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Abstract

Orientation: The fundamental recalibration of the psychological contract (PC) for women managers remains under-researched despite the recognised importance of flexible work and well-being. This study focuses on women managers in a South African essential service state-owned enterprise.

Research purpose: This study aimed to gain insights into the PC of women managers during and post the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic.

Motivation for the study: Radical changes impact PCs. This study explores how COVID-19 reshaped this contract for women managers in essential services, who faced unique compounded pressures in balancing leadership, and intensified domestic roles.

Research approach/design and method: Using a qualitative approach and purposive sampling, data were collected from 16 participants through semi-structured interviews.

Main findings: During the pandemic, participants expected clear communication, support, health measures, and flexible work, but instead faced employer demands for unwavering commitment and constant availability. Post-pandemic, they anticipated guided reintegration but perceived demands for an abrupt return to normalcy. Whilst some participants reported a breach of the PC, citing lack of care and appreciation, others expressed fulfilment regarding job security and flexible work adoption. Consistently, women managers emphasised expectations of equal treatment, professional development, and sensitivity to their unique gendered needs.

Practical/managerial implications: The pandemic exposed a crisis of reciprocity, triggering a shift from relational to transactional contractual terms. Organisations must implement concrete interventions: formalising hybrid work, establishing gender-responsive crisis protocols, implementing recognition systems, mandating transparent communication frameworks, and conducting PC audits.

Contribution/value-add: Organisational crises reshape the nature of the psychological contract while sustaining core expectations, with implications for long-term leadership engagement in essential services.
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Introduction

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic fundamentally reshaped the world of work, imposing new ways of social functioning and placing unprecedented demands on all employees (Dhanpat et al., 2025; Garzillo et al., 2022). This condition was especially acute within essential services, in which operational continuity was critical for public safety and national stability. For women in management roles within these organisations, the pandemic created a triple crisis: the intensified demands of leadership in a high-pressure environment (Udod et al., 2024), their heightened and disproportionate domestic responsibilities (Ronnie et al., 2022), and the obligation to maintain frontline service delivery. This confluence of pressures placed women managers in essential services at the epicentre of the pandemic’s professional and personal upheaval, triggering a critical need to take stock of their evolving needs, expectations, and ultimately, a re-evaluation of their psychological contracts (PCs) (Karani et al., 2022; Ronnie et al., 2022). Vantilborgh et al. (2020) and Jacobs et al. (2020) describe the PC as the unwritten expectations and perceived obligations between the employee and the employer.

Research purpose and objectives

Levinson et al. (1962) and Lopez and Fuiks (2021) acknowledge that when circumstances change, PCs are also altered, and thus the call is to continuously investigate the shifts in these contracts. This study joins other researchers who responded to this call during the COVID-19 pandemic (Löffert & Diehl, 2023; Mekawy et al., 2021; Said et al., 2021). However, the study devotes attention to women managers in essential services who, despite their relatively higher disruption as a result of mandatory workplace presence, have not been studied closely (Lopez & Fuiks, 2021). Crucially, whilst existing research catalogues the content of changing expectations, the impact on the core nature of the PC, its reciprocity, and balance is unknown. This study addresses this issue by exploring not just what changed but also how the very terms of the exchange were renegotiated. Whilst some efforts have been made to understand the PC of women in the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) countries (Ronnie et al., 2022; Taylor et al., 2024), the research either predates or is restricted to the pandemic and predominantly examines remote-work contexts, necessitating a more comprehensive view of the impact of COVID-19 on essential service workers both during and after the pandemic status. Research in this domain is also noted to be focused on the PC of general employees, and only little and outdated Western research views managers as part of the employer cohort instead of classifying them as the employee cohort, overlooking the PC of managers as employees (Guest & Conway, 2002; Metz et al., 2012; Turnley & Feldman, 1998). Taking cognisance of these under-researched areas, this study set out to qualitatively explore the implications of the COVID-19 pandemic on the PC of women managers in a South African essential service state-owned enterprise (SOE) and was guided by the following research objectives:


	To explore the expectations of women managers and their perceptions of employer expectations.

	To understand the implications of the COVID-19 pandemic on the PC of women managers.

	To identify women managers’ own and perceived expectations post the pandemic.



Research context

This study focuses on women managers in a South African essential service SOE. The South African SOE context is uniquely poised to shape PCs. These SOEs operate under intense public scrutiny and are often at the centre of political and economic discourse, creating a climate of job instability and uncertainty despite their size (Mpete & Maier, 2024). Furthermore, as instruments of government policy, they are directly impacted by shifting political priorities, which can cause sudden strategic pivots and resource constraints (Kaunda & Pelser, 2023). For managers within this system, these shifts manifest as a conflict between public service motivation, a strong driver of their PC and the frustration of bureaucratic inefficiency and political interference (Mpete & Maier, 2024). For women managers, the pressures are often compounded by enduring structural barriers such as patriarchy, limited access to mentorship, and persistent pay disparities that continue to shape the South African workplace (Mabaso, 2023; Mogoai et al., 2024). The tension between a noble mandate and a challenging operational environment forms a critical backdrop to the experiences of women managers in this study.

This study makes three distinct contributions to the PC literature. Firstly, this study addresses the gap in research on managers as employees rather than as employer agents (Metz et al., 2012). Secondly, it centres women’s gendered experiences during organisational crisis, responding to calls for more nuanced understandings of how gender shapes workplace contracts (Lopez & Fuiks, 2021). Thirdly, and most critically, it examines essential service contexts in which remote work was not an option, creating unique pressures that are absent from existing pandemic-era PC research, which predominantly focuses on remote workers (Löffert & Diehl, 2023; Said et al., 2021). The convergence of these factors, managerial responsibilities, gendered domestic labour, and mandatory physical presence during a health crisis, creates a distinctive case for understanding how organisational crises reshape the PC.

Theory underpinning the study

The social exchange theory (SET), pioneered by Hormans (1958), was used. The SET acknowledges that two or more people in a relationship have tangible or intangible exchanges between themselves (Blau, 2017). Furthermore, the theory emphasises the reciprocal nature of relationships and highlights that the desirable behaviour of one party prompts the actions of another (Haynie et al., 2016; Xueyun et al., 2023). Social exchange theory plausibly underpins the PC, with employees expecting employers to fulfil their expectations and, in turn, aligning with the organisation’s expectations. However, a perceived imbalance, as a result of unfulfilled expectations, can strain this relationship and produce undesirable employee behaviours (Topa et al., 2022). For instance, although COVID-19 triggered unprecedented changes, the contrast between how employees conducted themselves and how organisations responded may have shifted the balance and failed to meet employee expectations.

The psychological contract

Argyris introduced the PC in the 1960s and conceptualised it as the implicit expectations between management and their subordinates (Bal & Vantilborgh, 2019; Roehling, 1997). Rousseau and Wade-Benzoni later reconceptualised it as the perceived mutual promises and informal obligations held by and between the organisation and its members (Karani et al., 2022; Rousseau & Wade–Benzoni, 1994). For employees, this concept typically includes support, job security, work-life balance, development, and remuneration – whilst performance, cooperation, and loyalty align more with the employer (Dhanpat & Parumasur, 2014; Lopez & Fuiks, 2021). When PCs are fulfilled, they tend to lead to job satisfaction, work engagement, and affective commitment (Karani et al., 2022; Yu, 2024). However, when unfulfilled, it can generate PC breaches or violations. Breach occurs when there is a mental evaluation and acceptance that expectations or obligations are unmet, whereas a violation is often triggered by a breach and results in an emotional reaction of betrayal and loss (Dwiyanti & Naimah, 2018; Ronnie et al., 2022). A breach or violation is associated with job dissatisfaction, emotional exhaustion, work alienation, and intentions to quit (Mathebula & Mitonga-Monga, 2022; Mekawy et al., 2021). This study explores whether the pandemic-induced breach led to a more profound re-evaluation of the fundamental terms of the contract for women managers.

The psychological contract of managers

Whilst extensive research exists on the PCs of general employees (see Ngobeni et al., 2022), the PCs of managers remain distinctly under-researched (see De Jong et al., 2021). Compared to other employees, managers generally shoulder a broader range of responsibilities, as the expectations placed on them include greater loyalty, availability, and responsibility for team outcomes (Oorschot et al., 2021). Emphasising the pressured role of managers, Lee and Taylor (2014) highlight that managers occupy a unique dual role: they are both agents of the employer, prioritising organisational goals whilst fulfilling organisational promises to employees themselves, who have their own set of needs and expectations from the organisation. This situation often creates a conflict of commitment, in which managers must prioritise overall organisational duties at the expense of their personal time and well-being (Haricharan, 2023). The COVID-19 pandemic acutely intensified these managerial pressures as managers were mandated to ensure organisational performance whilst facilitating and managing the impact of change on their subordinates (Ahlqvist et al., 2023; Olkowicz & Jarosik-Michalak, 2022). Therefore, the expectation of special accommodations and additional support may have been inevitable.

Women managers in crisis: Pre- and pandemic contexts

Women have traditionally and solely been relegated to domestic responsibilities such as raising children, caring for the elderly, preparing food, and planning household schedules (Power, 2020). However, with the implementation of national workplace legislation like the Employment Equity Act 55 of 1998, the Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment Act 55 of 2003, and international initiatives such as the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal 5 to promote gender equality, women have an increasing presence in the workplace (Bosch & Baritis, 2020; Galsanjigmed & Sekiguchi, 2023). Moreover, this has contributed to the gradual representation of women in management positions (Freund & Hernandez-Maskivker, 2021). However, researchers argue that the representation is marginal and is not reflective of true parity (Freund & Hernandez-Maskivker, 2021; Mabaso, 2023), with women assuming only 26.5% of top and 37.2% of senior management positions in South Africa (Department of Employment and Labour, 2023).

Although women are slowly populating the workplace, acknowledging that they shoulder more weight in households is imperative (Mussida & Patimo, 2021). It is therefore plausible that life can be more demanding for them, as they are expected to fulfil home responsibilities satisfactorily whilst carrying out their work responsibilities effectively. This is often referred to as the double burden and has resulted in unique work–life balance and health challenges for women (Mussida & Patimo, 2021; Oo et al., 2021). It is critical to note that women’s experiences are not monolithic. Factors such as partnership status, number and ages of children, access to childcare, socioeconomic resources, and workplace seniority create varied experiences of the double burden (Mussida & Patimo, 2021). However, research consistently shows that across these differences, disproportionate challenges are faced by women as a group, compared to men (Dinella et al., 2023).

The occurrence and implications of the COVID-19 pandemic reinforced and exacerbated the challenges women faced before the pandemic (Adisa et al., 2020; Mussida & Patimo, 2021). During the pandemic, women had to spend more time attending to the needs of their partners and children following the closure of or restricted workplace presence and school attendance (Adisa et al., 2020). Moreover, they were expected to tend to the frequent ill health of family members (Tayal & Mehta, 2022). Compared to that of men, women’s physical and psychological well-being is also relatively more compromised. The former occurs as a result of the many hours devoted to multiple roles, whilst the latter is common with the stress of foregoing opportunities as a result of being overburdened at home or overlooked at work (Mussida & Patimo, 2021; Oo et al., 2021).

If we acknowledge the double burden of women and the intensified role of managers, it is plausible that, relative to other women employees and managers in general, the challenges of women are compounded. This finding is supported by Shukla et al. (2023) and Hossny et al. (2022), who indicate that, in addition to their increased household responsibilities during the pandemic, women in management positions had to devote additional attention to their subordinates during and in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. From the onset to the tail end of the pandemic, managers were mandated to devise strategies for ensuring continuous productivity, championing change, taking cognisance of and promoting the compromised physical and mental health of employees, and managing reduced workforce capacity as a result of ill health, absenteeism, or presenteeism (Hossny et al., 2022; Shukla et al., 2023). Therefore, women managers were extensively overburdened both personally and professionally.

The psychological contract of women managers and the coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic

The research on the PC of managers and women is limited. Accordingly, this study primarily relies on pre-pandemic research concerning the PCs of women and managers as a basis for exploring the PCs of women in management. Research before the pandemic reveals that women faced numerous expectations and perceived obligations from their employers. For instance, women lag as a result of their delayed access to education and entry into workplaces. Therefore, they tend to anticipate learning opportunities from employers (Barkhuizen et al., 2022). This may especially be the case for women who want to maintain or advance their managerial roles. Additionally, women are entering traditionally male-dominated work environments and expect that employers will ensure a more inclusive work environment (McQuerry et al., 2023; Taylor et al., 2024). Moreover, they require organisations to be mindful of their uniqueness and seek alternative work arrangements to accommodate women-specific challenges such as being new mothers (Pandita et al., 2024; Taylor et al., 2024). Whilst this uniqueness must be embraced, women, after decades of being exposed to inequality, also seek parity in work allocation and remuneration (Dosunmu & Dichaba, 2024; Taylor et al., 2024).

Following the unprecedented social and work changes facilitated by the COVID-19 pandemic, women prioritised and embraced the value of flexible work arrangements to accommodate their multiple and increased responsibilities (Diab-Bahman & Al-Enzi, 2020; Ronnie et al., 2022). Although not specifically for women or managers, researchers find that clearly communicated plans for navigating the pandemic, health and security precautions, and assurance of job security were critical for most employees to remain committed and strive towards organisational objectives (Löffert & Diehl, 2023; Sekaja et al., 2022).

Research design

Research philosophy and approach

The research philosophy frames the researcher’s mind and provides guidelines about the research methods appropriate for a study (Saunders et al., 2019). Common philosophical branches include ontology and epistemology (Saunders et al., 2019). With women managers’ experiences and perceptions at the centre of this study, the researchers adopted a subjective ontological stance which acknowledges that reality is shaped by people and submits that there are multiple realities (Don-Solomon & Eke, 2018; Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). Accordingly, interpretivist epistemology, which assumes that reality is subjective and socially constructed, was adopted (Antwi & Hamza, 2015; Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). In line with the philosophical stances of the researchers, a qualitative research approach was employed in this study.

Population and sample

Non-probability sampling, particularly purposive sampling, was used. This sampling technique enabled the researchers to establish a suitable criterion to select participants (Sharma, 2017). To participate in this study, participants had to satisfy these criteria: (1) identify as women, (2) be in top, senior, or middle-management positions, and (3) have worked from the time COVID-19 was declared a pandemic on 11 March 2020 to the tail end and post the lifting of the pandemic status by WHO on 05 May 2023. Participants fulfilling these criteria and of different ages, races, educational levels and marital statuses were allowed to partake in the study.

Data collection method and procedure

To ensure both guidance and participant flexibility during data collection (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021), the study used semi-structured interviews. Permission was sought from the targeted SOE for research. Once permission was granted, an email invite was distributed throughout the organisation to allow participants to volunteer for the study. Upon indication of interest and consent by the participants, an appointment was scheduled. Interviews were conducted face-to-face, via Zoom, and via MS Teams between February 2023 and July 2023 and stopped at 16 participants when data saturation was reached (Guest et al., 2020).

Table 1 provides an overview of the participants. As shown in the table below, the age range of the participants was between 31 and 61, and most participants (75%) held middle-management positions.
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Data analysis

The study used thematic analysis, following the six-step approach of Braun and Clarke (2006; 2023). Thematic analysis identifies patterns in qualitative data, providing insight into participants’ experiences and perceptions (Clarke & Braun, 2017). Respectively, the researchers: (1) familiarised themselves with the interview data by listening to the audio recordings and thoroughly reading the interview transcripts, (2) coded the data by examining the responses of all participants per question to choose or formulate descriptive words or phrases representing the participant’s expressions, (3) generated initial themes by clustering codes and identifying the broad and common data patterns, (4) developed and reviewed themes through assessing the relevance of the emerging themes, (5) refined, defined, and named the themes by editing the theme names and making sense of the themes in the context of the study, and finally, (6) completed the write-up by organising and systematically presenting the themes and sub-themes (Braun & Clarke, 2023).

Strategies to ensure data quality and integrity

Strategies to promote credibility, dependability, conformability, and trustworthiness were adopted to ensure research accuracy and quality (Stahl & King, 2020; Nowell et al., 2017). Credibility refers to the alignment between the participant’s expressions and the researcher’s interpretation and was earned through an in-depth analysis and continuous revisiting of the data (Connelly, 2016; Nowell et al., 2017). Dependability is concerned with consistency and the attainment of similar results by other researchers and was ensured through stepwise replication, in which researchers analysed the data separately and compared the results (Anney, 2014). Confirmability encourages strategies to reduce bias and maintain neutrality in data analysis and was ensured through bracketing to help researchers refrain from imposing their own views and beliefs (Connelly, 2016). Finally, transferability, which pertains to the applicability of the research findings across similar contexts, was achieved through a thick description in which the research objectives, context, sampling, and data collection methods were detailed (Younas et al., 2023).

Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance to conduct this study was obtained from the University of Johannesburg Department of Industrial Psychology and People Management Research Ethics Committee (No. IPPM-2022-691[M]). Thereafter, participants were informed about the purpose of the study and their rights to withdraw without reprisal before obtaining their consent to partake in the study (Akaranga & Makau, 2016). Consent was also requested for audio recordings of the interviews. By starting the interviews on time and actively listening, the researchers ensured that the participants were respected. Confidentiality was also maintained by ensuring that data access was restricted to the researchers and assigning numbers to the participants in place of their names (Saunders et al., 2019).

Results

Five primary themes with associated sub-themes were identified after thematic analysis. The consolidated themes are summarised in Table 2 and are detailed thereafter.
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Theme 1: Employee expectations

Participants conveyed the expectations held during the pandemic and upon the return to work post the lifting of restrictions post-pandemic, which centred on three consistent sub-themes: (1) communication and support, (2) measures to promote overall health, and (3) flexible work arrangements.

Sub-theme 1.1: Communication and support

Participants expected clear, ongoing communication and robust support structures throughout all phases of the pandemic. This situation was evidenced by the following statements:


‘Expectation … sit down with us, tell us what to do … what this pandemic is all about. … Instead, we learnt as we went on.’ (P1)



Support for managers was also a key expectation, as highlighted by Participant 16:


‘The expectation that we had as part of a management was, they support on the pandemic on how to support our employees, so we needed more support from top management and understanding of the impact of the COVID on employees.’ (P16)



As COVID-19 subsided and stricter lockdown restrictions were lifted, most employees were expected to resume normal office operations. However, upon returning to work, women in management highlighted the need for organisational support structures to facilitate a gradual and guided transition back into the workplace for both employees and them. This view is evidenced by Participant 10, who noted:


‘The employer needs to understand that the change needs to happen gradually with the employees. … Help our employees to move back into the normal functioning.’ (P10)



Sub-theme 1.2: Measures to promote overall health

At the height of the pandemic, expectations that employers would prioritise physical and psychological health were significant. Participants expected stringent safety measures and expressed:


‘First expectation was for the organisation to keep all its employees as safe as possible … the safety of everyone and thereafter, their business on its own.’ (P11)

‘Expectation was that the premises would be sanitised, that we would have enough PPE [Personal Protective Equipment], sanitisers, etcetera, so that we would be safe.’ (P7)



In addition to their physical health, the participants expected the employer to prioritise their psychological well-being. Huppert (2009) and Ryff (2018) described psychological well-being as the state of optimal mental functioning and experiencing of positive emotions. This state was captured by participant 14, who expressed that:


‘To provide wellness support … mental health … access to counselling.’ (P14)



In response to the severe impact and loss of life caused by the pandemic, women in management placed a high priority on physical health and stressed the need for ongoing health precautions and provisions as they returned to regular office operations. They expressed:


‘My expectation is … the workplace should be safe, that we should not encounter unnecessary risks in terms of health and safety.’ (P7)

‘Yes, for women is to look at the PPE and see if it is user friendly for women.’ (P8)



Participants also consistently expected support for their psychological well-being and mentioned:


‘Wish there was a postmortem that would, kind or, that would help people in general … everybody could debrief.’ (P6)



Sub-theme 1.3: Flexible work arrangements

The expectation for accommodative work arrangements to ensure safety and work–life balance was prominent during the pandemic and became a sustained expectation even post the pandemic status.

During the pandemic, participants stated:


‘Expectations were that we were allowed to work from home … rotating in that period.’ (P5)

‘Flexible options for the organisation … work remotely … working, flexi working … taking a hybrid approach.’ (P4)



Post-pandemic, participants anticipated the continuation of flexibility, valuing the improved work-life balance:


‘I expected them to maintain … the working from home hybrid model … I think they should make women’s life easier, the issue of work-life balance … during COVID, it was easy … in a sense that at least the person could take children to school, face them while they’re working.’ (P6)

‘… [O]nline, it really helped a lot because it saved time, it saved petrol, it save[s] lot of things.’ (P16)



Some participants also expected flexibility as a form of recognition for their efforts during the pandemic:


‘So, during the pandemic, because I worked so hard, I even worked overtime. I missed out on certain milestones that my children went through. I still want my time that I invested back then. … I really expect the employer to be empathetic….’ (P2)



Theme 2: Perceived employer expectations: Sustained performance and adaptability

At the height of the pandemic, participants perceived their employers as expecting: (1) continued commitment to work, (2) availability and flexibility, and later, following the lifting of the pandemic status, (3) an abrupt return to normalcy.

Sub-theme 2.1: Continued commitment to work

Participants perceived an expectation to maintain performance despite pandemic challenges:


‘The expectations that I perceived that the organisation would have is that for me to continue to perform and meet the organisation’s KPI in spite of the pandemic.’ (P14)

‘The organisation expected us to work as normal … deliver, but at the same time were at the risk of getting this infection …’ (P9)



Sub-theme 2.2: Availability and flexibility

Participants felt an expectation to be highly accessible and adaptable post-pandemic:


‘Employer has now figured out that … able to give 24 hours of our time … compromises our personal lives.’ (P2)



Sub-theme 2.3: Abrupt return to normalcy

Participants perceived an expectation to abruptly revert to pre-pandemic norms without consideration for adjusted circumstances:


‘Employer expects me to be back at work … fulfil my requirements as expected with minimal disruptions.’ (P8)

‘Expectations that the employer has right now, it for us to assist our employees in … moving back into normal duties and functioning as they did before the COVID.’ (P10)



Participants felt that this disregarded their need to adjust and further expressed:


‘Psychologically, I was used to working from home … they expected me to go back to normal, run with the things.’ (P6)

‘I must say, they expected us be light switches … some parents like myself are single parents and aftercare, transport all those facilities were no longer there … then the expectation of that then was its business as usual.’ (P15)



Theme 3: Positive experiences and fulfilled expectations

Some participants expressed that they were satisfied with the organisation’s actions or found joy in their work during and as a result of the pandemic. This outcome is captured in three sub-themes: (1) job and income security, (2) increased connection to work, and (3) openness to flexible work arrangements.

Sub-theme 3.1: Job and income security

Participants expressed gratitude for maintained employment and income:


‘I think many of us are very grateful that we still have a job following COVID … I’m very grateful for the fact that we don’t have to worry about where our next meal is going to come from.’ (P12)

‘From my side, fortunately, nothing changed much. We still, we still earn the same salary. We still have the same benefits.’ (P6)

‘Despite the country’s situation, or the world at large, we can still maintain our families, so I’m just humbled by that.’ (P11)



Sub-theme 3.2: Increased connection to work

Some participants felt more engaged and connected to their work:


‘In terms of impact … it taught us we can do more even if we are less and do more even if we are more.’ (P14)

‘And if I must talk about my level of engagement, I think, after the pandemic, I feel more engaged … Employees have come to depend on HR a lot more ….’ (P3)



Sub-theme 3.3: Openness to flexible work arrangements

Participants valued the adoption of flexible work policies:


‘I could work so many hours and then take maybe an hour or two off if I needed it for personal time or family time. And then I would make up the time later in the evening.’ (P4)

‘On a scale of 1 to 10 during COVID, I would give maybe a 8 to say they tried, especially, when they accommodated the older people to give them the option to go and sit at home … it considered the safety of people ….’ (P13)



Theme 4: Unfulfilled expectations: Lack of employee care and appreciation

Although positive experiences were reported, some participants expressed that expectations of care and appreciation were not met, damaging the PC:


‘The morale is down … they do not care …. they just care about numbers that you are at work … then you can do whatever that they want … not looking into what is impacting us or what challenges am I facing as the supervisor.’ (P1)

‘I’m only good enough when I meet employers’ expectations … but when my expectations are put on the table, then player does not exercise the same courtesy … so, it has now become a pure contractual relationship.’ (P2)



This failure led to disengagement and a loss of trust:


‘With my expectations not being met, I feel that if I can resign today and also get another offer, I’ll do it, because I feel our managers do not worry about the things we worry about … the trust relationship is been broken … I always thought I’m working for the employer of choice … but, I’ve lost my faith in the employer.’ (P15)



Theme 5: Enduring employee expectations

Participants highlighted longstanding expectations that predated and were amplified by the pandemic, including: (1) equal treatment, (2) professional development, and (3) accommodations for their unique needs.

Sub-theme 5.1: Equal treatment and fairness

Participants advocated for gender equity in treatment and opportunity:


‘I think there should just be that fairness across the board towards us, the female counterparts, as same as they are giving the male counterparts. That’s it. Not expecting much, just for us to be treated the same and to be paid the same way as they are.’ (P1)



Sub-theme 5.2: Professional development and empowerment

To facilitate their professional advancement and improve their competence and confidence in their management positions, the participants expressed:


‘I think there’s still need to be more empowerment of women, maybe if there could be somewhat, like, you know, any form of empowerment … If they could be some form of training … women can be able to qualify for those positions … grow.’ (P12)

‘More women in senior management … allow woman that opportunity. Even if they allow to shadow senior male colleagues and given the opportunity to learn by shadowing them.’ (P4)



Participants also noted a need for women to support one another:


‘I believe us as women somewhere somehow … we do not support one another … we really need the support … we need to grow and support each other … we are still lacking there.’ (P13)

‘That women’s forum can also … that you know that this is the training that comes straight from me, Women’s Forum for women.’ (P12)



Sub-theme 5.3: Accommodations for women’s unique needs

Participants shared gender-specific challenges requiring special accommodation:


‘So, for me, if they could be a better flexibility for mothers … around hours and expectations and you know, children having to go to the doctor, etcetera.’ (P7)

‘We must be given the opportunity to attend antenatal class as well. Working from home … and then after we come back from maternity leave, we must work flexible hours, not 8 to 4, so that we can be able to go back and do them, continue with our … breastfeeding … crèches on-site.’ (P9)

‘And I’d say that an employer should incorporate specialty days for women, especially through the – during pregnancy and menstruation because it’s very difficult to perform at work during those periods, especially at, say, when you are in the office.’ (P14)



Discussion

The following discussion relates specifically to the experiences of women managers in this essential service context and may not generalise to all women managers.

RO1: To explore women managers’ own and perceived expectations during coronavirus disease 2019

The findings indicate that women managers navigated both the expectations common to most employees and the additional aspects inherent to their role. The sub-themes of promoting health and flexible work (Theme 1) emerged as significant priorities throughout the pandemic. This observation is aligned with findings by Daniels et al. (2022) and Maamri et al. (2021), who reported physical health as a major concern for most employees and acknowledged the increased requests for psychological assistance during this time. A key finding that corroborates existing literature is the emphasis on the need for PPE designed for women’s anthropometry (McQuerry et al., 2023; Onyebeke et al., 2016).

On the other hand, the consistent sub-theme of communication and support highlights women managers’ unique position as both employees and implementers of organisational strategy, a challenge less acute for non-managerial staff (Udod et al., 2024). Similarly, Ronnie et al. (2022) found that women in academia required clear communication from managerial levels above them during the pandemic. Communication, support, health, and flexible work emphasise the fundamental desire for organisational efforts to match their devotion to organisational duties, a core tenet of the PC (Schalk & Ruiter, 2019).

Conversely, their perceptions of employer expectations (Theme 2) relating to sustained performance, constant availability, and an abrupt return to normalcy shed light on the demanding, inflexible organisational expectations. This situation creates a clear tension between ‘give’ and ‘take’ within the social exchange (Blau, 2017). The expectation of unwavering commitment, constant availability, and flexibility reflected a disregard for women’s increased personal demands and intensified the already extensive responsibilities inherent in their managerial roles. Additionally, the perception of an ‘abrupt return to normalcy’ suggested a dismissal of the immense personal and professional adaptations made during the pandemic. This finding is consistent with Ronnie et al. (2022), who noted that women felt overwhelmed by unaltered performance expectations despite their reduced capacity.

RO2: To understand the implications of the coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic on the psychological contract of women managers

The findings suggest differences and implications of met and unmet expectations; Theme 3 (Fulfilled Expectations) and Theme 4 (Unfulfilled Expectations). Some perceived the provision of job security and openness to flexibility (Theme 3) by the organisation as a successful fulfilment of the PC, reinforcing a relational bond based on mutual loyalty. This sense of gratitude was particularly pronounced given the widespread job losses during the COVID-19 pandemic period and the broader South African context of high unemployment (Daniels et al., 2022; Montenovo et al., 2022; Stats SA, 2023). The reflections by the participants support Sekaja et al.’s (2022) findings that stability was a key priority for employees during the pandemic, and that employees remained thankful and committed as a result. Additionally, the study found that fulfilment was derived from the work itself. This finding is captured in the sub-theme ‘increased connection to work’ (Theme 3) and aligns with Van Zoonen et al. (2022), who report that despite the negative effects of COVID-19, some employees used the period to reflect on the significance of their work, leading to greater work engagement.

For others, however, the perceived lack of care and appreciation (Theme 4) constituted a significant PC breach, leading to feelings of betrayal and a strategic withdrawal of goodwill. Participants’ descriptions of the relationship signalled a loss of faith in the employer, which typically indicates a contract breach (Dwiyanti & Naimah, 2018). This breach can be explained by the perceived organisational support theory (Eisenberger et al., 2020); when employees feel their extra effort is not recognised, they reciprocate with reduced commitment and engagement (Mitonga-Monga & Mageza-Mokhethi, 2025). This finding suggests that the pandemic catalysed a strategic recalibration of the PC for women managers, from a relational contract towards a more transactional one. The organisation’s actions during this crisis period became a measure for trust and reciprocity, with lasting consequences.

Importantly, the varied experiences suggest that PC fulfilment during crises is not uniform. Organisational actions that prioritised security and flexibility preserved relational contracts for some participants, suggesting that the quality of response to a crisis significantly influences long-term contractual outcomes.

This study advances PC theory by demonstrating that organisational crises do not merely alter contract content but can fundamentally transform contract type. Previous research documented changing expectations during COVID-19 (Löffert & Diehl, 2023; Mekawy et al., 2021), but our findings reveal a deeper shift: from relational contracts based on mutual loyalty to transactional contracts based on formal obligations. This transformation is particularly pronounced for women managers in essential services, whose inability to access flexible work arrangements, a key crisis mitigation strategy, exposed the limits of organisational reciprocity. The study thus extends SET by showing how perceived imbalances during crises can trigger lasting contractual recalibration, with gendered implications for post-pandemic employment relationships.

RO3: To identify women managers’ own and perceived expectations post the pandemic

The post-pandemic expectations detailed in Theme 5 (Enduring Employee Expectations) and the sustained desire for flexibility in Theme 1 demonstrate that the pandemic did not create new demands but amplified and gave urgency to pre-existing gendered workplace challenges. The call for equal treatment, professional development, and accommodations for women’s unique needs highlights that the pandemic experience was filtered through the lens of gender.

Like other studies and despite the South African legislative measures to counteract this (Bosch & Barit, 2020; Dosunmu & Dichaba, 2024), this study finds that women managers continue to battle against unequal treatment and respect. This study also highlights that support for professional development remains a significant challenge for women in management. This conclusion aligns with findings that women are often compelled to seek out their own mentors to sustain and advance their careers whilst navigating and countering hegemonic masculinity (Dosunmu & Dichaba, 2024; Kobus-Olawale et al., 2021). Furthermore, the expectation for flexible work arrangements post-pandemic (Theme 1) and accommodation for women’s unique needs (Theme 5) suggests that the need to accommodate women is no longer a temporary convenience but a non-negotiable term of the revised PC for women managers. This finding aligns with global trends showing that women often prefer alternative work arrangements (Pandita et al., 2024; Sekaja et al., 2022; Waldrep et al., 2024), a preference further reinforced in the South African context by the prevalent concerns about safety, lengthy commutes, and inadequate public transport. The findings further corroborate research by Taylor et al. (2024) and Howe et al. (2023), who argue for workplace policies that specifically address women’s needs or circumstances.

Theoretical contributions and practical implications

The study confirms the established importance of flexible work, well-being, clear communication, and support in the literature and highlights that their collective significance lies in a fundamental recalibration of the PC itself for women managers. This study moves beyond cataloguing expectations to provide a novel theoretical insight: not only did the pandemic alter the content of the PC (e.g. adding hybrid work or wellness support), but also the findings highlighted the strained core principle of reciprocity underpinning the SET. The study’s primary theoretical contribution highlights the perceived failure of the employer to acknowledge intensified domestic labour and balance the immense, gendered contributions during the crisis (e.g. commitment, perpetual availability, and management of change and trauma amongst subordinates) with organisational support and accommodation for their unique needs and circumstances. This failure triggered a crisis of trust that catalysed a significant shift in the nature of the contract from relational (built on mutual loyalty, trust, and stability) to transactional (based primarily on meeting formal obligations, as evidenced by participants’ statements about their work becoming a pure contractual relationship). To encapsulate this insight, we propose the following conceptual model (Figure 1). This model delineates the evolution of the PC through the pandemic era, mapping the points at which reciprocity was perceived to break down and the resultant contractual shift. This model provides a novel framework for future research to understand the long-term impact of organisational crises on gendered managerial roles, moving beyond the pandemic context.
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The practical implications of this are significant, and organisations are recommended to not simply offer flexible working policies but also to understand that such policies are now the primary litmus test for organisational reciprocity and trust. To rebuild relational trust and reciprocity, organisations must implement specific, measurable policies as follows:


	Workplace arrangements need to be formalised through policy and within employment contracts, and not as temporary concessions.

	For employees who are considered essential services requiring physical presence, implement flexible scheduling, such as compressed workweeks or shift-swapping systems.

	Organisational leaders need to establish crisis management protocols that are gender-responsive by creating dedicated support structures for managers with caregiving responsibilities, including emergency childcare provisions, extended leave options, and workload redistribution mechanisms during crises.

	Leaders and managers need to regularly assess perceived reciprocity through anonymous surveys and focus groups, particularly following major organisational changes, to identify and address breaches before they result in violations.



These interventions must be accompanied by leadership training on gendered labour recognition and genuine commitment from executive levels to ensure implementation integrity.

Limitations of the study and recommendations for future research

The researchers observed a few limitations to be addressed by other scholars. Firstly, the data were collected at the tail end of the pandemic when many individuals had already returned to work. This timing may have reduced the immediacy or depth of participants’ recollections about their pandemic experiences. Longitudinal designs could better capture shifts in expectations during and after disruptive events. Secondly, the study relies on women managers’ perceptions of what is expected of them. Future studies are encouraged to target both the employer and employees to gain more accurate insights about the expectations of employers. Thirdly, the exclusive concentration of the study on an SOE restricts the diversity of experiences and expectations of women managers. As such, the transferability of the findings is limited. Future research should adopt a more diverse sample of women managers from various industries and sizes of organisations.

Conclusion

The importance of these findings lies not only in recognising these established expectations but also in their broader implications. This study has moved beyond reiterating well-known workplace issues to illuminate a profound theoretical shift. This study reveals that the pandemic served as a critical juncture that exposed the delicateness of reciprocity in the PCs of women managers. The collective experience of performing immense labour, without adequate acknowledgement of personal circumstance or support, and the perceived imbalance resulted in a re-evaluation of the employment relationship. The emergence of a more transactional outlook, as evidenced by participants, is not merely a finding but also a significant new lens for understanding the long-term impact of organisational crises on gendered managerial roles and the post-crisis career engagement of women. Importantly, the focus of this study on essential service managers reveals unique pressures absent in remote-work contexts: the inability to reduce workplace exposure whilst managing heightened domestic demands exceptionally strained reciprocity. Consequently, this study informs researchers and organisations of these evolving and deeply interconnected experiences and expectations, encouraging further enquiry into the topic. More importantly, the study draws attention to the critical importance of devising strategies that rebuild relational contracts based on demonstrated reciprocity, and in doing so, help to fulfil PCs and mitigate against breach or violation.
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FIGURE 1: The recalibration of the psychological contract.
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TABLE 1: Profile of the participants.

Participant Age Marital status  Children Level of seniority Ethnicity
(years)
1 43 single 1 Middle-management African
2 40 Married 2 Top management African
3 53 Married 2 Top management Indian
4 61  Single 0  Middle-management Indian
5 34 Married 2 Middle-management African
6 46 Married 2 Top management African
7 52 Married 2 Middle-management White
8 59 Married 2 Top management African
9 51 Married 2 Middle-management African
10 48 Married 1 Middle-management African
11 46 Single (divorced) 1 Middle-management African
12 53 Married 2 Middle-management African
13 42 single 1 Middle-management African
14 32 Single 0  Middle-management African
15 39 Single (divorced) 3 Middle-management Coloured
16 48 Married 2 Middle-management African





OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
a8 AOSIS

SA Journal of
Human Resource Management

http://www.sajhrm.co.za

The Psychological Contract of Women
Managers in an Essential Service
State-Owned Enterprise during and
beyond the COVID-19 Pandemic

Boitumelo W. Makhubele, Nelesh Dhanpat and Sesemana S. Makhasane

SA Journal of Human Resource Management/SA
Tydskrif vir Menslikehulpbronbestuur, 24(0), 3164.
httpsy/doi.org/10.4102/sajhrm.v24i0.3164






OPS/SAJHRM-24-3164-T2.jpg
TABLE 2: Summary of consolidated themes.
Theme Sub-themes

1. Employee Expectations 1.1 Communication and Support
1.2 Measures to Promote Overall Health
1.3 Flexible Work Arrangements
2. Perceived Employer Expectations: 2.1 Continued Commitment to Work
i‘ésa‘st‘:ﬁﬁige'f‘”ma“‘e and 2.2 Availability and Flexibility
2.3 Abrupt Return to Normalcy
3. Positive Experiences and Fulfilled 3.1 Job and Income Security
Expectations 3.2 Increased Connection to Work
3.3 Openness to Flexible Work Arrangements

4. Unfulfilled Expectations: Lack of -
Care and Appreciation

5. Enduring Employee Expectations 5.1 Equal Treatment and Fairness

5.2 Professional Development and
Empowerment

5.3 Accommodations for Women'’s Unique
Needs






