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The Effects of Met Expectations on Newcomer Attitudes and Behaviors: A Review and Meta-Analysis John P. Wanous and Timothy D. Poland College of Business The Ohio State University



Stephen L. Premack and K. Shannon Davis College of Business University of Maryland, College Park A review of research on the effects of met expectations for newcomers to organizations located 31 studies of 17,241 people. A meta-analysis found mean (corrected) correlations of.39 for job satisfaction and for organizational commitment, .29 for intent to leave,. 19 for job survival, and. 11 for job performance. However, all of these mean correlations had significant between-studies variance. By using strict conformity with Porter and Steers's (1973) definition of met expectations, we identified a subset of studies that had nonsignificant between-studies variance for all correlations except job satisfaction. Furthermore, the mean correlations in these subgroups were very similar to those for the entire group. Future research should consider both the direction of the met expectations discrepancy (i.e., over- vs. underfulfillment) and alternative ways to measure organizational reality.



The concept of met expectations in the research literature of industrial and organizational psychology and organizational behavior (I/OB) has been mentioned frequently for over 30 years, but less frequently studied. In the first published experiment on realistic job previews, Weitz (1956) alerted practitioners and researchers alike to the potential usefulness of having employee expectations be as realistic as possible. In a widely cited review of research on employee turnover, Porter and Steers (1973) articulated the met expectations hypothesis as it is known today in I/OB:



because (a) the expectations held by new recruits are almost always inflated (Wanous, 1980,1992), (b) turnover rates among newly hired employees are typically much higher than among employees with greater tenure in an organization (Mobley, 1982), and (c) RJPs have been shown to lower expectations and modestly increase job survival (Premack & Wanous, 1985). Given this, it is not surprising that the importance of met expectations has been accepted despite the lack of a systematic research review. Met expectations has also been a key psychological variable in research on the effectiveness of different recruiting sources (Wanous & Colella, 1989). Briefly, met expectations is one explanation of why certain inside sources, such as rehired employees or employee referrals, result in higher job survival rates than do outside sources such as newspaper ads or employment agencies. This is because it is assumed that inside sources provide more accurate information about a particular organization, acting somewhat like an RJP. A recent review of 12 studies of recruiting source effectiveness (Wanous, 1992) found that inside sources had job survival rates that were about 30% higher than those of outside sources. (When the 12 studies were weighted bysample size, inside sources had a 24% higher survival rate; when the studies were weighted equally, the inside source survival rate was 36% higher. Equal weighting was done as a comparison because 2 of the 12 studies accounted for 70% of the total sample size.) Met expectations has also been an important psychological variable in various stage model theories of organizational socialization (e.g., Feldman, 1976; Porter, Lawler, & Hackman, 1975; Schein, 1978: Van Maanen, 1976; Wanous, 1980). Basically, all of these models assume that unmet expectations cause a variety of postentry adjustment problems, for example, low job satisfaction and early turnover. Research on met expectations in the I/OB area is a specific



The concept of met expectations may be viewed as the discrepancy between what a person encounters on the job in the way of positive and negative experiences and what he expected to encounter. Thus, since different employees can have quite different expectations with respect to payoffs or rewards in a given organizational or work situation, it would not be anticipated that a given variable (e.g., high pay, unfriendly work colleagues, etc.) would have a uniform impact on withdrawal decisions. We would predict, however, that when an individual's expectations—whatever they are—are not substantially met, his propensity to withdraw would increase. (Porter & Steers, 1973, p. 152)



Reviews of the realistic job preview (RJP) literature (Premack & Wanous, 1985; Wanous, 1977,1980,1992; Wanous & Colella, 1989) have kept the topic alive because RJPs represent one way of creating met expectations. Despite several reviews of both the turnover and RJP literatures, no previous review has examined the research that has directly focused on the met expectations hypothesis. Some textbooks on selection and staffing (e.g., Schneider & Schmitt, 1986) have accepted the validity of this hypothesis, probably Stephen L. Premack is now deceased. Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to John P. Wanous, College of Business, The Ohio State University, Columbus, Ohio 43210. 288
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EFFECTS OF MET EXPECTATIONS



example of two concepts found in several other bodies of research: (a) the role of expectations in motivation, decision making, or general cognitive activity, and (b) the concept of matching, congruence, or fit. For example, the importance of expectations in management decision making was explicitly acknowledged by Cyert and March (1963) and by many others. Expectations in theories of work motivation were considered crucial in Vroom's (1964) version of expectancy theory and in all subsequent formulations of it. For example, when applying expectancy theory to choosing among job offers, Vroom used instrumentality to refer to the expectation of certain outcomes that would occur if one joined a particular organization. The typical measure of this type of expectation is a set of items in which respondents are asked to rate the likelihood of certain outcomes being present in a particular organization (Wanous, Keon, & Latack, 1983). Outside the I/OB area, met expectations has been a topic of considerable research by social psychologists concerned with cognitive dissonance (see Abelson et al., 1968) and, more recently, by experimental psychologists concerned with stress in aversive situations (e.g., Abbott & Badia, 1986; Abbott, Schoen, & Badia, 1984; Arthur, 1986). These few examples are not intended to be exhaustive, but rather illustrative of how pervasive expectations are throughout I/OB and related areas of research. Similarly, one can find wide-ranging examples of research concerned with the concept of matching, congruence, or fit. For example, most of the concern with staffing organizations involves getting appropriate matches between job candidates' capabilities and organizational requirements on the one hand and job candidates' wants or needs and organizational climates or cultures on the other (Caldwell & O'Reilly, 1990; Schneider & Schmitt, 1986; Wanous, 1980, 1992). Similarly, leadership research has considered the fit of leadership style to the type of decision (Vroom & Yetton, 1973) and the fit of the type of leader to the situation (Fiedler, 1967; Fiedler & Garcia, 1987). Research on stress has examined person-environment fit as well (Edwards & Cooper, 1990).



cerns the specific meaning of met expectations. In this case, a discrepancy is assessed between one's initial expectations and one's subsequent beliefs after entering an organization and experiencing it as a full-time member. The operational definition of this discrepancy and the appropriate statistical analysis are, however, areas of controversy, which we discuss later. The fourth aspect of Porter and Steers's (1973) definition concerns the meaning of expectations. Only those expectations for important aspects of the job or organization are included in the met expectations hypothesis, not all expectations per se, because that would include irrelevant or inconsequential expectations. Porter and Steers were not as explicit about this distinction as Locke (1976) was a few years later. However, a careful reading of Porter and Steers's work reveals that they considered only the disconfirmation of important expectations to be dissatisfying. As can be seen from the preceding discussion, Porter and Steers's (1973) definition of met expectations has a rather specific meaning. The four implied facets of the definition served as an initial set of criteria for our selection of the research to be reviewed and included in the current meta-analysis. However, the number of studies that used this precise definition was small, so we relaxed the criteria somewhat to locate a larger, but still relevant, body of research. Specifically, studies that related met expectations to one or more of several attitudes (job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and the intention to remain) or behaviors (job survival and job performance) were included, even if Porter and Steers's exact causal sequence had not been studied. Similarly, some correlational and laboratory studies were included if they concerned expectations about jobs and organizations. Studies that used non-discrepancy-score measures of met expectations were also included.



Definition of Met Expectations in Industrial and Organizational Psychology and Organizational



Four criteria were used for study selection. First, an individual's expectations about work-related conditions (e.g., pay, supervision, etc.) must have been measured. Second, the sample size must have been reported. Third, a Pearson correlation coefficient (or some other type of statistic, e.g., a t or F ratio that could be converted into a correlation) between met expectations and at least one of the five outcome variables must have been reported. Fourth, the study had to measure expectations directly. This meant that only 6 of the 20 RJP experiments reviewed by Premack and Wanous (1985) could be included here, because the other 14 did not report correlations between met expectations and the five outcomes investigated here. Studies were located by manual searches of PsycSCAN:Applied Psychology, Dissertation Abstracts, and Dissertation Abstracts International, and by scanning the reference lists of published and unpublished sources. The 20 studies cited by Cotton and Tuttle (1986) were examined, but only 6 met the criteria used here. Our literature search produced 31 studies that met the four criteria. Seven of these studies are unpublished, which minimizes the "file drawer problem" (Rosenthal, 1979). A total of 17,241 individuals participated in the 31 studies; the mean sample size was 556. After identification of the studies to be used in the analysis, each study was coded on several factors (see the Appendix). All studies were coded twice: once by Stephen L. Premack and again by K. Shannon



Behavior Research



The definition of met expectations in I/OB research comes from the work of Porter and Steers (1973). The first aspect of Porter and Steers's definition is the basic hypothesis itself. Unmet expectations are seen as leading to dissatisfaction, which in turn leads to quitting an organization. Thus, two links are specified in the hypothesis, in which satisfaction mediates the relationship between unmet expectations and quitting (or job survival). The second aspect of Porter and Steers's (1973) definition concerns the appropriate context for conducting research. In this case, expectations held by job candidates before they enter an organization are compared with their postentry experiences. This also means that the relevant expectations concern both the specific job and the wider organizational context. Thus, met expectations research should be conducted with job candidates who later become new recruits. The third aspect of Porter and Steers's (1973) definition con-



Method Selection of Studies and Coding of Study Characteristics
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WANOUS, POLAND, PREMACK, AND DAVIS



Davis; John P. Wanous and Timothy D. Poland double-checked the coding. Before any discussion between coders, intercoder agreement for the various information taken from the studies exceeded 90% for all variables. The few cases involving disagreement were resolved by subsequent discussion, and complete agreement was reached in all cases. Interestingly, the 10% of cases on which coders disagreed were due entirely to a misreading of a study by one coder, rather than to two different judgments. Thus, we believe that the studies are accurately coded. Nevertheless, using multiple coders was considered important because research on meta-analysis procedures has shown that human judgment calls can affect the results (Wanous, Sullivan, & Malinak, 1989). Because the definition of met expectations was an important source of variation among the studies, the operational measure of expectations from each study was independently coded by five other judges. The judges were organizational behavior or personnel and human resource management faculty members. Each judge was provided with a coding sheet that presented Porter and Steers's (1973) definition of met expectations and was asked to indicate whether the expectations measure was consistent with Porter and Steers's definition or represented some other definition (a dichotomous judgment). On the basis of this criterion, 18 studies were found that used operational measures consistent with Porter and Steers's conceptualization; the 13 other studies used different definitions. Five correlates of met expectations were investigated frequently enough to be included in the meta-analysis; that is, at least 3 studies reported data for a particular outcome (see Pearlman, Schmidt, & Hunter, 1980, for further information on inclusion criteria). The actual number of studies ranged from 10 to 19 depending on the particular correlate of met expectations. Each correlate of met expectations is described in the following paragraphs: 1. Organizational commitment was measured with the Organizational Commitment Questionnaire (OCQ; Mowday, Steers, & Porter, 1979) in all studies. 2. Intention to remain was typically measured with a single item that asked employees their intention to quit (reverse scored) or remain. 3. Job satisfaction was measured in several ways, ranging from ad hoc items to better known scales, such as the Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire or the Job Descriptive Index. 4. Job survival was typically measured (in 16 of 18 studies) as a dichotomous variable (i.e., as stay vs. leave). In some cases, the sign of a correlation between met expectations and job survival was reversed to be consistent with the hypothesis that met expectations increase job survival. 5. Job performance was measured in a variety of ways, ranging from supervisory and self-ratings of performance to the quality and quantity of output. Meta-Analysis Procedure Because reliability data were not reported for every study investigating a particular outcome, correction for attenuation due to unreliability was performed across studies. Thus, correlations were first subjected to a meta-analysis to eliminate the effects of sampling error, followed by a correction of the mean correlation by the mean of the reported reliabilities (Hunter & Schmidt, 1990). In three studies (Dean, 1981; Greenhaus, Seidel, & Marinis, 1983; Homer, 1979), reliability data for the met expectations measure or the job satisfaction measure were reported for subscales rather than the complete scale. In this case, the mean subscale reliability coefficient was used, but only after it was corrected by the Spearman-Brown formula. This was done because the likely lower reliabilities of subscales could be a source of between-studies variance. Reliability data were sometimes available for measures of met ex-



pectations, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment, but never for job performance or job survival. In several studies, correlations were reported for more than one time period, and in one case they were broken out by the type of organization. When this occurred, correlations were averaged. No attempt was made to correct for restriction in range because the data that would have made this correction possible (population means and standard deviations) were unavailable. The last correction was done on the job survival data. This is because the relationship between met expectations and job survival is reported as a point biserial correlation. We consider this to be a form of artifactual dichotomization, given that the underlying construct of tenure or participation is continuous (March & Simon, 1 958; Porter & Steers, 1973). When this occurs, the corrected correlation is the biserial correlation (Hunter & Schmidt, 1990, p. 335). The formula used to correct the correlations is



where /t is the biserial correlation, r^ is the point biserial correlation, p is the proportion of stayers, q is the proportion of leavers, and h is the ordinate of the unit normal distribution at p (Williams, 1990, p. 733). There is some controversy surrounding whether or not such a correction should be made and, if so, which procedure should be used (see Bass & Ager, 1991; Williams, 1990). We report the results both with and without this correction.



Results Table 1 shows the results for five correlates of met expectations. The average correlation and the corrected average correlation (for attenuation due to unreliability) are shown first, along with a 95% confidence interval around each. These are followed by the results of the meta-analysis as calculated from the dstatistic (Hunter & Schmidt, 1990). The chi-square test for the significance of between-studies variance is shown last (Hunter & Schmidt, 1990, p. 428). The null hypothesis for this test is that there is no between-studies variance in the mean effect size (Hunter & Schmidt, 1990, p. 213). If this null hypothesis is rejected, then one cannot conclude for certain that a true population mean has been found. That is, there is too much unexplained between-studies variance in the effect size, even after removing the variance due to sampling error. On the other hand, if the null hypothesis is not rejected, then one can conclude that a true population mean has been found. That is, after between-studies variance attributable to sampling error is accounted for by meta-analysis, the remaining variance among effect sizes is not significantly different from zero. When this occurs, confidence intervals are omitted. The table also shows the results of a moderator analysis in which the studies were subgrouped according to their conformity with Porter and Steers's (1973) definition of met expectations. This was done because the initial meta-analysis done on all five correlates found significant amounts of between-studies variance, even after correcting for sampling error. The definition of met expectations (Porter and Steers's vs. others') was our first choice for a logical moderator variable because conformity to the operational definition implied by Porter and Steers seemed very basic. We reasoned that studies not conforming to Porter and Steers's definition would be likely
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Table 1 Meta-Analyses of the Effect of Met Expectations on Newcomer Attitudes and Behavior



Attitude or behavior/studies*



No. of studies



N



,.



95% confidence interval



'cor



95% confidence interval



d



y



y.



y



df



x2



Job satisfaction All



Porter and Steers's (1973) definition 4, 8, 1 1, 12, 14, 15, 16, 19, 22, 23, 28, 29 Other definition 1,7, 10, 18,20,24,27 Porter and Steers's definition (outliers removed) 4,8, 11, 12, 14, 16, 19,23,28,29 Organizational commitment All Porter and Steers's definition 3,4,5,6,8, 11, 14, 19,21,29 Other definition 1,20,24,25,27 Intent to remain All



Porter and Steers's definition 4,5,6,8, 11, 14, 19,21,29 Other definition 1,20,24,27 Job performance All



Porter and Steers's definition 3,4,5, 11, 14, 16, 19 Other definition 18,26,27 Job survival All



Porter and Steers's definition 5,8, 11, 14, 17,21,28,30 Other definition 1,2,7,9, 13,20,25,26,27,31 Porter and Steers's definition (outlier removed) 5,8, 11, 14, 17,21,28 Job survival (corrected for dichotomization) All



Porter and Steers's definition 5,8, 11, 14, 17,21,28,30 Other definition 1,2,7, 13,20,25,27,31 Porter and Steers's definition (outlier removed) 5,8, 11, 14, 17,21,28



19



3,960 .33



.051 -.602 .39



.061-.725 .72 .132



.020



.112



18 122.96**



12



2,444 .33



.023-.601 .36



.027-.702 .68 .132



.021



.112



11



76.39**



1,516



.35



.104-. 596 .45



.133-.764 .77 .127



.020



.107



6



44.78**



10



2,142 .28



.033-.524 .32



.038-.606 .60 .088



.020



.068



9



44.90**



15



2,991



.33



.157-.494 .39



.187-.590 .70 .052



.021



.031



14



36.51**



10



1,796



.29



.61 .015



.023



-.009



9



5



1,195



.38



.34 — .188-.568 .45



.22S-.679 .83 .077



.018



.059



4



21.12**



14



2,851



.24



.072-.399 .29



.089-.493 .49 .038



.020



.018



13



26.41*



10



1,924



.24



.28 .50 .016 — — 927 .23 -.066-.457 .27 -.066-. 540 .48 .084



.021



-.005



9



7.51



.018



.066



3



18.87**



.019



.027



9



24.26**



7



4



—



10



2,130



.09 -.105-.282 .11 -.126-.340 .18 .046



7



1,259



.10



6.25



.022



-.005



6



3



.12 .20 .017 — — 871 .07 -.184-.331 .09 -.223-.40I .16 .086



.014



.072



2



18



14,210 .12 -.034-.269 .13 -.038-.300 .24 .037



.005



.032



8



3,267 .16 -.094-.416 .17 -.101-.446 .34 .101



.010



.091



7



81.57**



5.41



18.62**



17 129.34**



10



10,943 .10



.018-.192 .12



.021 -.225 .21 .013



.003



.010



9



36.63**



7



3,003 .13



.14



.25 .014



.009



.004



6



10.34



16



13,554 .17 -.017-.355 .19 -.019-.396 .36 .073



.005



.068



15 242.56**



8



3,267 .23 -.113-.570 .24 -.121-.611 .52 .256



.010



.246



7 201.96**



.0002



7



8.39**



.045



6



40.11**



8 7



10,287 .15



—



.18



—



.30 .0033 .0031



3,003 .19 -.013-.384 .20 -.014-.412 .39 .054



.009



Note. Confidence intervals were not calculated when between-studies variance was nonsignificant. Obs = observed; cor = corrected; e = error; pop = population. * See the Appendix for the full citations of the numbered studies. *p 
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