment of expatriate humanitarian employees: (H4a) Sectorspecific or general training will increase commitment of high trust employees, but
not of low trust employees. (H4b) Firm-specific training will decrease
commitment of high trust employees, but not of low trust employees.

4.2.4 Alternative antecedents of organizational commitment
Previous research has identified a large number of other antecedents of organizational
commitment. Our study controlled for several major predictors. First, organizational
tenure: the chances of receiving multiple types of training, but also commitment
increases with organizational tenure because it increases mutual understanding and
identification with the organization (see Mathieu and Zajac, 1990; Meyer et al., 2002).
Job level has proven to positively influence organizational commitment. Higher-ranking
employees show more commitment, which might be due to a stronger identification
with the firm (Mathieu and Zajac, 1990; Steers, 1977). Participation in a career
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trajectory, the ones involved in such a trajectory are more likely to participate in
training programs and be more committed. ‘Side bet’ sources of commitment (Becker,
1960) have also been controlled for, by adding perceived job opportunities outside the
organization to the model.

4.3

DATA AND METHOD

4.3.1 Data
Hypotheses are tested with the Humanitarian Employee Survey (HES), which was sent
out in 2011 and investigated career, job characteristics, and work-life perceptions of a
sample of expatriate humanitarian aid workers then working for the Operational
Center in Amsterdam of one of the largest humanitarian organizations, Médecins Sans
Frontières. MSF specializes in medical humanitarian emergencies, operating globally in
both conflict and natural disaster areas with teams comprising both expatriate and
national staff. Expatriate staff in this organization are aid workers who work in
countries other than their own (i.e. an American working in Bangladesh, or a Sudanese
person working in Benin).
MSF consists of 19 national offices and nine branch offices (MSF International
Activity Report, 2012). In 2013, MSF had a budget of 953 million euro (MSF
International Activity Report 2013). MSF-OCA is responsible for operational and
human resource-related matters for the Dutch, German, and British national offices.
MSF-OCA management considers training an important instrument to
strengthen skills, knowledge and behavior of their staff, and to enhance the quality of
the care to their beneficiaries. The organization invests in training in a continuous
learning cycle, offering tailor-made development possibilities as well as access to
advanced-level training. The main objectives are to align staff with the norms and
values of the organization, to increase their skills, and thereby increase retention of
capable professionals (Médecins Sans Frontières, 2011: 5). In a way, the organization
seems to perceive all training to be more or less firm-specific. Examples of training on
offer include induction courses, (para)medical courses, non-medical courses,
management courses, and other courses such as language training. The selection
procedure to gain access to training differs per course: some are quite generally
accessible through a general registration procedure (e.g. language training). Others
require HR to select staff for a career trajectory and invite them to participate in
programs with few available places. This especially holds for the higher-level
management trainings.
To ensure optimal response rates among this hard-to-reach population in the
most remote parts of the world, two reply options were provided, which were identical
in content. The first was an online format, for employees with a reliable internet
connection that would remain stable for 45-odd minutes it would take to fill out the
survey. The second option was an off-line version, an attachment that could be quickly
downloaded when the connection was there, filled in offline, and returned when an
internet connection was available again.
The HES was sent to a total of 550 expatriate fieldworkers. Two additional
reminders were sent over a period of eight weeks. Completed surveys were received
from 168 expatriate field workers, reflecting a response rate of 31%. Of these 168
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respondents, 54 (32%) used the offline option, indicating that the response rate would
have been substantially lower if we had provided the online survey option only. This
response rate was consistent with the average response rate in regular expatriate
samples obtained in other studies by Shaffer et al. (2001), Birdseye and Hill (1995)
Black and Stephens (1989) and Naumann (1993).
To assess the representativeness of our data, we performed non-response
analyses by comparing the demographic characteristics of the sample to the
characteristics of the full organizational population in terms of gender, occupational
groups, and nationality. MSF’s HRM department provided this information. Although
the higher-level employees were slightly overrepresented, the sample was largely
representative for occupational groups, gender, and nationality (see Appendix).
After removing cases with missing responses on our main variables, a final
sample of 144 remained. As Table 4.1 shows, mean organizational tenure of the
average respondent was 51.7 months (4.3 years). Organizational commitment was high
(4.03 out of 5). Of the respondents, 28% supervised more than 20 people, and trust in
management was 3.41 out of 5. Furthermore, 19% indicated being part of a career
trajectory. Of the respondents, 65% have had a form of training, 21% has had firmspecific training, 44% has had sector-specific training, and 25% has had general
training.

Table 4.1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations (N=144)
M
SD
1
2

3

4

5

6

7

8

4.04

.63

2. Tenure (in months)

51.71

45.62

-.04

3. External chances

3.73

.80

.15*

-.19**

4. Supervision (>20)

.28

-.10

-.05

.06

5. Career trajectory a

.19

-.03

.14

.05

-.11

6. Trust in management

3.41

.20**

-.02

.02

-.08

-.17**

7. Training (1=yes) a

.65

.06

.32***

.03

-.19**

.35***

.09

8. Firm-specific training

.21

-.06

.04

-.07

-.13

-.03

.05

.37***

9. Sector-specific training

.44

.11

.36***

-.11

.07

.29***

-.01

.65***

.06

10. General training

.25

.19**

.15*

.11

.01

.22***

.21**

.41***

-.02

.61

a.
For dichotomous variables percentages are given
Notes: *p<.10; **p<.05; ***p<.01

.10
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1. Organizational Commitment

9
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4.3.2 Measurements
Dependent variable. Organizational commitment was measured by five items on a fivepoint Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The items for the scale
were constructed by combining the organizational commitment scales constructed by
Mowday, Porter, and Steers (1982) and Meyer, Allen, and Smith (1993). The scale (α =.73)
included the following items: ‘I am proudly talking to others about this organization’, ‘I do
not feel a sense of belonging to my organization’, ‘I often think that it was a mistake on my
part to choose this organization over others I had considered’, ‘I do not feel emotionally
attached to this organization’, and ‘I would be very happy to spend the rest of my career
with this organization’. Items 2, 3, and 4 were coded in the reverse direction to indicate
more organizational commitment when higher values were indicated.
Independent variables. Respondents were asked to list the last three training
programs (or fewer) they had participated in and to indicate if they perceived this training
program was (1) useful only in the current organization; (2) also useful in other
organizations in the humanitarian sector; (3) also useful in organizations outside the
sector. Examining perceptions of the type of training is important because we examine
them in relation with a job related attitude. If individuals perceive a situation as real, in
this case a type of training, its consequences will also be deemed real, and will therefore
determine their attitudes (Merton, 1968). Four dummy variables were then created to
measure whether respondents had followed (a certain type of) training or not. Firmspecific training, sector-specific training, general training, and training. The last variable
indicates whether or not a respondent participated in any kind of training, independently
of its type (1=yes, 0=no). Since respondents could have followed more than one type of
training, a respondent can be part of multiple categories of training. The organization’s
induction course for newcomers (PPD) – obligatory to all and unique due to its
socialization purpose – was excluded from our analysis. Trainings most frequently
perceived as firm-specific were training programs on organizational systems and expert
medical workshops, such as courses on MSF’s financial system and laboratory workshops.
Trainings most often perceived as sector-specific pertained to logistics courses, basic
management courses and training on populations in distress, whereas the senior
management course, language courses, and master programs were most frequently
perceived to be general trainings. Interestingly, this grouping seems related to the
selectivity of the trainings, i.e. those perceived as firm-specific are generally accessible,
whereas those perceived as general or sector-specific (management courses in particular)
are moderately to highly selective.
Trust in management was measured by six items on a five-point Likert scale (1 =
strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) using a pre-tested standard measure (Cook and
Wall 1980). The scale (α = .72) included the following items: ‘management at my
organization is sincere in its attempts to meet the employees’ point of view’, ‘our
organization has a poor future unless it can attract better managers’, ‘management can be
trusted to make sensible decisions for the organization’s future’, ‘management at work
seems to do an efficient job’, ‘I feel quite confident that the organization will always try to
treat me fairly’, and ‘our management would be quite prepared to gain advantage by
deceiving the workers’. Items 2 and 6 were coded in the reverse direction to indicate more
trust in management when higher values were indicated.
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Control variables. Tenure was measured by the total number of months working
in the organization without rest and retreat periods. External chances were measured
using the following questions: ‘How would you rate your chances of being able to find a job
at another company in the humanitarian field?’ and ‘How would you rate your chances of
being able to find a job at another company in the for-profit sector’ (1 = no chance to 5 =
very good chance). The mean of the answers to these two questions was calculated to
indicate perceived chances on the external labor market. To measure position in the
organization we used as a proxy a scale on the number of people the respondent had
under supervision. Given that 98% of the respondents were supervising others, no
distinction is made between supervising and non-supervising. It is assumed that the more
people one had under supervision the higher one was up in the organization. The following
question was used: ‘How many people are under your direct supervision?’ The answer
categories were 1-5 (1), 6-10 (2), 10-20 (3), 21-50 (4), 50-100 (5), and more than 100 (6).
Since the categories differ in size it was not used as a scale. Instead, we constructed a
dummy, with 1 indicating that the respondent supervised more than 20 people.
Furthermore we controlled for the possibility that respondents were following a career
trajectory, with the following statement used as a dummy variable: ‘I participate in
training to follow a career trajectory to get to a higher level within this organization’ (1 =
yes).

4.3.3 Method of analysis
Ordinary Least-Squares Regression was used to estimate four models. All variables were
centered on their grand means. Dummy variables and the dependent variable were left in
their raw metric. The first model included only the controls. In the second model, the
training dummy (training or not) was added, in order to test our first hypothesis. The third
model included the three training-type dummy variables to assess their influence on
organizational commitment. The final model contained the proposed interaction effect
between training and signaling climate in the form of trust in management.

4.4

RESULTS

Table 4.2 shows the results of the regression analyses. Hypothesis 1 predicted higher
levels of commitment for employees who have received training compared to those who
did not. Model 2 shows no significant difference between both groups, (B = .06, p = .644),
lending no support to Hypothesis 1.

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Training or not

Type of training

Interaction trust in man.

B

SE B

p-value

B

SE B

p-value

B

SE B

p-value

B

SE B

p-value

Tenure (in months)

-.00

.00

.935

.00

.00

.825

-.00

.00

.369

-.00

.00

.403

External chances

.13*

.07

.058

.12*

.07

.066

.11*

.07

.086

.12*

.07

.071

Position/supervising (>20)

-.14

.12

.243

-.13

.12

.279

-.15

.11

.184

-.19

.12

.105

Career trajectory

-.02

.14

.90

-.04

.14

.786

-.15

.14

.300

-.20

.14

.171

Trust in management

.20**

.09

.020

.20**

.09

.026

.16*

.09

.076

.25**

.12

.039

.06

.12

.644
-.12

.13

.335

-.11

.13

.399

.21*

.11

.068

.24**

.12

.041

.23*

.13

.072

.20

.13

.144

-.42*

.21

.054

-.10

.17

.575

.18

.27

.510

Training (1= yes)
Firm-specific training
(ref no training)
Sector-specific training
(ref no training)
General training
(ref no training)
Firm specific *
trust in management
Sector specific *
trust in management
General *
trust in management
R2

.08

.08

.12

.16

F

2.232

1.885

2.376

2.198

Notes: *p<.10; **p<.05; ***p<.01
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Table 4.2. Regression analyses on Organizational Commitment (N=144)
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Hypothesis 2 predicted a positive relationship between the degree of generality of
training and the level of organizational commitment. Results from Model 3 lend partial
support to this prediction. The effects of both sector-specific training (B = .21, p = .068)
and general training (B = .23, p = .072) were remarkably stronger than the effect of firmspecific training (B = -.12, p = .335). However, the effects of sector-specific and general
training hardly differed in strength (B = .23 and B = .24 respectively, and confidence
intervals – not shown – completely overlap). Following sector-specific training increased
the commitment level of employees by .21 and general training by .23 (on a scale of 1 to 5).
Commitment of employees participating in both types of training increased by .43, which
is almost half a point on a scale of 1 to 5.
Hypothesis 3 predicted higher levels of trust to be related to higher levels of
organizational commitment. It finds support in all models (effect size for Model 4, the full
model, B =.25, p =.039).
Hypothesis 4 predicted an interaction effect between trust and types of training:
compared to low trust employees, commitment goes up for high trust employees receiving
general or sector-specific training (H4), but decreases if they receive firm-specific training
(H4b). The results of Model 4 show that trust in management did not moderate the effects
of sector-specific and general training on commitment, lending no support for H4a. As
predicted, trust in management had a significant and negative moderation effect on the
link between firm-specific training and commitment (B = -.42, p =.054). An analysis of the
simple slopes (not shown) showed a significant negative effect of firm-specific training on
commitment for employees with high trust, and an insignificant effect for employees with
low trust, indicating that there is no effect of firm-specific training on commitment for low
trusting employees. Once the interaction terms between trust and training types were
added to the model the main effect of general training dropped. Since the size and
direction of the effect hardly changed, the lack of significance is highly likely to have been
caused by power issues related to the sample size.
Of the control variables tenure, position in the organization, participation in a
career trajectory, and positive perception of chances on the external labor market, only the
last had a significant (positive) relation with organizational commitment.

4.5

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Self-selection into organizations ‘with a cause’ has been identified as a major reason for
the disproportionately high levels of organizational commitment (Almond and Kendall,
2000). The present study demonstrated that this also holds for paid expatriate employees
of one of the biggest organizations in the humanitarian sector, Médecins Sans Frontières
(MSF). Even for this select group, dedicated HRM efforts like providing training
opportunities can still make a difference: organizational commitment to MSF increased
among employees who perceived to have received general and sector-specific training.
From this, we deduce that they appreciate these types of training as generous gifts, which
increase their employability on the external labor market, irrespective of their level of
trust in management. The fact that the types of training that MSF staff perceived to be
sector-specific and general were to a certain extent also highly selective in terms of access
– due to the strict selection procedures – could have added to the perception that these
trainings are generous gifts. Only for a very specific group of employees – those who have
high trust management and perceiving to have received only firm-specific training –
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commitment decreased slightly. As soon as these employees perceive to have received
additional general or sector specific training, this decrease is reversed. Besides this
anticipated finding, our study also produced two unexpected findings.
First, sector-specific training and general training did not differ in their impact on
organizational commitment. An explanation for this could be that both types of training
may be perceived as equally strong signals for the employer’s willingness to make the
risky investment in the employee’s external employability. It may also be related to the
employee’s predisposition of the future: if an employee wants to stay in the sector, sectorspecific training might be as valuable as general training.
Second, unlike studies on the private sector, neither tenure nor position in the
organization had a significant association with organizational commitment. One possible
explanation may be that the commitment level of employees self-selecting themselves into
MSF is already disproportionately high (Almond and Kendall, 2000). The strength of this
devotion might overrule the effects of tenure and position in the organization. A similar
mechanism may be responsible for the fact that MSF employees who think that they have
good employment opportunities on the external labor market actually showed
significantly higher levels of commitment than employees who perceived their chances to
be low.
Before addressing the general implications and contributions of our study, some of
its limitations are discussed. First, our data was collected among employees from a single
organization, and thus does not allow generalization to the entire humanitarian field.
Additional research is necessary to establish to what extent our findings hold for other
(humanitarian) non-profit organizations that are similar to MSF in terms of their
transnational work context and highly challenging work environment. Second, though
consistent with our theoretical reasoning, the cross-sectional design of our study
precluded causal inferences, and future research will certainly benefit from longitudinal
research designs. Third, though individual commitment scores in our data range from
between 2.4 and 5, the distribution was heavily right-skewed. This pattern might reflect
self-selection of highly committed employees into this type of organization, but could also
be due to the fact that employees who are more committed are more likely to participate
in this type of study, which entails investing some 45 minutes for filling in this survey. This
means that the effects would be even more pronounced in reality, stressing the importance
of general types of training for organizational commitment.
Our study also has several general implications for research and HRM practices. It
refines current research on organizational commitment in at least three ways. First, the
findings are in line with the recent extension of psychological contract theory, according to
which training can be a strong trigger of commitment. But rather than constituting an
independent third pillar or ‘discrete third alternative’ in addition to relational and
transactional psychological contracts (McDermott et al., 2013), our results suggest that the
effects of training on commitment are context dependent, since high trust employees who
perceive to have received firm-specific training only, may consider this as a breach of the
relational contract.
Second, and in line with the previous, theories of gift exchange need to consider
that some ‘gifts’ may carry ambiguous signals. Whereas the negative effects of only
receiving firm-specific training on commitment would be difficult to explain from the
perspective of economic theories of gift exchange, they do follow from psychological
contract and relational signaling theory.
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Third, on the empirical side, our study was among the first systematic data
collections on training and commitment of salaried expatriate workers in the
humanitarian sector, a hard-to-reach population. Despite their societal importance, limited
attention has been given to humanitarian organizations. Quantitative data in this field is
scarce, with systematic academic attention lacking (Fechter, 2012; Teegen et al., 2004).
Another contribution to this literature is our refined measurement of training
opportunities. The use of subjective individual-level perception measures to assess the
expected labor market returns of training opportunities allows a more direct test of the
training-commitment link than earlier research, which had to rely on more coarsely
grained measures. The survey also asked for the last three training programs the employee
participated in, taking into account a broader portfolio of training, as suggested by
Campbell (2012), and Lazear (2009). Furthermore, although the present study found no
significant difference in the effects of sector-specific vs. general training, this novel
distinction may nevertheless be useful for future research.
Regarding practical implications, our study suggests that even for highly
committed salaried employees of non-profit organizations, dedicated HRM efforts that
strengthen trust in management and offering training opportunities can still make a
difference. If employees perceive their training as general and sector-specific, it can foster
commitment, even if staff is already highly committed. This is a relevant finding in a sector
that suffers from undesirably high turnover rates, since organizational commitment has
been found to be an important determinant of turnover. Although we did not directly test
it, our findings suggest that training can be one (but not the sole) effective tool to reduce
turnover rates through increasing organizational commitment. However, in specific
circumstances both training and trust can become double-edged swords, as our findings
also showed. Trust cultures foster commitment, but also create higher expectations. If
these expectations are not met, perceptions of contract breach may ensue. Specifically, if
high trust employees perceive to have received firm-specific training only, commitment
may be tempered.
Yet this does not mean that non-profit organizations should simply consider whom
to offer firm-specific training to at what point in time, since this study shows the
importance of employee’ perceptions. What one employee regards as a general training
might be perceived as firm-specific training by another. On the one hand, this signals the
importance for non-profit organizations to monitor how their employees perceive
investment in training and compare this with their organizational training strategy and
objectives. On the other hand, such perceptions could be influenced by how the
organization presents training opportunities to employees, a factor within the
organization’s circle of influence.

62 | Chapter 4

5
5 OPENING THE BLACK BOX: HOW HRM PRACTICES
CAN REDUCE TURNOVER AMONG
HUMANITARIAN EXPATRIATES7

Abstract
This study empirically investigates to what extent high-involvement HRM practices
lower turnover intentions in the context of humanitarian aid. As in many non-profit
organizations, high-involvement HRM is one of few possibilities to influence the
turnover intentions of employees in humanitarian aid organizations. Two linking
mechanisms will be tested to unravel how such practices are associated with turnover
intentions. The first focuses on the individual level, with the emphasis on job
satisfaction, while the second includes the relational level by focusing on trust in
management. Using unique survey data (N=157), we engage in structural equation
modeling with results revealing that the mere presence of high-involvement HRM
practices does not inevitably lead to increased job satisfaction, whereas at the
relational level, trust in management is very important in reaching higher levels of job
satisfaction and thereby reducing turnover intentions.

This chapter is co-authored with Paul Hindriks, Liesbet Heyse and Rafael Wittek and currently
under review at an international peer-reviewed journal. We would like to thank Melinda Mills
for her valuable contributions to this paper. An earlier version of this paper has been presented
at the World Congress of Sociology, Yokohama, Japan, July 2014.
7
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5.1

INTRODUCTION

Humanitarian organizations exist to alleviate human suffering. To accomplish this, they
rely mainly on human capital, or as it is put in the humanitarian field: ‘Aid agencies
have just one asset – people’ (People In Aid 2013, p. 7). Aid workers face extreme
contexts where hardly anyone would go voluntarily. Aid agencies are prompted to treat
employees with tremendous care to maintain a stable work force in these very
unstable contexts.
Staff turnover is a major concern for humanitarian organizations (Loquercio,
Hammersley 2006, Richardson 2006, Telford, and Cosgrave 2007). Partly, this might be
unavoidable due to the uncertain, often dangerous working context and associated
social constraints pertaining to family and friends. However, staff turnover cannot be
accepted as a given since it is assumed to be a cause of reduced effectiveness and
efficiency in humanitarian aid due to loss of institutional memory and the high costs of
repeated recruitment, training and team building (Loquercio, Hammersley 2006).
Professionalization, especially adopting for-profit management practices such
as human resource management, is deemed key to achieving reduced turnover, and
thereby enhanced effectiveness and efficiency in the humanitarian sector (Rogaar,
Nigten 2005, Walker and Russ 2010). However, the non-profit orientation of
humanitarian agencies limits the possibilities to influence employees’ turnover
intentions through HRM. For example, it prohibits the use of proven, often-applied
monetary HRM practices in the for-profit sector, such as pay-for-performance or
bonuses. A more feasible and suitable HRM framework for the humanitarian non-profit
context, we argue, is high-involvement HRM practices. The goal of these practices is to
make better use of employee capacities for self-management, personal development,
and problem solving (Boxall and Macky 2009) to increase control and understanding of
their job (Guerrero and Barraud-Didier 2004). This can be achieved with such HRM
practices as communication processes, training, fairness of (performance)
management processes, and participation in decision-making.
Humanitarian organizations are well suited to study the effectiveness of such
high-involvement HRM practices in binding employees to the organization for several
reasons. First, the setting is characterized by high turnover levels, with non-monetary
high-involvement HRM practices as one of the few means to prevent turnover. Second,
humanitarian organizations depend strongly on the effectiveness of such practices. In
this study, the first aim is therefore to empirically investigate the extent to which highinvolvement HRM practices lower turnover intentions in a humanitarian setting. To do
this we use data collected from 157 humanitarian front-line workers employed by one
of the largest aid agencies in the field: Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF). This is one of
the first empirical attempts to study the effects of high-involvement HRM practices on
humanitarian workers. Despite the societal importance of humanitarian agencies, this
type of organization has received limited academic attention, also because of the scarce
quantitative data available in this field due to the limited access to this hard-to-reach
population (Teegen, Doh 2004, Fechter 2012). With these data, collected from aid
workers scattered over the most remote places in this world, this study offers new
insights into the effectiveness of non-monetary high-involvement HRM practices in
extreme working environments. The second aim is to provide new insights into the
mechanism underlying the association between high-involvement HRM practices and
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turnover intentions. Several earlier studies call for in-depth research into the relation
between human resources practices and organizational outcomes, and discuss
mediating attitudinal outcomes of employees (Guest 2002, Bowen and Ostroff 2004,
Gould-Williams and Davies 2005, Tremblay, Cloutier 2010, Kehoe and Wright 2013).
However, empirical research on this topic in the humanitarian sector remains limited.
This study provides several contributions to both HRM and humanitarian aid
research. First, it contributes to the existing literature by specifically focusing on two
mechanisms linked to turnover; one on the individual level (focusing on job
satisfaction) and one at the relational level (related to trust in management). Second,
we broaden the scope of the HRM literature by studying a unique case of humanitarian
field workers. So far, most HRM studies have been conducted in the US for-profit sector
(Arthur 1994, Huselid 1995, Ichniowski, Shaw 1995, MacDuffie 1995) and to a lesser
extent in the public sector (Steijn 2004, Gould-Williams and Davies 2005, Wood, Van
Veldhoven 2012). Though it has often been suggested that HRM practices may also be
effective in humanitarian organizations, empirical data to test this claim was lacking. A
third contribution is that we build on employee perceptions of high-involvement HRM
practices. The same HRM practice can have different consequences depending on the
employee’s predisposition (Gould-Williams and Davies 2005). As we are looking to
assess the impact of high-involvement HRM practices on individual outcomes
(turnover intentions), we deem it important to focus on individual perceptions. Finally,
by examining the effect of HRM practices, something that organizations could
potentially influence, the results of our study can be of practical use to not only
humanitarian organizations,
but also to other non-profit organizations with
transnational work contexts, demanding jobs and high turnover levels.

5.2

THEORY

5.2.1 HRM practices and their role in the humanitarian context
Organizations increasingly recognized the potential of their employees as a source of
competitive advantage. Achieving this competitive advantage through employees
required closer examination of practices that best influence these human assets.
Consequently, research increasingly focused on the organizational impact of HRM
practices in the past decades (Arthur 1994, Huselid 1995, Delaney and Huselid 1996).
Organizations use various HRM practices to improve the quality and retention
of the current workforce (Vanhala and Ahteela 2011). Lawler (1986) used the term
‘high-involvement’ to describe those management practices based on involvement.
High involvement practices consist of practices that gather intelligence, ideas and the
motivation of all workers (Guerrero and Barraud-Didier 2004). In this study we will
focus on practices related to the fairness of performance appraisal, clear
communication/information sharing by management, participation in decision-making,
and training opportunities. The underlying assumption is that employees will increase
their involvement with the organization, and lower their turnover intentions, if given
the opportunity to control and understand their work through such practices.
As humanitarian aid workers are often faced with complex, unpredictable tasks
that require substantial amounts of discretionary judgment (Walkup 1997, Fox 2001)
high levels of involvement are crucial. As stated above, the non-profit nature of
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humanitarian organizations prevents these organizations from adopting direct
monetary HRM practices because they are expected to spend their money primarily on
aid provision, not on ‘overhead’. Likewise, they have limited possibilities when it
comes to employment security due to the uncertain nature of humanitarian crises,
projects and contracts in the field (Loquercio, Hammersley 2006). Given these
limitations, high-involvement HRM practices are crucial as one of the few possibilities
managers of humanitarian organizations have to positively influence employee
attitudes and thereby reduce turnover intentions. This leads to our first hypothesis:
H1: High-involvement HRM practices will reduce turnover intentions.

5.2.2 HRM practices and turnover intentions - opening the black box
Many studies show that HRM practices are directly related to outcomes like
performance and turnover (e.g. Arthur 1994, Huselid 1995, Shaw, Delery 1998).
However, these studies left us wondering about the mechanism explicating how HRM
practices can achieve more distant outcomes. Several scholars asked for more attention
for the intermediate linkages, or ‘black box’, that relate HRM practices to organizational
outcomes (e.g. Guest 1999b, Allen, Shore 2003, Gould-Williams 2003, Bowen and
Ostroff 2004, Kooij, Jansen 2010, Tremblay, Cloutier 2010, Kehoe and Wright 2013). In
the following, we suggest and test two potential links mediating the effect of highinvolvement HRM practices on turnover intentions.

5.2.2.1 Individual level – High-involvement HRM practices and job satisfaction
It is commonly assumed that HRM practices are related to organizational outcomes
through the work-related attitudes of individuals in the organization (e.g. Guest 1999b,
Allen, Shore 2003, Gould-Williams 2003, Bowen and Ostroff 2004, Kooij, Jansen 2010,
Tremblay, Cloutier 2010, Kehoe and Wright 2013). This underlines the importance of
examining, both theoretically and empirically, individual-based perceptions of the
impact of HRM practices on outcomes like turnover intentions (e.g. Guest 1999a,
Gould-Williams 2003).
One of the most important work-related attitudes in many established turnover
models is job satisfaction (see Mobley 1977, Griffeth and Hom 1995). Job satisfaction is
defined as ‘an affective attachment to the job, or as an emotional state resulting from
the evaluation or appraisal of one’s job experiences’ (Locke 1976, p. 1300). HRM
practices are assumed to have a positive effect on individual attitudes, such as job
satisfaction, because they facilitate better work environments (Wood, Van Veldhoven
2012) and help employees to achieve a positive evaluation or appraisal of their job.
High-involvement HRM practices contribute to job satisfaction because they
provide opportunities to control and understand one’s job, which facilitates a greater
understanding of the organization’s objectives and the employees’ role in the
achievement of goals. This greater understanding might reduce uncertainty in the work
environment and increase meaningfulness, manageability, and comprehensibility of
work and organizational life. Through this increased sense of coherence employees can
improve their coping mechanisms and ability to withstand stress (Wood, Van
Veldhoven 2012), enabling them to satisfy their employment needs and achieve job
satisfaction (Vandenberg, Richardson 1999).
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Several studies have shown empirical verification for the proposed positive link
between (high-involvement) HRM practices and job satisfaction (Gould-Williams 2003,
Steijn 2004, Petrescu and Simmons 2008, Kooij, Jansen 2010, Wood, Van Veldhoven
2012, White and Bryson 2013). This study also takes as a point of departure the
classical hypothesis that job satisfaction is an intervening link between highinvolvement HRM practices and turnover intentions:
H2: High-involvement HRM practices have a positive influence on job satisfaction,
which in turn negatively influences turnover intentions.

5.2.2.2 Relational level – High-involvement HRM practices and the role of trust in
management
The presence of high-involvement HRM practices is an important, yet not a sufficient
condition for job satisfaction. We argue that to explain the effect of high-involvement
HRM practices on job satisfaction, relational aspects like trust need to be taken into
consideration (Guest 2002, Gould-Williams 2003). In other words: the mere facilitating
presence of high-involvement HRM practices alone does not necessarily have a direct
effect on job satisfaction.
Employees do not passively accept HRM practices but actively (re)evaluate
their relation to the organization in terms of their trust in management (Guest 2002).
We define trust in management as positive expectations regarding management,
emphasizing faith in the good intentions of managers, confidence in the actions and
competence of managers and confidence that managers will act in a fair, reliable and
ethical manner (Cook and Wall 1980). Appreciated high-involvement HRM practices
lead to higher levels of trust in management because employees have confidence that
their management will treat them fairly, even if they do not meet all the demands
(Friedman, Christensen 1998). As a result, employees may experience reduced
pressure and lower levels of fear of the consequences for failure to complete the
assigned work (Harvey, Kelloway 2003). This is particularly important in the highly
uncertain, sometimes dangerous, and constantly changing environments of
humanitarian work. Reduced pressure and lower levels of fear might lead to greater
control over one’s situation (Anderson, Coffey 2002), resulting in higher satisfaction
with one’s job. The other way around, failure by management to deliver on its believed
supportive intentions and capabilities implied in high-involvement HRM practices is
likely to lead to a negative evaluation of management’s trustworthiness, and thus to
reduced job satisfaction. We therefore expect high-involvement HRM practices to
operate via a relational dimension in the form of trust in management.
Previous research has shown that HRM practices are positively related to trust
(Whitener, Brodt 1998, Tzafrir, Baruch 2004, Gould-Williams and Davies 2005, Tzafrir
2005). Therefore we argue that trust in management is an important intervening
variable between high-involvement HRM practices and its attitudinal outcomes.
H3: Trust in management will mediate the relation between high-involvement
HRM practices and job satisfaction.
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5.3

DATA AND METHOD

5.3.1 Data
To test the proposed hypotheses, we used the Humanitarian Employee Survey (HES),
which is primary survey data collected from a sample of expatriate humanitarian aid
workers currently working for one of the largest humanitarian aid organizations in the
field: Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF). MSF is specialized in medical humanitarian
emergencies, operating globally in both conflict and natural disaster areas. MSF
consists of 19 national offices and nine branch offices (MSF International Activity
Report 2012).
The research team was granted access to conduct the HES to gain information
on the career, job characteristics, and work-life perceptions of the humanitarian
expatriate staff working for the MSF Operational Center Amsterdam (MSF-OCA). MSFOCA is responsible for operational and human resource-related matters for the
national offices in the Netherlands, Germany and Great Britain. The HES was sent to
550 expatriate MSF-OCA fieldworkers, the full expatriate workforce at that moment.
To ensure optimal response rates among this hard-to-reach population in the
most remote parts of the world, we provided two reply options, both identical in
content. The first was a regular online format, for employees who had a stable internet
connection for the approximately 45 minutes it would take to fill out the survey. The
second option was an attachment, which could be quickly downloaded when the
connection was there, filled in off-line and returned when an internet connection was
available again. Two additional reminders were sent over a period of eight weeks. We
received completed surveys from 168 expatriate field workers, leading to a response
rate of 31%. This response rate is consistent with the average response rate in regular
expatriate samples obtained in studies by Shaffer et al. (2012), Birdseye and Hill
(1995), Black and Stephens (1989), and Naumann (1993). Of the 168 respondents, 54
(32%) used the off-line option, indicating that the response rate would have been
substantially lower if we had only provided the online survey option.
To assess the representativeness of our data, response analyses were
performed by comparing the demographic characteristics of the sample to the
characteristics of the full organizational population in terms of gender, occupational
groups and nationality. The HRM department of MSF-OCA provided this information.
Although higher-level employees were slightly overrepresented, the sample was
largely representative for occupational groups, gender, and nationality (see Appendix).

5.3.2 Measurements
Dependent variables. We employed structural equation modeling to properly test our
mediation models. This statistical method (see Method of Analysis section for more
information) allows one to model multiple dependent variables. The dependent
outcome variables in our models were: turnover intention, job satisfaction, and trust in
management. Please note that traditional reliability measures (e.g. Cronbach’s Alpha)
are not informative in structural equation modeling as items are not summated but
regressed onto a latent variable, while allowing for error (model fit was assessed using
Confirmatory Factor Analysis instead, see also: Yang & Green 2011).
Turnover intention was measured on a five-point scale (1 = never to 5 = always)
by the following item: ‘How often do you think of quitting your job?’. Job satisfaction
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was measured with five items on a seven-point scale (1 = delighted to 7 = terrible)
using a pre-tested measure (Andrews and Withey 1976). The following items are used:
‘How do you feel about your job?’, ‘How do you feel about the people you work with –
your co-workers?’, ‘How do you feel about the work you do on your job – the work
itself?’, ‘What is it like where you work – the physical surroundings, the hours, the
amount of work you are asked to do?’, and ‘How do you feel about what you have
available for doing your job – equipment, information, good supervision, and so on?’ All
items were coded in the reverse direction so higher values indicate more job
satisfaction. Trust in management was measured with six items on a five-point Likert
scale (1 = strongly disagree, to 5 = strongly agree) again using a pre-tested standard
measure (Cook and Wall 1980). The following items were used to measure trust in
management: ‘management at my organization is sincere in its attempts to meet the
employees point of view’, ‘our organization has a poor future unless it can attract
better managers’, ‘management can be trusted to make sensible decisions for the
organization’s future’, ‘management at work seems to do an efficient job’, ‘I feel quite
confident that the organization will always try to treat me fairly’, and ‘our management
would be quite prepared to gain advantage by deceiving the workers’. Items 2 and 6
were coded in the reverse direction in order to indicate more trust in management
when higher values were indicated. Following the Modification Indices in the Mplus
software, the error terms of items 2 and 3 were allowed to co-vary to increase model
fit.
High-Involvement HRM practices. Participation in decision-making was
measured by three items on a five-point scale using a pre-tested standard measure (1 =
very poor, 5 = very good). The measure included the following items: Overall, how good
would you say your direct managers at this workplace are at: ‘seeking the views of
employees or employee representatives’, ‘responding to suggestions from employees
or employee representatives’, and ‘allowing employees or employee representatives to
influence final decisions’. Communication by management was measured by four items
on a five-point Likert scale (1 = very poor to 5 = very good) again using a pre-tested
standard measure. The measure included the following: ‘In general, how good would
you say your direct managers at your organization are at keeping employees informed
about changes to the way the organization is being run’, ‘changes in staffing’, ‘changes
in the way you do your job’, and ‘financial matters like budgets.’ Following the
Modification Indices in the Mplus software, the error terms of items 3 and 4 were
allowed to co-vary to increase model fit. Fair process was measured by one item on a
five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree 5 = strongly agree) asking: ‘the
performance management process is fair.’ Professional development was measured by
calculating the total number of training programs in which employees participated.
Two questions were combined to create this variable. The first indicated whether or
not people had received formal training (1 = yes) and the second asked how many
different training programs employees had participated in while they had been
employed by this organization. Employees who indicated they had not received any
training were given the value 0 on number of training programs.
Control variables. Gender (female = 1) and tenure (total tenure at organization
in months) were also controlled for in the analysis because of their importance in
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previous related studies.8 Table 5.1 provides descriptive statistics of all measures, such
as means and standard deviations.
Table 5.1. Descriptive statistics of items per variable
Variable
Item label
How often do you think of quitting your job?
Turnover intention
How do you feel about your job?
How do you feel about your co-workers?

Job satisfaction

Trust in
Management

Participation in
decision-making

Communication by
management

Fair Process
Professional
development
Gender
Tenure
(r) = reversed score

8

How do you feel about the work itself?
How do you feel about the hours, the amount
of work?
How do you feel about what you have
available for doing your job?
Management at my organization is sincere in
its attempts to meet the employees’ point of
view
Our organization has a poor future unless
it can attract better managers (r)
Management can be trusted to make sensible
decisions for the organization’s future
Management at work seems to do an efficient
job
I feel quite confident that the organization
will always try to treat me fairly
Our management would be quite prepared
to gain advantage by deceiving the workers (r)
Seeking views of employees or employee
representatives
Responding to suggestions from
employees or employee representatives
Allowing employees or employee
representatives to influence final decisions
Changes to the way the organization is
being run
Changes in staffing
Changes in the way you do your job
Financial matters like budgets
The performance management process is fair
Number of training programs
Female
Total tenure in months

Min
1
1
1
1
1

Max
5
7
7
7
7

Mean
2.31
5.51
5.35
5.64
5.09

SD
.91
.98
.92
1.01
.98

N
157
158
158
157
158

1

7

5.09

.99

158

1

5

3.31

.84

146

1

5

2.99

1.15

146

1

5

3.51

.79

147

1

5

3.41

.81

147

1

5

3.28

1.00

148

1

5

3.91

1.01

147

1

5

3.48

1.02

149

1

5

3.56

.90

149

1

5

3.34

.96

148

1

5

3.43

.95

149

1
1
1
1
0

5
5
5
5
11

3.54
3.48
3.48
3.41
1.60

.91
.81
.96
.91
1.88

149
149
149
143
157

0
1

1
228

.50
51.36

147
45.49 168

In earlier analyses we also controlled for average risk-level as experienced by humanitarian aid
workers. Including this variable did not change the results but because it led us to drop ten additional
cases we decided to exclude it from the analysis.
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5.3.3 Method of Analysis
We employed structural equation modeling (SEM) in Mplus version 7.11 to test our
hypotheses for two reasons. Firstly, while multiple analyses are required in ordinary
regression analyses to test for mediation effects, SEM allows testing mediation effects
in a single model, and in smaller samples. Secondly, the current study contains both
single-item variables (e.g. turnover intentions) and multiple-item variables (e.g. job
satisfaction). In ordinary regression analyses multiple items are summated into a
single variable and in doing so, one loses information on various response patterns in
each multi-item variable. SEM retains this variance by regressing items onto a latent
variable. Because effect sizes and standard errors are estimated more precisely, SEM
yields more reliable results.
Using Confirmatory Factor Analyses we first investigated if the latent
constructs in this study can be distinguished empirically. We then formulated two
structural models to test our hypotheses. All models were estimated using Maximum
Likelihood estimation. Model fit was assessed with criteria outlined by Hu & Bentler
(1999): a cutoff value close to .06 for the Root-Mean-Square-Error of Approximation
(RMSEA), a cutoff value close to .95 for both the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and the
Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), a cutoff value close to .08 for the Standardized-Root-MeanResidual (SRMR). Differences were labeled ‘significant’ when the p-values were .05 or
lower. Finally, mediation effects were examined using a bootstrap procedure and 95%
bias corrected confidence intervals.

5.4

RESULTS

Hypothesis 1 postulated that high-involvement HRM practices reduce turnover
intentions. To examine if the relevant latent constructs (e.g. multi-item variables) can
be distinguished from one another empirically, we conducted two Confirmatory Factor
Analyses (CFA). Because both are high-involvement HRM practices, the first CFA
combined communication by management and participation in decision-making into a
single construct. Due to missing data on all items, 19 respondents were dropped from
the analysis. The model did not fit the data (χ² (13, N = 149) = 120.58, RMSEA = .24, CFI
= .80, TLI = .68, SRMR = .08, see Hu & Bentler 1999 for a discussion of model fit
criteria). The second CFA was in line with our a priori expectations and treated
communication by management and participation in decision-making as separate
constructs. This model fit the data well (χ² (12, N = 149) = 16.56, RMSEA = .05, CFI =
.99, TLI = .99, SRMR = .03) and was significantly better than the first model (Δχ2 =
104.02, Δdf = 1, p-value <.001). We concluded that the data supported the theoretical
distinction between communication by management and participation in decisionmaking and proceeded with the structural model in which turnover intentions were
predicted by high-involvement HRM practices (communication by management,
participation in decision-making, fair process, and professional development) and two
control variables (gender and tenure). Due to missing data on the control variables, an
additional eight respondents were dropped from the analysis. The model fit was
acceptable (χ² (45, N = 141) = 66.84, RMSEA = .06, CFI = .96, TLI = .95, SRMR = .10). The
results showed that the model explained 10% of the variance in turnover intentions.
They further revealed a negative association between fair process and turnover
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intentions only (B = -.17 with p =.05). As most high-involvement HRM practices were
not directly related to turnover intentions (with the exception of fair process), we
found no support for the first hypothesis.
The second hypothesis stated that the HRM practices have a positive influence
on job satisfaction, which in turn negatively influences turnover intentions. CFA
showed that the measurement model distinguishing between communication by
management, participation in decision-making, and job satisfaction fit the data well (χ²
(50, N = 158) = 56.97, RMSEA = .03, CFI = .99, TLI = .99, SRMR = .04). To test the
hypothesis, we formulated a structural model in which the four HRM practices
predicted both job satisfaction and turnover intentions, and job satisfaction predicted
turnover intentions (controls predicted turnover intentions). The structural model fit
the data well (χ² (105, N = 141) = 128.02, RMSEA = .04, CFI = .97, TLI = .96, SRMR =
.08), and explained 20% of the variance in turnover intentions and 19% of job
satisfaction. Communication by management (B = .30 with p = .02) and fair process (B
= .19 with p = .02) were positively associated with job satisfaction, and job satisfaction
was negatively associated with turnover intentions (B = -.41 with p<.01). We used a
bootstrapping procedure (1000 draws) to examine the significance of the indirect
paths. When the 95% bias corrected confidence interval did not include zero, we
interpreted an indirect effect as significant (c.f. Preacher & Hayes, 2008). This was the
case for the indirect path from communication by management to turnover intentions
(B = -.12 with lower CI = -.33, higher CI = -.01), and for the indirect path from fair
process to turnover intentions (B = -.08 with lower CI = -.19, higher CI = -.01). Overall,
we found some support for the second hypothesis: with the exception of participation
in decision-making and professional development, the HRM practices were positively
related to job satisfaction. As we expected, job satisfaction was negatively related to
turnover intentions. We also found that although communication by management and
fair process were not related directly to turnover intentions in this model, they were
related indirectly through job satisfaction.
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Table 5.2. Factor loadings of all latent constructs
Latent construct

Item label

Estimate

SE

Communication by
management

Changes to the way the organization

1.00

.00

Changes in staffing
Changes in the way you do your job
Financial matters like budgets
Seeking views of employees or employee
representatives
Responding to suggestions from
employees or employee representatives
Allowing employees or employee
representatives to influence final decisions
Management at my organization is sincere
in its attempts to meet the employees’
point of view
Our organization has a poor future unless
it can attract better managers (r)
Management can be trusted to make
sensible decisions for the organization’s
future
Management at work seems to do an
efficient job
I feel quite confident that the organization
will always try to treat me fairly
Our management would be quite prepared
to gain advantage by deceiving the
workers (r)
How do you feel about your job?
How do you feel about your co-workers?
How do you feel about the work itself?
How do you feel about the hours, the
amount of work?
How do you feel about what you have
available for doing your job?

.98
.65
.69
1.00

.08
.08
.09
.00

1.00

.09

1.04

.10

1.00

.00

1.31

.24

.96

.17

.94

.17

1.11

.20

.53

.18

1.00
.73
.78
.74

.00
.10
.11
.12

.70

.12

Participation in
decision-making

Trust in management

Job satisfaction
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Finally, hypothesis 3 completely opened ‘the black box’ between HRM practices
and turnover intentions. It postulated that trust in management will mediate the
relation between high-involvement HRM practices and job satisfaction. Confirmatory
factor analysis showed that the measurement model distinguishing between
communication by management, participation in decision-making, job satisfaction, and
trust in management fit the data well with χ² (127, N = 158) = 156.29, RMSEA = .04, CFI
= .97, TLI = .96, SRMR =.06 (see Table 5.2 for the factor loadings of all latent
constructs). To test this final hypothesis, we formulated a structural model in which
turnover intentions were predicted by job satisfaction and the four HRM practices,
with job satisfaction predicted by the four HRM practices, and with trust in
management was modeled to mediate the links between the HRM practices and job
satisfaction. The model fit was acceptable (χ² (210, N = 141) = 266.70, RMSEA = .04, CFI
= .94, TLI = .93, SRMR = .08), and the model explained 20% of the variance in turnover
intentions, 33% of job satisfaction, and 55% of trust in management. Figure 5.1
presents estimates of the direct paths, showing that in line with expectations all HRM
practices are positively related to trust in management (Bcommunication by management = .24
with p<.01; Bfair process = .16 with p<.01; Bparticipation in decision-making = .16 with p = .05;
Bprofessional development = .07 with p<.01) but unrelated to job satisfaction. Trust in
management and job satisfaction are strongly and positively related (B = .85 with p =
.01), while job satisfaction again was negatively associated with turnover intentions (B
= -.43 with p<.01). So far the results support our third hypothesis, but of course we
need to examine the mediation effects more closely.
We again used a bootstrapping procedure (1000 draws) to determine the
significance of the indirect effects and found that most indirect paths from the HRM
practices via trust in management to job satisfaction were positive and statistically
significant (see Table 5.3). This was true for communication by management (B = .20
with lower CI = .04, higher CI = .64), fair process (B = .14 with lower CI = .03, higher CI =
.31), and professional development (B = .06 with lower CI = .01, higher CI = .14), but
not for participation in decision-making. These results are clear support for our third
hypothesis: trust in management mediated the relation between high-involvement
HRM practices and job satisfaction.
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Communication
by management
B = .24**

B = .16*

Fair process

Participation
decisionmaking

B = .07**

B = .16**

Professional
development

Figure 5.1. Estimates of direct paths

Trust in
management

n.s.

B = .85**

Job satisfaction
B = - .43**

Turnover intentions
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To complete the picture, we also examined the indirect paths from the HRM practices
to turnover intentions. Table 5.3 shows that none of the indirect paths from HRM
practices via job satisfaction to turnover intentions were significant. The table also
shows that most HRM practices are significantly related to a reduction in turnover
intentions via trust in management and job satisfaction. Again, this was true for
communication by management (B = -.09 with lower CI = -.33, higher CI = -.01), fair
process (B = -.06 with lower CI = -.16, higher CI = -.01), and professional development
(B = -.02 with lower CI = -.08, higher CI = -.00), but not for participation in decisionmaking.
Table 5.3. All indirect effects
Variable
Communication by management (comm)

Fair process (fair)

Participation in decision-making (part)

Professional development (prof)

Indirect path
comm - trust - job
comm - job - turn
comm - trust - job - turn
fair - trust - job
fair - job - turn
fair - trust - job - turn
part - trust - job
part - job - turn
part - trust - job - turn
prof - trust - job
prof - job - turn
prof - trust - job - turn

Estimate
.20*
-.04
-.09*
.14*
-.02
-.06*
.14
.06
-.06
.06*
.02
-.02*

Turn = Turnover intentions
Significance is determined by a bootstrapping procedure using a 95% confidence
interval.
* = significant at p<.05

5.5

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

We empirically investigated to what extent high-involvement HRM practices lowered
turnover intentions in the non-conventional work setting of humanitarian aid.
Specifically, we tested two linking mechanisms: one individual-level mechanism via job
satisfaction, and a second relational-level mechanism with trust in management
mediating the relation between high-involvement HRM practices and job satisfaction.
We argued that high-involvement HRM practices do not merely have a direct
facilitating function by increasing job satisfaction and thereby reducing turnover
intentions, but that via trust in management the relational level is of utmost
importance in this relation in the humanitarian context, characterized by high levels of
uncertainty and risk.
Using advanced modeling and a unique sample of expatriate humanitarian aid
workers, we showed that high-involvement HRM practices are not related to turnover
intentions directly, but that they are related to turnover intentions via trust in
management and job satisfaction. Moreover, the final model explained a striking 55%
of the variance in trust in management. This study thus indicates that the mere
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presence of high-involvement HRM practices does not inevitably and directly leads to
increased job satisfaction (H2) but that the relational level by means of trust in
management is very important in reaching higher levels of job satisfaction (H3) and
thereby reduced turnover intentions.
In unraveling the process by which high-involvement HRM practices influence
turnover intentions we generated new insights into the relation between HRM and
turnover intensions and answered the call for in-depth research on the mechanisms
that explain the relation between HRM practices and organizational outcomes. Our
findings are in line with the suggestions by Guest (2002) that employees do not
passively accept HRM practices but reevaluate them in relational terms of trust in
management. This study therefore suggests a need to integrate trust in management as
a mechanism in future endeavors explaining the impact of (high-involvement) HRM
practices on organizational outcomes.
Our results add to the existing literature by showing that in the humanitarian
context, where opportunities for adopting direct monetary HRM practices (such as
pay-for-performance or bonuses) and employment security are limited (due to the
uncertain nature of humanitarian crises), high-involvement HRM practices do
influence turnover intentions. We are unaware of research that has empirically
examined this relation in the humanitarian setting. By studying these issues in the
humanitarian setting we therefore broadened the scope of the HRM literature, which
so far has mainly focused on the American for-profit sector (Arthur 1994, Huselid
1995, Ichniowski, Shaw 1995, MacDuffie 1995). In addition, we contributed to the
general turnover literature by unraveling the mechanism explicating the relation
between high-involvement HRM practices and turnover intentions.

5.5.1 Practical Implications
The findings of our study have shown that, despite a non-conventional, demanding
work setting, employees are still able to reach a satisfactory level of job satisfaction
that positively influences their retention intention. More importantly, humanitarian
organizations have the possibility to contribute to this through high-involvement HRM
practices. If humanitarian organizations apply these practices and their employees
appreciate these, three important organizational benefits can be achieved: trust in
management can increase, job satisfaction can be improved and retention can be
positively influenced. Such outcomes are also conducive to other relevant organization
and job-related matters such as the perceived work-life balance (see Chapter 2).
Even if monetary HRM practices are not an option, which is the case in many
non-profit organizations, the following four high-involvement HRM practices can
facilitate trust in humanitarian management and job satisfaction, and thereby
retention. First, communication by management is influential by means of giving
information on changes in the way the organization is run, on changes in staffing, on
the way the job should be done and on financial matters. Second, ensuring that
employees perceive performance management process as fair facilitates trust building
and thus job satisfaction and retention intentions. Third, letting employees participate
in decision-making processes is influential in terms of seeking the views of employees
or their representatives, responding to suggestions from employees or their
representatives, and allowing employees or their representatives to influence final
decisions. A final facilitating practice is to offer training and personal development
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opportunities. Even though participation in decision-making and training did not
indirectly influence turnover intentions as such, they do significantly influence trust in
management which is conducive to job satisfaction and retention intentions.
Moreover, as we examined individual outcomes of high-involvement practices
(turnover intentions), we focused on individual perceptions of the high-involvement
practices. While one could argue that there would be no variation in high-involvement
practices since we examined these practices in one organization, our results showed
that there is substantial variation in the perceptions regarding these practices. An
additional opportunity for managers lies in raising awareness of available HRM
practices to create a positive predisposition that leads to trust in management, job
satisfaction and reduced turnover intentions.

5.5.2 Limitations and future research
The study warrants a number of limitations. First, we base our conclusions on a
relatively small sample of expatriate humanitarian aid workers. This population is
extremely difficult to reach: they work in most remote areas of the world, under
circumstances that are far from ideal, and are far away from family and relatives (e.g.
personal time on-line is very sparse). We have tried to maximize the response rate by
establishing frequent contact with employees at different layers of the organization
while designing our research instrument. Hereby we could fine-tune it to the
respondents’ context and increase involvement. Moreover, by emphasizing the
importance of their cooperation to the humanitarian aid organizations in general and
MSF in particular, and by providing different options to fill out the survey we achieved
a response rate that is in line with other expatriate research samples. To take into
account the relatively small sample size, we employed an advanced modeling
technique (structural equation modeling) that is less sensitive to missing data and
yields more reliable results than ordinary regression techniques because it makes
better use of the variance present in the data. Additionally, we employed bootstrap
procedures to increase the certainty with which we can draw conclusions. Even with
the present sample size, we were still able to detect a relatively large number of
significant effects, both large and small, that were robust across our models.
Second, we present a model in which high-involvement practices predicts trust
in management, which in turn predicts job satisfaction, in turn leading to lower
turnover intentions. However, we rely on cross-sectional data collection in one time
period. Although the argumentation based on the literature for the present model is
plausible, future research should adopt a longitudinal research design to make truly
causal claims.
Third, while we find that trust in management fully mediates the relation
between high-involvement HRM practices and job satisfaction, the full indirect
pathway of participation in decision-making to turnover intentions did not prove to be
significant. The lack of significance of the full pathway of participation in decisionmaking might be due to the presence of very high levels of autonomy among
humanitarian expatriates making far-reaching decisions in the field, which might
suppress the additional need for participation in decision-making.
Fourth, we have to be cautious in making generalizations in the humanitarian
field since we examined one organization in our study. That said, MSF is one of the
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largest humanitarian agencies in the field and shares a substantial number of
characteristics with other humanitarian aid organizations.

5.6

CONCLUSION

The findings of our study stress the importance of trust in management as a relational
mechanism for high-involvement HRM practices to reach their full potential.
Specifically, the findings revealed that HRM practices do not directly influence
turnover intentions as such, but that this effect is indirect via trust in management and
job satisfaction. The findings suggest that investments in high-involvement HRM
practices are essential in creating trust in management. In turn, trust in management
reduces turnover intentions by increasing job satisfaction. Future research should
continue to investigate high-involvement HRM practices and their relation to trust in
management, job satisfaction and turnover intentions in non-profit organizations to
enrich our understanding of turnover intentions in humanitarian, expatriate and
related contexts.
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6 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
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6.1

CONCLUSION

Staff turnover among humanitarian employees has been a problem for humanitarian
organizations throughout the years. Not only is it expensive with regard to constant
recruitment and training of new employees, it also hinders efficiency of operations
(Loquercio, Hammersley, & Emmens, 2006). For long it has been assumed that due to
the uncertain and often dangerous contexts in which aid work is conducted, turnover
would be unavoidable. However, in the past decade, scholars and practitioners who
believe in the power of professionalized personnel practices and policies increasingly
challenge this somewhat pessimistic view (Loquercio et al., 2006; Walker & Russ,
2010). There was little systematic empirical evidence to back this claim. This
dissertation is among the first attempts to bridge this gap. Building on a socialembeddedness framework, and using first-hand empirical data collected from one of
the largest organizations in the field, Médecins Sans Frontières, this dissertation shows
that the success of MSF’s formal attempts to increase retention by influencing
turnover-related employee attitudes crucially depend on the quality of an aid worker’s
informal relationships with management and co-workers.
This concluding chapter briefly summarizes the main findings of each chapter. This
is followed by a discussion of the theoretical, methodological and practical
contributions, limitations, and avenues for future research.

6.2

SUMMARY OF MAIN FINDINGS

Chapter 2 focused on the effect of job autonomy and trust in management on work-life
balance satisfaction. Work-life balance has been found to be an important predictor of
the intention to leave in the for-profit sector. In the context of humanitarian aid, worklife balance seems particularly under pressure. Because humanitarian employees often
reside outside their typical life environment, conventional measures conducive to
creating work-life balance in the for-profit sector are often not an option (e.g. reducing
work hours, schedule flexibility or changing work location). Another option often
provided to manage a healthy work-life balance is job autonomy (i.e. an employee’s
control over the order of tasks, the pace and organization of work). Autonomy enables
employees to better balance work and non-work demands, but it can also have adverse
effects on employee well-being if employees do not trust their management to support
them if the decisions they take turn out to be wrong or have negative consequences for
the organization and its stakeholders. We therefore examined whether the effect of
autonomy on the satisfaction with work-life balance differed for employees who trust
management, compared to employees who do not. We found that when trust in
management of the organization is low, the effect of autonomy on work-life balance is
negative. When trust in management is high, autonomy has a positive effect on worklife balance, indicating a buffering effect of trust in management on the negative effects
of high autonomy. Hence, in line with our social embeddedness argument, the effect of
autonomy on work-life satisfaction strongly depends on an employee’s trust in
management.
Chapter 3 asked to what extent role clarity and the quality of co-worker
relations affect turnover intentions? Rapid decision-making in an ever-changing or even
dangerous environment requires both perceived clarity of one’s task and smooth
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coordination among employees. In settings with low quality co-worker relations,
coordination and cooperation might be hindered which could hamper the satisfactory
execution of a person’s individual tasks, even if role clarity is high. This, in turn, could
create feelings of frustration and reduced job satisfaction among employees, feelings
that are known to increase turnover intentions. We found that role clarity indeed only
reduces turnover intentions for those employees reporting high quality co-worker
relations.
Chapter 4 studied to what extent job training and trust in management affect
organizational commitment. The employees divided the training they received in
categories according to how they perceive the usability of the skills in the outside labor
market (in other organizations within or outside the sector). The more transferable the
skills learned in the training are to other organizations, the larger will be the perceived
gift of training, resulting in higher organizational commitment. We found that even in
an organization where levels of organizational commitment are already
disproportionally high, training that employees perceive to help increase employability
on the external labor market increases commitment even more. Only for a specific
group of employees, those with high trust in management who have received only
training which they perceive only to be useful within the own organization (MSF) and
not outside the organization, organizational commitment slightly decreases. However,
when employees additionally receive training that they perceive as useful outside the
organization, this decrease is reversed.
Finally, Chapter 5 focuses on the question of how high-involvement HRM
practices may affect the intention to leave. The goal of high-involvement HRM is to
make better use of employee capacities for self-management, personal development,
and problem solving. Two mechanisms were examined. The first suggests that these
practices directly influence job satisfaction, which in turn leads to lower turnover. The
second one is relational, and emphasizes the importance of trust in management.
Structural equation modeling showed that high-involvement HRM practices do not
have a direct effect on turnover, but indirectly do so because they increase trust in
management and job satisfaction.

6.3

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS: HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT AND
SOCIAL EMBEDDEDNESS IN THE HUMANITARIAN SECTOR

Given the paucity of research on turnover in the non-profit and humanitarian sector,
this dissertation builds on and extends current explanations, as these were developed
to explain turnover in the for-profit sector. Whereas this literature has already
highlighted the importance of the social context during the early 1970s, only recently
has the role of interpersonal relations been acknowledged as insufficiently
incorporated in today’s turnover models (Lopes Morrison, 2005; Maertz & Griffeth,
2004; Mossholder, Settoon, & Henagan, 2005; Riordan & Griffeth, 1995). Our four
studies suggest that formal HRM practices did shape turnover-related attitudes at MSF
Holland, and that the informal social context in which employees are embedded does
indeed play a pivotal role for these practices to be effective.
Overall, our social embeddedness argument and the related findings suggest
two general conclusions. First, our findings are in line with earlier contingency
frameworks for strategic HRM (Baron and Kreps, 1999; Paauwe, 2004). They state that
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high-involvement HRM practices achieve the desired effects only if they are consistent
not only with one another, but also with the specific organizational context. Our study
focuses on the dimension of the organizational context: the degree of ‘informal’ social
embeddedness of both, the hierarchical relation with management, and the horizontal
relation with co-workers. Specifically, our studies showed the strong impact of coworker relations and trust in management as a context condition (or mediator) with
decisive impact on how job design and high-involvement HRM practices affect
turnover-related attitudes like satisfaction with the job or work-life balance, intention
to leave, and organizational commitment. Trust in management turned out to be a
context condition for rendering three HRM or job design policies effective for
employees with trust in management: (a) offering firm-specific training decreases
organizational commitment; (b) high autonomy increases work-life satisfaction; and
(c) high-involvement HRM practices increase trust in management, which in turn
results in higher job satisfaction and lower turnover. Similarly, good co-worker
relations turned out to be pivotal for role clarity to reduce the intention to leave.
Second, our study demonstrates the importance of disentangling individuallevel behavioral mechanisms to model potentially intended and unintended
consequences of organizational interventions. Table 6.1 provides a summary of the
behavioral mechanisms we used to explain the inter-relationship between (formal and
informal) organizational conditions and turnover-related attitudes.

Discussion and Conclusion | 85

86 | Chapter 6
Table 6.1. Summary of behavioral mechanisms and findings of empirical chapters (2-5)

Mechanism

Description

Chapter 2

Autonomy enables employees to better Outcome: Work-life balance (WLB)
balance work and non-work demands.
Predictor: Autonomy
Since decisions can have far-reaching
consequences, trust in management can
Moderator: Trust in management
provide a sense of support for
autonomy to have its effect.

Enabling
resources

Chapter 3
Reducing
uncertainty
and complexity

Chapter 4
Gift exchange/
Signaling

Chapter 5
Individual vs.
Relational
mechanism

Outcomes and Predictors

Role clarity can potentially buffer the
negative consequences of complex and
uncertain tasks. These tasks require fast
coordination between co-workers,
which makes high quality relations a
necessary condition for role clarity to
reduce turnover intentions.

Outcome: Turnover intentions

General training is perceived as a
positive signal, because it is costly and
risky for the firm. Firm-specific training
is considered a negative signal if trust in
management is high, because it violates
strong reciprocity expectations.

Outcome: Organizational
commitment

Two mechanisms for the influence of
high-involvement HRM practices on
turnover intentions are tested. One on
the individual level via job satisfaction
and one on the relational level with
trust in management mediating this
relation. See Figure 5.1 in Chapter 5.

Outcomes: Turnover intention; Job
satisfaction; Trust in management

Predictor: Role clarity
Moderator: Social relations coworkers

Predictor: Job training
Moderator: Trust in management

Predictors: High-involvement HRM
practices
Mediators: Trust in management;
job satisfaction
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Table 6.1. Continued

Hypotheses

Findings

H1: Autonomy  work-life balance (WLB) (+)

When levels of autonomy are high
while trust in management is low,
the effect of autonomy on WLB is
negative. If trust in management is
high autonomy has a positive effect
on WLB, indicating a buffering
effect of trust in management on
negative effects of high autonomy.

H2: Trust in management  WLB (+)
H3a: Autonomy will have a positive effect on the satisfaction
with WLB for expatriate humanitarian employees who have
high levels of trust in management.
H3b: Autonomy will have a negative effect on the satisfaction
with WLB for expatriate humanitarian employees who have
low levels of trust in management.
H1: Role clarity  turnover intentions (-)
H2: Social relations  turnover intention (-)

Role clarity only reduces turnover
intentions if social relations with
co-workers are of high quality.

H3: High quality relations will moderate the negative effect of
role clarity on turnover. When the quality of relations is high,
the effect of role clarity on turnover will be negative.
H1: Training  organizational commitment (+)
H2: The more general the training, the stronger the effect on
commitment: the effect is weakest for firm-specific training,
intermediate for sector-specific training, and strongest for
general training.
H3: Trust in management  organizational commitment (+)
H4a: Sector-specific or general training will increase
commitment only of high-trust employees.

Training that staff perceives to help
increase employability on the
external labor market increases
commitment. Only for a specific
group of employees – those with
high trust in management who
perceive to have followed only
firm-specific training
organizational commitment slightly
decreased

H4b: Firm-specific training will decrease commitment of only
high-trust employees.
H1: High-involvement HRM practices  turnover intentions (-)
H2: High-involvement HRM practices have a positive influence
on job satisfaction, which in turn negatively influences turnover
intentions.
H3: Trust in management will mediate the relation between
high-involvement HRM practices and job satisfaction.

The mere presence of highinvolvement HRM practices does
not inevitably lead to increased job
satisfaction, whereas the relational
level by means of trust in
management is very important in
reaching higher levels of job
satisfaction and thereby reduced
turnover intentions.
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6.4

METHODOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS: SURVEY RESEARCH AMONG
HUMANITARIAN AID WORKERS

Humanitarian aid workers are a hard-to-reach population, particularly when on a
mission or in the field, and therefore most studies in this sector are predominantly
explorative in nature, mainly relying on self-reported material or qualitative
interviews among small samples (e.g. Bjerneld, Lindmark, Diskett, & Garrett, 2004;
Loquercio et al., 2006). Consequently, conventional ways of collecting survey data
must be adapted to accommodate the specific constraints imposed by the context.
Online surveys are usually too ‘heavy’ for the computers or internet connections
available in the field. Paper surveys are also not an option since the chance that these
will arrive in the field are already slim, let alone that they will return safely to a
university on the other side of the world. Phone questionnaires suffer the same
problems. In our study, a decent response rate could be achieved through close
cooperation with the members of the organization, in particular the ICT Department.
MSF officers were well aware of the possibilities and limitations of distributing a
survey among employees working in the field, and helped to tailor the instrument and
mode of data collection to the specific needs of the surveyed population.
A major asset of our study is that it allowed tapping into individual’s
perceptions and turnover-related attitudes, rather than having to rely on proxies at the
level of individual or organizational attributes. This is in line with the general urge to
consider perceptions, since they are more salient in their impact on individuals
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), i.e. if individuals perceive a situation as real, it will also be
real in its consequences, and therefore determine their attitudes (Merton, 1968). The
result of using this tailored research instrument, the Humanitarian Employment Survey
(HES), resulted in one of the first datasets containing detailed individual-level
perceptions of aid workers.
A limitation of our study is that it is cross-sectional, restricted to a single
organization, and the findings cannot be generalized to the humanitarian sector as a
whole. Future research might benefit from conducting longitudinal employee surveys
in a larger sample of humanitarian organizations. Such endeavor would benefit from
including objective measures of employee turnover as recorded by the organization,
and from implementing finely grained relational measures of trust in management and
the quality of co-worker relations, e.g. by using sociometric questions tapping into the
informal social networks of employees and management.

6.5

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS: REDUCING TURNOVER IN THE HUMANITARIAN
SECTOR

High rates of employee turnover are a major concern to organizations in the
humanitarian sector. Our study may contain potentially useful insights for HRM
practitioners having to deal with this problem. This research validates the results of
early case studies, but also points to at least two important new insights of practical
relevance.
First, it has often been claimed that humanitarian workers differ fundamentally
from employees in other sectors (in terms of motivation, work environment, etc.),
which would be one of the reasons why conventional methods of management and
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HRM, as used in the for-profit sector, would not work or have detrimental effects
(Eikenberry, 2009; Hopgood, 2008). Despite the distinct differences – such as high
levels of organizational commitment, autonomy, and job satisfaction – our findings
suggest that: humanitarian aid workers respond to HRM practices much like
employees in other sectors. Hence, the use of HRM and job design may indeed be a
feasible, effective way to influence turnover-related attitudes and eventually reduce
turnover in the humanitarian sector as well.
Second, our social-embeddedness approach highlights the importance of
creating a working environment in which employees perceive their work relations as
of good quality and their management to be trustworthy. The high-involvement HRM
literature contains many suggestions on practices enhancing trust and social cohesion
(Gould-Williams, 2003; Tzafrir, 2005). For example, open communication, information
sharing, participatory decision-making and fairness of performance appraisal
processes have been found to increase trust in management. Similarly, formal
socialization programs were found to effectively increase employee motivation at MSF
(Korff, 2012), and may have a positive impact on feelings of embeddedness, trust, and
high quality work relations.
In sum, at least for the organization under investigation, our findings question
some of the skeptical remarks on the humanitarian sector’s attempts to professionalize
its workforce and its organizational routines. Moreover, it seems that much may still
be achieved by implementing context-specific HRM practices.
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APPENDIX
Response analyses
Response analyses comparing demographic characteristics of the sample to the
characteristics of the full population in terms of gender, occupational groups, and
nationality. This information was provided by the HRM department of MSF-OCA and
refers to the total population of employees under contract with MSF-OCA. The analyses in
the chapters were conducted for those working in the field at that point in time, 550
employees. The discrepancy is due to employees on contract who were absent due to
unpaid or sick leave.
Gender:
Population total 635
Sample total 147

: 50.9% males (323) 49.1% females (312)
: 49.7% males (73) 50.3% females (74)

Occupational positions:
Position
Administrator
Deputy HoM
Deputy Logistical Coordinator
Deputy MedCo
Epidemiologist
FinCo
HoM
Lab Technician
Logistical Coordinator
Logistician
Medical Coordinator
Medical Doctor
Medical Officer
Midwife
Misc. Coordinators
Misc. Position
Nurses
Nutritionist
Mental Health Officer
Project Coordinator
Surgeon
Team Leader
Watsan
(blank)
Grand Total

Total
Population
8
4
4
7
6
29
29
12
21
104
24
72
8
11
13
28
77
1
12
61
3
29
8
64
635

Percentage
1.26
0.63
0.63
1.10
0.94
4.57
4.57
1.89
3.31
16.38
3.78
11.34
1.26
1.73
2.05
4.41
12.13
0.16
1.89
9.61
0.47
4.57
1.26
10.08

Sample
4
1
2
1
4
11
21
6
9
20
7
10
3
6
3
11
1
3
33
1
8
3
0
168

Percentage
2.50
0.63
1.25
0.63
2.50
6.88
13.13
3.75
5.63
12.50
4.38
6.25
0.00
1.88
3.75
1.88
6.88
0.63
1.88
20.63
0.63
5.00
1.88
0.00
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Nationalities:
Nationality
Afghan
Algerian
American
Angolan
Australian
Austrian
Azerbaijan
Bangladesh
Belgian
Bosnian
Brazilian
British
Burkina Faso
Burmese
Burundi
Canadian
Central African
Chilean
Chinese
Colombian
Congo Brazavillian
Costa Rican
Democratic Republic Congo
Dutch
El Salvadorian
Ethiopian
Finnish
French
Georgian
German
Greek
Grenadian
Guinean
Haitian
Indian
Indonesian
Iranese
Iraqi
Irish
Italian
Ivory Coast
Japanese
Jordanian

Total
Population
1
1
39
1
6
3
1
7
6
2
3
57
1
1
2
61
1
1
4
12
6
1
14
73
2
11
1
16
2
67
4
1
2
4
15
3
1
1
9
40
4
1
1

Percentage
0.16
0.16
6.14
0.16
0.94
0.47
0.16
1.10
0.94
0.31
0.47
8.98
0.16
0.16
0.31
9.61
0.16
0.16
0.63
1.89
0.94
0.16
2.20
11.50
0.31
1.73
0.16
2.52
0.31
10.55
0.63
0.16
0.31
0.63
2.36
0.47
0.16
0.16
1.42
6.30
0.63
0.16
0.16

Sample

9
1

4
2

16

1
22
1

4
1
2
23
1
1
4
16
1

3
1

2
3
1

Percentage
0
0
6.12
0.00
0.68
0.00
0.00
2.72
1.36
0.00
0.00
10.88
0.00
0.00
0.68
14.97
0.68
0.00
0.00
2.72
0.68
0.00
1.36
15.65
0.68
0.68
0.00
2.72
0.00
10.88
0.00
0.68
0.00
0.00
2.04
0.68
0.00
0.00
1.36
2.04
0.68
0.00
0.00
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Kenyan
Kyrgyzstani
Liberian
Malaysian
Moroccan
Nepalese
New Zealand
Pakistani
Peruvian
Philippine
Portuguese
Rumanian
Russian
Rwandan
Serbia-Montenegro
Sierra Leonese
Singaporian
Slovakian
Somalian
South African
Spanish
Sri Lankan
Sudanese
Swedish
Swiss
Tajikistan
Togolese
Turkish
Turkmenistan
Ugandan
Ukraine
Uzbekistan
Yemeni
Zambian
Zimbabwese
(blank)
Lebanonese
Norwegian
Total

24
1
3
1
1
5
5
8
2
8
1
1
3
2
1
5
1
1
2
1
6
4
9
19
4
1
1
1
2
4
2
6
1
3
3
3

635

3.78
0.16
0.47
0.16
0.16
0.79
0.79
1.26
0.31
1.26
0.16
0.16
0.47
0.31
0.16
0.79
0.16
0.16
0.31
0.16
0.94
0.63
1.42
2.99
0.63
0.16
0.16
0.16
0.31
0.63
0.31
0.94
0.16
0.47
0.47
0.47

5

1
2

2

1

2
2
5
2

1
2

1
2
147

3.40
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.68
1.36
0.00
0.00
0.00
1.36
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.68
0.00
0.00
1.36
1.36
3.40
1.36
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.68
1.36
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.68
1.36

108 | Appendix

NEDERLANDSE SAMENVATTING
Personeelsverloop is een probleem dat al jarenlang speelt binnen humanitaire
organisaties. Het brengt niet alleen hoge kosten met zich mee met betrekking tot het
opnieuw werven, selecteren en trainen van nieuwe medewerkers, maar het belemmert
ook de efficiëntie van werkzaamheden in het humanitaire werkveld. Lange tijd is
aangenomen dat dit probleem onvermijdelijk is door de onzekere en vaak ook
gevaarlijke context waarin humanitaire hulp plaatsvindt. Daarnaast heeft de
humanitaire gemeenschap veel kritiek te verduren gekregen op het gebied van
transparantie en professionalisering. Gedurende het afgelopen decennia zijn zowel
academici als mensen uit de praktijk, die geloven in de kracht van professionalisering
van werknemers en personeelsbeleid, deze onvermijdelijkheid gaan betwisten. Vanuit
deze visie zouden humanitaire organisaties wel degelijk invloed kunnen uitoefenen op
het personeelsverloop (het vrijwillig verlaten van de organisatie door werknemers)
onder hun werknemers en zodoende een actieve bijdrage kunnen leveren aan
professionalisering. Tot dusver was hier echter geen empirisch bewijs voor.
Dit boek brengt hier verandering in en bestudeert op empirische wijze in
hoeverre de houding van werknemers ten aanzien van het al dan niet verlaten van de
organisatie kan worden verklaard door baan- en organisatie-gerelateerde kenmerken.
Dus hoe kan de organisatie ervoor zorgen dat de werknemer bij de organisatie wil
blijven? Hierbij is zowel gekeken naar de directe intentie van werknemers om de
organisatie te gaan verlaten als naar de houdingen die deze intentie beïnvloeden.
Hierbij kan men denken aan een gezonde balans tussen werk en privé, tevredenheid
met de baan en betrokkenheid bij de organisatie. In hoeverre kan de organisatie hier
invloed op uitoefenen? Hiervoor zijn verschillende baan- en organisatie-gerelateerde
factoren onderzocht. Voorbeelden zijn de mate van beslissingsvrijheid (autonomie) in
de baan zelf, duidelijkheid van de uit te voeren taken, heldere communicatie,
deelnemen in besluitvorming en een eerlijk evaluatie proces. In onderzoek naar
personeelsverloop is de mogelijke invloed van persoonlijke relaties en de sociale
context lange tijd onderbelicht gebleven, daarom wordt in dit boek gebruik gemaakt
van een sociale context benadering. Hierbij worden de sociale relaties van werknemers
met betrekking tot hun collega’s en het management in acht genomen. De
overkoepelende vraag die centraal staat is als volgt:
Hoe kunnen variaties in individuele houdingen ten aanzien van het al dan niet
verlaten van de organisatie worden verklaard door baan- en organisatiegerelateerde kenmerken, en hoe beïnvloedt de sociale context van werknemers
deze relatie?
In deze dissertatie zal de wisselwerking tussen de formele (de baan- en organisatie
specifieke kenmerken) en de informele (sociale context) setting worden bestudeerd.
Hoewel het belang hiervan al is onderschreven in de jaren zeventig is er pas recentelijk
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meer systematische aandacht gevraagd voor de sociale context. Zodoende draagt dit
boek ook bij aan theorievorming op het gebied van personeelsverloop.
Om de bovenstaande onderzoeksvraag te kunnen beantwoorden is het
onderzoek uitgevoerd binnen één van de grootste en meest bekende humanitaire
organisaties: Artsen Zonder Grenzen. Tot nu toe is er weinig academische aandacht
besteed aan dit type organisaties. Dit komt hoofdzakelijk omdat het verkrijgen van
toegang tot deze populatie op zijn minst een uitdaging te noemen is. Deze werknemers
werken in de meest afgelegen plekken op deze aarde en zijn daardoor zeer moeilijk, zo
niet onmogelijk bereikbaar met gangbare methoden van dataverzameling. Door nauwe
samenwerking met Artsen Zonder Grenzen kon voor dit onderzoek een steekproef van
168 medewerkers succesvol worden benaderd om een vragenlijst (de Humanitarian
Employment Survey, HES) in te vullen. Om de sub vragen van deze dissertatie te
beantwoorden is gebruik gemaakt van zowel multivariate regressiemodellen als
structurele modellen (Structural Equation Modeling).
In hoofdstuk 2 wordt de tevredenheid met de balans tussen werk en privé
bestudeerd. Hierbij wordt aandacht besteed aan verschillen in de mate van
beslissingsvrijheid (autonomie) die werknemers genieten en hoe deze verschillen
afhangen van de mate van vertrouwen in management. Eerder onderzoek heeft laten
zien dat een verstoorde balans tussen werk en privé de kans verhoogt om de
organisatie te verlaten. Met name in de humanitaire context lijkt een gezonde balans in
het gedrang te komen. Omdat deze werknemers zich vaak niet in hun typische privé
omgeving bevinden behoren gangbare maatregelen voor het creëren van een optimale
balans (zoals het terugbrengen van het aantal werkuren of thuiswerken) vaak niet tot
de mogelijkheden. Autonomie geeft werknemers daarentegen de mogelijkheid om zelf
controle uit te oefenen over de volgorde van de uit te voeren taken, het tempo daarvan
en over de beslissing wat bijvoorbeeld prioriteit heeft. Autonomie is zodoende een
middel om zelf een gezonde balans te creëren. Dit kan echter ook nadelige effecten
hebben. Humanitaire werknemers moeten soms beslissingen nemen die ver reikende
gevolgen kunnen hebben voor zowel de organisatie als degenen aan wie hulp wordt
verleend. Als werknemers geen vertrouwen hebben in de steun van hun management
wanneer zij deze beslissingen maken kan deze vrijheid ook nadelige gevolgen hebben.
Daarom hebben we onderzocht of de invloed van autonomie verschilt voor mensen die
een hoge dan wel lage mate van vertrouwen in hun management hebben. De resultaten
laten zien dat autonomie niet bevorderlijk is voor de balans tussen werk en privé
wanneer werknemers weinig vertrouwen hebben in hun management. Werknemers
die daarentegen veel vertrouwen hebben in hun management ondervinden een
positieve invloed van de mate van beslissingsvrijheid op de balans tussen werk en
privé. Hierdoor treedt een bufferwerking op van vertrouwen in management op de
negatieve invloed van autonomie. De invloed van autonomie hangt sterk af van de mate
van vertrouwen in het management.
In hoofdstuk 3 staat de relatie tussen de duidelijkheid van de uit te voeren
taken en de intentie om de organisatie te verlaten centraal. Hierbij wordt tevens
gekeken hoe de relatie tussen collega’s van invloed is op deze relatie. In een constant
veranderende en soms zelfs gevaarlijke omgeving moeten vaak snelle besluiten
worden genomen, waarbij niet alleen de duidelijkheid van de uit te voeren taken
belangrijk is, maar ook de soepele coördinatie tussen werknemers. In een setting
waarin de relaties tussen collega’s niet goed zijn kan coördinatie en samenwerking
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worden bemoeilijkt wat weer een belemmerende werking heeft op de uitvoering van
iemands taken, zelfs als iemand precies weet wat hij/zij moet doen. Dit kan vervolgens
leiden tot frustratie en verminderde tevredenheid met de baan. Dit zijn allebei factoren
waarvan bekend is dat zij doorslaggevend zijn in de beslissing om bij een organisatie te
blijven of weg te gaan. Uit de resultaten blijkt dat duidelijkheid van de taak inderdaad
alleen de intentie om bij de organisatie te blijven beïnvloedt wanneer de relaties tussen
collega’s goed zijn.
Hoofdstuk 4 gaat in op de vraag in hoeverre ‘on-the-job’ training en vertrouwen
in management van invloed zijn op de mate van betrokkenheid bij de organisatie.
Werknemers werd gevraagd om de training in te delen in categorieën die de mate van
bruikbaarheid van de opgedane vaardigheden op de externe arbeidsmarkt
vertegenwoordigen (in andere organisaties binnen de humanitaire sector of
daarbuiten). Hierbij is gebruik gemaakt van het gift-exchange principe. Hoe meer
waarde deze trainingen hebben buiten de eigen organisatie, hoe groter de ‘gift’ van de
organisatie, des te meer betrokkenheid dit zou bewerkstelligen onder de werknemers;
er wordt immers veel in hen geïnvesteerd. Uit de resultaten blijkt dat zelfs in een
organisatie waar de betrokkenheid al uitermate hoog is, deze door investeringen in
training alsnog kan worden verhoogd.
Ten slotte wordt er in hoofdstuk 5 onderzocht hoe ‘high-commitment’ human
resource management (HRM) praktijken de intentie om de organisatie al dan niet te
verlaten kunnen beïnvloeden. Dit soort HRM praktijken zijn bedoeld om de
capaciteiten van werknemers aangaande zelfmanagement, persoonlijke ontwikkeling,
en probleemoplossend vermogen te stimuleren. Hierbij zijn twee mechanismen
onderzocht. De eerste is gebaseerd op een individuele benadering via tevredenheid
met de baan zelf, welke dan weer de intentie om de organisatie te verlaten zou
verminderen. De tweede is meer relationeel van aard, en legt de nadruk op het belang
van vertrouwen in management. De analyses hebben aangetoond dat ‘highinvolvement’ HRM praktijken geen directe invloed uitoefenen op de intentie om de
organisatie al dan niet te verlaten, maar dat er een indirecte invloed is. Deze HRM
praktijken verhogen het vertrouwen in het management en tevredenheid met de baan.
Beide versterken op hun beurt de intentie om bij de organisatie te blijven.
Samenvattend laten de vier studies van dit proefschrift zien dat de organisatie
wel degelijk invloed kan uitoefenen op het personeelsverloop onder hun werknemers.
Door het implementeren van context specifieke HRM praktijken kan nog veel worden
bereikt op het gebied van personeelsverloop.
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