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Abstract 

Title: Voluntary turnover among technical consultants. Mediating role of social 

identities and perceived promises. 

Author: Katsiaryna Skachkova  

Supervisor: Jonas Söderlund 

Background: Development of technologies and high pace of changes made a modern 

organization highly dependent on the expertise and assistance of technology specialists.  

To be able to compete and be cost efficient, but at the same time be on the cutting-edge 

of technology development, is an essential requirement for doing business in the 

contemporary world. Moreover, this requirement became a solid ground for the 

emergence of a technical consulting industry and a new type of human resources - 

technical consultants.  On the one hand, technical consultants are the main resources of 

technical consulting organizations, but on the other hand, technical consultants can 

cause harm to technical consulting organization, particularly, in the case of voluntary 

turnover.  

Aim: Through the qualitative analysis of the four technical consultants’ voluntary 

turnover stories in Sweden and based on the literature review, this master thesis opens 

up the door to the world of technical consultants. The aim of this work is it to seek new 

insights into the problem of voluntary turnover in a new context of technical consultants 

and discover what role multiple identities and perceived promises play in voluntary 

turnover decision.   

Results: Technical consultants are a type of knowledge workers with non-traditional 

work arrangements. Empirical evidence demonstrates that technical consultants’ 

decision to quit can be described using “Eight motivational forces”, but the framework 

should be extended, due to developing multiple identities and receiving perceived 

promises from multiple sources. 

Search terms: Technical consultant, voluntary turnover, identity, promises, eight 

motivational forces 
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1. Introduction 
 

 

1.1 Background 

 

The starting point of this research on the voluntary turnover in the context of technical 

consulting can be detected in the study by Kirby et al. (1996) on emerging type of 

business - technical consulting.  In the study the authors claim that  

“in the West, technology is widely perceived as being a vital force in the 

competitive advantage of the modern organization (Kantrow, 1980), and 

with the increasing influence of technology on both corporate strategy and 

industrial development (Gold, 1987), many larger organizations are 

experiencing difficulty in keeping pace with the rapidity of change, due 

mainly to the diversity and complexity of modem technology and 

technological practices.” 

(Kirby et al, 1996, p.10) 

A transition to the knowledge-based economy and society (Evers and Menkoff, 2004; 

Kirby et al, 1996); and necessity to reduce costs, but simultaneously remain 

technologically competitive and agile (Galis and Moser, 2011) have resulted in the 

emergence of a technical consulting industry and a new type of employee - technical 

consultant. Technical consultant is a notion often used by practitioners, but not by 

academics
1
.  

Even though the terms “technology” and “consulting” have been used together in the 

business world for decades, it is difficult to draw clear boundaries of the technical 

consulting industry and even find a straight-forward definition for it. United States 

                                                

1
 In different contexts around 5 730 000 hits were found in Google search engine (e.g. job descriptions, 

job offers, professional associations, etc). 
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Bureau of Labour Statistics (BLS) identifies the industry of technical consulting 

services through the notion of technical consulting service firms which “provides 

services similar to those offered by management consulting firms, but the information is 

not management related” (BLS, 2010). However, this definition of the technical 

consulting industry based on the comparison with the management consulting is very 

broad and vague and cannot show the real picture of the industry. Nevertheless, it is 

clear that the main actor, possibly not the only
2
, in the industry is the technical 

consulting firm. 

Unlike the definition of technical consulting industry, it is possible to find more or less 

clear definitions of technical consulting firm or technical consultancy. Both terms are 

synonymously used in this thesis. One of the rare academics who wrote about this 

industry Jones-Evans and Kirby (1995) defines a technical consultancy as: “an 

individual or organization whose principal activity is the provision of technological 

advice, assistance and analysis to solve a problem relating to the technology or 

technological system of the customer organization” (cited in Kirby et al., 1996).  

The definition consists of two essential parts. Firstly, it describes a principal activity in 

the technical consulting industry, which is to deliver technology related services from a 

technical development stage till implementation stage, an expert advice and a strategic 

vision of the project. Secondly, the definition by Jones-Evans and Kirby (1995) includes 

both individuals (e.g. independent contractors, consultants) and organisations (e.g. 

professional consulting firms or technical consulting firm, which employs engineers, 

scientists, and skilled technicians etc as technical consultants).  

This master thesis focuses solely on technical consultants employed in organisations 

which provide as described in the definition, principal activity to third parties (clients). 

In the Swedish context, where the empirical research takes place, such organisations are 

normally called “teknikkonsultföretag” and employees - “teknikkonsulter”. 

                                                
2Studying internet sources and literature I cannot help but notice that diverse players of the technical 
consulting industry can be identified, such as the professional (technical consulting) services firms, 

staffing firms, individual contactors (Barley and Kunda, 2006), (Jones-Evans  and Kirby, 1995), though 

the distinction between them it not clear. 
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Further definitions which are vital to understanding this field of the study are those of a 

consultant and a technical consultant.  

In general “consultants are seen as experts who have access to the knowledge base of a 

particular practice area and are able to develop solutions to problems within that area” 

(Nikolova et al, 2008, p. 2). Furthermore, information and experience are main means of 

production, because “consultants do not own any physical means of production (at least 

not to a significant degree)”( Evers and Menkoff, 2004, p. 123). 

A technical consultant is a consultant, tailoring his specific technical expertise. One of 

the definitions from the internet says that:  

“technical consultants are skilled staff particularly in the field of science or 

engineering and share their expertise in scientific or engineering projects. 

They usually work on particular projects and have specific areas of 

specialization and are consulted by clients helping them to fulfill their IT 

requirements.” 

 (samplejobdesctiption.com, 2011) 

Academic literature on technical consultants is not sufficient, and the term “technical 

consultant” is not well-established, what often leads to confusion, multiple terms and 

definitions. For instance the influential  book by Barley and Kunda (2006) “Gurus, hired 

guns, and warm bodies: itinerant experts in a knowledge economy” even though 

presents a well-written picture of the technical consultancy industry in U.S.,  lacks the 

sharpness in distinguishing different players in the industry and also can be applied 

mainly in the American context due to law-based terminology. The authors use the term 

technical consultant or technical contractor as umbrella terms for different types, 

examples of work force in the industry. One such term used in the book to describe 

technical consultant is W-2 contractor. W-2 contractor is a technical specialist signed on 

as a permanent staffing agencies’ employee for the duration of the contract. A W-2 

contractor is a notion which makes sense mainly in the USA, because it is rooted in the 

legal term (Barley and Kunda, 2006). W-2 contractor and technical consultant in the 

study have similarities, though they are not equal notions.  
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Besides this some authors do not use the term “technical consultant”. Instead they 

introduce new notions with very similar content as W-2 contractor, for example, “road 

worrier” (Barley and Kunda, 2006, Ahuja et al, 2007), or often include technical 

consultants in wide and diverse category of IT or technical professionals (Kochanski 

and Ledford, 2001) and contractors (Millward and Brewerton, 1999). 

To reduce the confusion of multiple notions and definitions, this study under technical 

consultants understands skilled technical specialist in the field of IT, science or 

engineering having a permanent employment contract with technical consulting 

organizations and working on assignments for clients for majority
3
 of the working 

time,  providing technological advice, assistance and analysis to solve a problem 

relating to the technology or technological system of the client organization . 

This definition covers two main characteristics of a technical consultant 

1. A Technical consultant is a type of knowledge worker (e.g. Brinkly et al, 2009; 

Nordenflycht, 2010) 

2. A Technical consultant is combining features of a permanent and a temporary 

worker (e.g. McLean Parks et al, 1998) 

These characteristics are seen as important for understanding the motives behind 

technical consultant’s decisions including a decision to leave the consultancy. 

According to Swart (2007) knowledge workers are “employees who apply their 

valuable knowledge and skills (developed through experience) to the complex, novel, 

and abstract problems in environments that provide rich collective knowledge and 

relational resources”(Swart, 2007, p.452). What is significant is that “these people do 

not add value to the firm because of their labor per se; they do not add value to the firm 

because of their work histories per se; but they do add value to the firm because of what 

they know”(Lee and Maurer, 1997 p.248). Typical examples of organizations 

employing knowledge workers are very diverse and not homogeneous (“law and 

accounting firms, management, engineering and computer consultancy companies, 

advertising agencies, R&D units, and high tech companies”(Alvesson, 2001, p.1101) 

                                                
3 approximately  90 % 
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Knowledge workers possess certain features which distinguish them from traditional 

categories of workers (Swart, 2007). Essential is that knowledge workers deal with 

more sophisticated issues of social identification (Ashforth and Mael, 1989; Bartel et al, 

2007; Hogg and Terry, 2001).  

Ashforth and Mael (1989) presented one of the most commonly used definitions of 

social identification. It is “a perception of oneness with a group of persons” (Ashforth 

and Mael, 1989 p.20). Through social identification people create social identities. 

Alvesson (2000) argues that social identification is “in great importance for sentiments, 

thinking and behavior of people”(Alvesson, 2000, p.1107). For technical consultants as 

knowledge workers, understanding social identification and existence of multiple social 

identities is seen as beneficial for explanation of voluntary turnover in this master 

thesis. 

Analyzing the second above-mentioned characteristic of technical consultant, it is 

possible to say that technical consultant is both contingent (temporary) and traditional 

(permanent) workforce or in other words technical consultants has non-traditional work 

arrangements. (McLean Parks, 1998, Claes, 2005)   

 From a traditional point of view, contingent labor includes “temporary or part-time 

workers who handled casual work such as positions in retail or restaurant 

environments or seasonal work during holiday periods or summer months” (Swart, 

2011, p.54). Nowadays the situation with contingent labor looks different.  In this 

category, the temporary firm worker includes subcontracted workers, independent 

contractors, and consultants. These employees are either self-employed or are 

employees of another company. McLean Parks et al. (1998) acknowledge that “within 

the category of temporary workers, there exist in-house temporaries, floats, direct-hire 

temporaries, and temporary firm workers” (McLean Parks et al, 1998, p.700). As it is 

visible, contingent employment is a heterogeneous category and it also differs across 

countries and industries (Burgess and Connell, 2006 in Redpath et al, 2007; Swart, 

2011).  

On the one hand, hired for a defined period of time for a specific assignment, technical 

consultant is a temporary workforce from the client’s point of view, but on the other 
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hand technical consultants are still holding a permanent employment contract with 

consulting organization and are regular employees there.  

Changing the role of permanent employment and emergence of new temporary 

employment relations modified not only the legal employment contract, but also caused 

changes in psychological contract of employees (Sullivan, 1999; McLean Parks, 1998), 

emergence of triangular psychological contract (e.g. Claes, 2005).  Often unspoken, a 

psychological contract can be a guessing game. Perceiving promises from employing 

organization, technical consultants can experience unfulfilled promises and face 

misunderstanding and mismatch with promises from the client organizations (e.g.  

Galais and Moser, 2011), which indicates a psychological contract breach (Conway and 

Briner, 2005). 

According to Conway and Briner (2005) “promises are the commitment to do (not to 

do) something” (Conway and Briner, 2005, p.24). The state of a psychological contract 

has consequences for both the organization and individual (Guest, 1998) and may lead 

to the intention to quit, and possibly to voluntary turnover (Guest, 2004, 2007).  

Understanding the perceived promises of the consultancy and possibly that of client 

organization and level of fulfillment of these promises at the moment of resignation 

may help to gain better insight into the quitting behavior in this study. 

Introducing and describing two main features of technical consultant was essential for 

understanding the context of the study and identifying who a technical consultant is in 

this study. Also two useful hypothetical constructs (social identification and perceived 

promises) for understanding technical consultants’ behaviors (decision to leave) were 

established. They will be developed further in the literature review and used for the 

empirical study. 
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1.2 Research motivation 

 

1.2.1  Existing practical challenge 

 

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor “the industry of 

Management, Scientific, and Technical Consulting Services is expected to be the fastest 

growing, with employment increasing 83 percent over the 2008–2018 period” (BLS, 

2010). One of the biggest technical consultancies in Sweden in September 2011 was 

willing to employ around 750 new employees in the areas of IT and product 

development, energy, industry and infrastructure or increase the staff by 15% (Dagens 

Nyhete, 9.6.2011). These facts show that the demand for the expertise of technical 

professionals is increasing. It can be assumed that the competition for driving forces of 

this industry -educated mobile professionals within technology- is becoming sharper.  

Moreover, besides the growing competition for working force, employing organization 

(consultancies) bare economic costs when they lose qualified stuff (“exit interview, 

severance pay, advertisings and recruiting to replace departed employee, orientation 

and training for new employee, lost production time during the process of recruitment 

and replacement, lower productivity while new employee learns the job” (Bluerdon, 

1982, p. 7). Even though there is no numerical data about replacement costs of technical 

consultants, in general it is estimated to be between 50 to 60 percent of the annual salary 

of the employee (Mitchell et al, 2001a).  

Furthermore, in the particular case of consulting organizations, employees may 

additionally take with them valuable tacit knowledge and expertise gained during their 

tenure with the organization, reputational assets, and even clients (Alvesson, 2004).  

Understanding why employees decide to leave the employer, can be beneficial for 

technical consultancies to compete on the growing market of technology services, and 

also to gain an insight into what can help to retain and attract high quality professionals 

in the best way. 

 

http://www.dn.se/ekonomi/det-var-latt-att-fa-ett-jobb


Katsiaryna Skachkova Master Thesis 

Spring Term 2011 
 

 

8 

 

1.2.1.1 The story of one technical consulting organization
4
. 

“People only see what they are prepared to see.”  

(Emerson. R.W. ) 

Realizing the challenge, technical consulting organizations have tried to gain insight 

into the voluntary turnover of their consultants. A real inside investigation was 

undertaken to find motives for more than 300 cases of resignation in the international 

technical consultancy firm, Sweco. 

For about 10 years, the Swedish branch of Sweco was observed to identify and analyse 

the self-initiated turnover of experienced, knowledgeable technical professionals. The 

calculated voluntary turnover rate was 10 to 12 % (or around 300 people per year), a 

rate which may be considered not very high for the industry (e.g. Horwitz et al, 2003), 

was seen by top management as a problem, a pitfall in the life of organization.  

To find the answers, technical consultants who left Sweco received a questionnaire 

developed by the human resource (HR) department. More than half of the technical 

consultant answered the questions; some of them also did follow-up phone interviews to 

give clarifications on their answers. For the purpose of the investigation, several 

questions were emphasized in the questionnaire such as:  

1. Why did they choose to leave Sweco? 

2. What they think of working environment, leadership and management in Sweco? 

3. Their opinion on their assignments and costumers? 

4. What they think about their personal development in Sweco? 

Besides several cases of stated dissatisfaction which prompted resignation, but not 

considered to be important to be mentioned in the article, the results of investigation 

showed two of the most common reasons for the resignation: 

1. To try to work for another employer 

                                                
4This section is built upon the publication “Avhopparna talar ut” in Dagens Industri from 4th of april 2011 
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2. To move to another place of living 

This is the pattern which was noticed by HR professionals. They made certain 

conclusions for practice. But what stay behind this pattern of voluntary turnover, what is 

the deeper meaning behind experience of technical consultant’s resignation? 

Additionally, Torrigton and Hall (1998 in Lewis et al, 2003), Campion (1991) pointed 

out that the data acquired from exit interviewees may often not be accurate due to 

different reasons.  

Maybe Emerson is right and the HR specialists in this case “only see what they are 

prepared to see”? 

Keeping this question in mind, the master thesis focuses on the employee’s perspective 

of voluntary turnover. Four interviews were conducted with people who work as 

technical consultants, in order to hear their stories, detect reported reasons for turnover 

and analyze them based on existing voluntary turnover, the research focuses on two 

hypothetical constructs: social identification and perceived promises constructs. 

 

 

1.2.2  Theoretical challenge. Problem discussion 

 

Numerous research papers both qualitative and quantitative has been written on 

voluntary turnover. The debate on whether voluntary turnover is bad or good for an 

organization and what to do with it is still continuing. Researchers are investigating 

different industries, occupational categories and forms of employment. 

 Though some voluntary turnover has a positive or neutral effect and some turnover 

should be seen as natural and difficult to avoid by employers (Campion, 1991), turnover 

of knowledge workers can be destructive for the organization (e.g. Alvesson, 2000, 

Serrat, 2008, Stovel and Bontis, 2002) and requires deep understanding.   The exit of 

key employees in technical consulting organizations can cause great harm because of 

the service orientation of the consultancy business. Describing possible results of 
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voluntary turnover Alvesson (2000) claims that the voluntary turnover of technical 

consultants can lead to losing clients “since they are sometimes more interested in a 

particular person than in the entire company” (Alvesson, 2000, p.1107). Moreover, if a 

group of technical consultants is leaving the consultancy, it may result in a new 

competitor appearing in the industry. (Alvesson, 2000) 

Seeing the consequences of voluntary turnover of technical consultants, it is of great 

value for the consultancy’s management to understand the driving forces, motives and 

feelings behind the decision to quit. 

Thus, to see how the problem of voluntary turnover of technical consultants was 

addressed by scholars, a literature review was made and a vast theoretical gap was 

revealed. 

First of all, among the academics voluntary turnover is more often investigated using 

the quantitative approach (e.g. Steel and Lounsbury, 2009; Pettman, 1973) which does 

not aim to see the meaning behind turnover. This research is employing a qualitative 

method and seeks to explore the other perspective on voluntary turnover.  

Secondly, despite a large amount of research on voluntary turnover another weakness in 

the existing literature on turnover is the tendency to pay little or no attention to the 

differences between employees’ occupational categories (Swart, 2007). For example, 

very often academics see all knowledge workers together as if they were one big 

occupational category (Lee and Mauer, 1997; Huang, 2011) without noting differences 

between for example lawyers and technical consultants. Or in some cases they focus on 

informational technology professionals or knowledge workers regardless of specific 

features of employment (Joseph et al, 2007; Kochanski and Ledford, 2001; Millward 

and Brewerton, 1999).  Besides that no research has been found dedicated to the 

problem of the turnover among technical consultants, as a special type of knowledge 

workers with nontraditional work arrangements.   

Thirdly, Alvesson (2000) declares that:  

“issues of identity are of special interest in many knowledge-intensive 

contexts due to the presence of multiple, competing identities and the space 
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for employees to act based on their own understanding. When hierarchical 

and technical means cannot prescribe behavior in detail due to the 

complexity and organic nature of the work tasks, the self-image and social 

group(s) through which the worker defines him/her becomes of great 

significance.” 

(Alvesson, 2000,  p.1102).  

Also this author showed that social identification of knowledge workers play a big role 

in building commitment towards the employing organization. As long as commitment is 

a good predictor of voluntary turnover (Griffeth et al, 2000) it would be beneficial to 

investigate deeper into the role of the multiple social identification and actual turnover 

in the context of technical consultancy.     

At last, new non-standard forms of employment and related to the employment 

questions regarding psychological contract (perceived promises) and turnover resulted 

in large amount of research mainly focused on  lesser skilled workers, but not paying 

attention to skilled knowledge workers (e.g. Redpath et al, 2007; Sullivan, 1999). 

Although psychological contracts do not directly explain voluntary turnover (Zhao et al, 

2007; Lapalme et al, 2011; Rigotti, 2009), it is strongly linked to satisfaction, the strong 

predictor of voluntary turnover (Griffeth et al, 2000). Furthermore, the effect of 

perceived promises on voluntary turnover decisions in a triangular relationship (Claes, 

2005) is rarely studied. 

It seems valuable to investigate with a focus on highly skilled technical consultants, 

perceived promises and fulfillment of these promises at the time of resignation.   
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1.2.3  The purpose and research questions 

 

This study aims to be exploratory by nature, for it seeks new insights and aims to assess 

phenomena (Anderson, 2004). 

Technical consultants, highly mobile professionals with a deep knowledge background 

and often a unique experience, are the main resources of technical consulting 

organizations (Serrat, 2008).  At the same time employees of technical consultancies are 

also the biggest danger for the employing organization (consultancy) (Alvesson, 2000). 

Turnover is a process, which varies among different people, and occupational categories 

(Lee and  Mitchell, 1994). Understanding the process of voluntary turnover is beneficial 

for organizations because it can give them time and opportunity to minimize the danger 

related to loosing qualified employees. 

The purpose of this master thesis is to gain an understanding of the voluntary turnover 

process and to illuminate voluntary turnover among technical consultants through  

analysis of  four stories of technical consultants (case-studies) and based on the 

academic literature to investigate to what extent multiple identities and perceived 

promises influence the decision to quit (reported reasons of voluntary turnover).  

 

Figure 1.1. Mediating role of social identity and perceived promises constructs for 

understanding reported reasons of voluntary turnover. 

Reported reasons of voluntary 

turnover 
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 In order to achieve this purpose the following research question and sub-questions 

should be answered: 

1. What is the meaning behind the experience of voluntary turnover among 

technical consultants?  

a. What is the role of perceived multiplicity of social identities in the 

decision to quit? 

b. How the promises perceived by consultants contribute into their decision 

to quit from technical consulting organization?  

 

 

1.3 Structure of the thesis 

 

The overall structure of the thesis can be presented in form of chart: 

 

Figure 1.2. Outline of the thesis 
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Chapter 1. aims to introduce the reader to the subject of the study, which is voluntary 

turnover among technical consultants, and to present the background of the subject. 

Moreover, here terms and definitions used in the master thesis are explained. 

Chapter 2. explains the choice of research strategy and approach adopted during the 

study. It describes the process of data collection and reasoning of the thesis’ quality and 

limitations. 

Chapter 3. provides the frame of reference regarding the subject under study. The 

theories obtained from the literature review frame the empirical study. 

Chapter 4. presents the empirical findings from four experiences of voluntary turnover. 

Each appears in the thesis as a separate story. Further in the chapter, results regarding 

studied hypothetical constructs are presented. 

Chapter 5. gives the analysis of the empirical study based on the frame of reference 

from the third chapter and stated  method  in chapter two 

Chapter 6. summaries the research, as well as addressing possible implications. 
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2. Literature review 

 

This chapter introduces the frame of reference. Because of the lack of research with a 

specific focus on the technical consultant’s voluntary turnover this chapter first gives an 

insight into the classical theories of turnover and then introduces the “8 forces” 

framework by Maertz and Griffeth (2004) which will be used for classifying reported 

reasons of voluntary turnover in each case-study. At last it looks for a better 

understanding of technical consultants quitting behaviour basing on research on 

knowledge workers regarding social identification issues, and employees with non-

traditional employment regarding perceived promises. 

 

 

2.1 Insight into the voluntary turnover theories 

 

Mitchell et al. (2001b) argues that different reasons cause people to voluntarily leave 

organisations. Some reasons are personal (changes in family situation, a desire to 

develop further skills, or an unsolicited job offer); other reasons may be triggered by the 

employing organization (unfair treatment, missed promotion, or order to do something 

against one's values). Labour turnover is a problem because both individuals and 

organizations bare extensive costs (Bluerdon, 1982). 

In the most general sense turnover is “a ratio of number of employees that leave a firm 

through attrition, dismissal, or resignation during a period to the number of employees 

on payroll during the same period” (Business Dictionary, 2011). Another definition 

says that “turnover is the rotation of workers around the labor market; between firms, 

jobs and occupations; and between the states of employment and unemployment” 

(Stovel and Bontis, 2002, p.305).   
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Usually labor turnover in the organization can be divided into voluntary and involuntary 

turnover. “Unlike involuntary turnover, which occurs when employee is forced to leave 

organization (i.e. being fired or laid off), voluntary turnover is based on employee‟s 

choice to leave organization (i.e. quitting)” (Lee et al, 2008).  Employee-initiated 

turnover or voluntary turnover is interesting because it is less controllable and more 

harmful for organizational performance (Glebbeck and Bax, 2004 in Riche, 2008). 

Not all scholars and practitioners see all voluntary turnovers as a problem or an obstacle. 

The functional voluntary turnover (exit of poor performers) is vital for increasing 

efficiency in a labor market (e.g. Bluerdon, 1982; Millmore, 2007; Holtom et al, 2005). 

So called dysfunctional voluntary turnover (exit of high performers) is a significant 

challenge for organizations (Bluerdon, 1982). 

 Understanding the reasons of the withdrawal decision is vital, especially in a view of 

the acceleration of voluntary turnover over last decade of the 20
th
 century. According to 

Kransdorff (1996) (cited in Stovel and Bontis, 2002) recent studies have shown that 

employees on average switch employers every six years. For instance, in the 

information technology industry in USA, the rate of voluntary turnover increased from 

15 to 33 percent between 1970 and 1990 (Hayes, 1998 cited in Joseph et al, 2007). 

Though looking into the turnover situation among knowledge workers, Horwitz et al. 

(2003) claim that knowledge organizations which have turnover higher than 10 percent 

already considered this level unacceptable and painful.  

 

 

2.1.1 From March and Simon (1958) till Lee and Mitchell (1994) 

 

Different scholars dedicated numerous papers to the everlasting “should I stay or should 

I go” problem or voluntary labour turnover. The problem has been investigated from 

different angles, through diverse lenses, in different contexts.  
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A number of theories aiming to explain turnover were suggested by a plethora of  

researchers, for instance, March and Simon (1958) (the theory of organisational 

equilibrium), by Mobley (1977) (the sequential intermediate linkage model), by Steers 

and Mowday (1981) (the met expectation model, extended), Hulin, Roznowski and 

Hachiya (1985) (labor-economic model) Lee and Mitchell (1994) (extended in Lee et al. 

1999, Lee et al, 1996) (the unfolding model of turnover)). The main contribution of 

some all these models is presented below in the table 2.1. 

 

Model 

(author and year) 

Main contribution 

March and Simon 

(1958) 

 Organisational Equilibrium 

 Intentionally rational decision-making process 

 Main motivation factors are perceived alternatives and job 

satisfaction 

 Job satisfaction a multifaceted function of job attitudes like 

monetary rewards, type of supervision 

Mobley (1977)  Sequential model 

 Job dissatisfaction Intention to quit Evaluation of 

alternatives Comparison Quit 

 Included labour, organisational, job and personal variables 

 Introduction of micro-economic factors and expected utility of 

employees 

Steers and Mowday 

(1981) 
 Extension to previous sequential model: Expectations met at 

work influence response to job attitudes (job satisfaction, 

organisational commitment, and job involvement) 

 Significance of non-work influence(e.g. family and 

personality) 

 Withdrawal behaviour/cognition 
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 Sequence differing across employees 

Hulin, Rozowski and 

Hachiya (1985) 
 New perspective on effects of microeconomic factors 

 Multiple withdrawal paths: alternative reactions to 

dissatisfaction (turnover, absenteeism, transfer, etc) 

 Extra-work alternatives 

 Process of turnover differing across population and types of 

employees 

Lee and Mitchell 

(1994) 

 Instinctual model based on image theory (Beach, 1990) 

 Shock/event jarring assessment of current employment 

situation 

 Four different decision paths subjective to varying 

interpretation of work, levels of satisfaction, and availability 
of alternatives 

 Psychological processes 

 Decision paths unfold at different speeds, based on amount of 

mental deliberation. 

Table 2.1. Synthesis of main voluntary turnover literature (adapted from Hunter et al., 

2008, p.5) 

A short overview of the turnover theories should be started with the pioneering work by 

March and Simon (1958), who suggested that turnover, is the consequence of two 

variables: desirability of movement and ease of movement. The desirability of 

movement is influenced by job satisfaction and probability of internal transfer. March 

and Simon (1958) under job satisfaction understand monetary rewards, types of 

supervision, autonomy and recognition. On the other hand, the ease of movement 

depends on the level of the business activity, the business network of the individual and 

the individual’s marketability.  

However, Holtom et al. (2005) state that between dissatisfaction and turnover, different 

empirical studies found only a modest relation, due to vast amount of variances which 
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are still unexplained; besides this, “relationship between perceived alternatives and 

turnover remains inconsistent”(Holtom et al, 2005, p.339). 

A big number of studies of voluntary turnover trace the genesis to March and Simon’s 

model, these studies either build further upon the determinants of desire to move and 

ease of movement (e.g. Porter, Steers 1973 and Price 1977 cited in Joseph et al, 2007, 

Muckinsky and Morrow 1980 cited in Steel and Lounsbury, 2009) or investigate 

voluntary turnover through looking into the cognitive process that precedes a decision 

to quit (Hom et al. 1992 and Porter et al. 1976 cited in Joseph et al, 2007; Mobley, 

1977; Lee and Mitchell, 1994). 

 

 

2.1.2 Decision making process of voluntary turnover. “8 forces” 

framework 

 

The focus on turnover as a cognitive process or a process of decision making can be 

considered as a recent innovation in the theory of voluntary turnover (Steel and 

Lounsbury, 2009), though researchers have studied voluntary turnover as a process 

which includes some series of mechanisms that leads to an intention and a decision to 

resign for decades (e.g. Van Scotter, 2000); the first decision making model has been 

developed by Mobley in 1977 and further developed by Steers and Mowday (1981) 

(Barling and Cooper,  2008).  

Among the most recent research on turnover, it is essential to mention “The unfolded 

model” by Lee and Mitchell (1994). The authors integrated the sequential linkage model 

by Mobley (1977) with image theory by Beach (1990) (e.g. Beach and Mitchell, 1990). 

They proposed different psychological paths that people take when quitting. The 

process of turnover is prompted by a shock to the system (Lee and Mitchell, 1994, p. ). 

Under the shock it is understood an event triggers an employee to choose one of the 

impulsive roots to quit. By contrast to content models (i.e. Mobley, 1977) the unfolded 
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model addresses the question “why” employees leave, but mainly focuses on the 

question “how” people quit (Maertz and Campion, 2004). 

Nevertheless, the discussion on whether the so-called standard classical models 

mentioned above in the sections 2.1.1. and 2.1.2 explain voluntary turnover or not 

continues. “Standard models are often of an exception than the rule” ( Lee et al, 2008, 

p. 666) when explaining why and how an employee quits a job.  

These models attempt to explain the process of decision-making or predict the 

employees’ behaviour regarding the possibility of voluntary turnover. Within these 

models multiple predictors of voluntary turnover has been introduced, such as job 

satisfaction, intention to quit and job alternative. According to multiple quantitative 

studies on correlation between different predictors and turnover (e.g. Griffeth et al, 

2000), there are two types of variables used to predict turnover: attitudinal and 

perceptual. Among the strongest, but not sufficient enough to give the answers, 

predictors of voluntary turnover are job satisfaction, met expectations, organizational 

commitment and intention to quit (Griffeth et al, 2000), though each turnover predictor 

“does not represent a distinct causal force affecting turnover” (Maertz and Griffeth, 

2004, p.676) 

Synthesizing different theories, a conceptual framework “8 forces” was developed by 

well-known turnover researcher Maertz  C.P. and further revised in collaboration with 

Griffeth (Maertz, 2001, 2004, Maertz and Griffeth, 2004) as an alternative to earlier 

research and a critic of traditional voluntary turnover theories regarding their ability to 

explain why and how employees leave or stay (turnover or retention)(Maertz and 

Campion, 2004). The conceptual framework suggests distinctive motives that drive 

turnover decisions. 

 The framework identified eight motivational mechanisms for attachment or withdrawal 

of employees. Based on previous research authors argue that “events, memories recalled, 

and other cognitions trigger conscious deliberations about organizational membership. 

Such deliberations involve cognitive self-questioning and responding”(Maertz and 

Griffeth, 2004, p.669).This cognitive self-questioning forms  motivational forces. 
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 Such forces as affective, calculative, contractual and behavioral are rooted in 

questioning employee-employer relations. Alternative, normative moral, constituent 

forces are dependent on relations between an employee and the environment (e.g. 

family, individuals (groups) within the organization) and personal beliefs/moral of 

employees (job alternatives, personal values). 

Affective forces represent the answer for the question: “How does working here make 

me feel?” ( Maertz and Griffeth, 2004) Under affective forces the authors understand 

emotional attachment to the employing organization. Affective forces are closely related, 

but not equivalent to affective organizational commitment, organizational identification 

and value of congruence.(e.g. Alvesson, 2000) Negative emotional response, for 

example, towards lack of organizational support as a predictor of affective commitment 

can cause psychological discomfort with membership in employing organizations and 

further avoidance or quitting. (Maertz and Griffeth, 2004) 

Calculative forces are defined by answer to a question: “What are my future prospects 

with this organization for meeting my goals?” ( Maertz and Griffeth, 2004). These 

forces are based on rational self-interest and reflect the expectations about prospects of 

membership. Decision to terminate membership in the organization is the result of 

“unfavorable calculation of possibility to attain future values and goals”.( Maertz and 

Griffeth, 2004, p. 667) 

Contractual forces are linked to the deliberation regarding the question: “Do I owe any 

obligation to this organization to stay?” ( Maertz and Griffeth, 2004) .Contractual 

forces are strongly linked to the normative commitment and the psychological breach - 

the state when organization does not fulfill perceived promises or obligations. (Maertz 

and Griffeth, 2004). Contractual forces are difficult to detect, because of often unclear 

bounderies between expectations, promises and obligations in the deliberation of 

employees constituting psychological contracts. (e.g. Robinson, 1996; Sparrow and 

Cooper, 1998) 

Answering the question ”What are my costs of quitting this organization?” ( Maertz and 

Griffeth, 2004) an employee stresses the role of behavioral forces.  Individuals making 

a decision to quit evaluate perceived costs of leaving, either economical (e.g. retirement 
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benefits), or psychological. This category of forces does not include perceived job 

alternatives, though job search behavior or spreading negative information about an 

organization motivates quitting and constitute behavioral forces.( Maertz and Griffeth, 

2004) 

Alternative forces are determined by the answer on the question: “Do I have better 

alternatives to working here?” ( Maertz and Griffeth, 2004)  These forces reflect the 

ease to move and beliefs about possible job alternative and job self-efficacy. The higher 

self-efficacy belief causes quitting (Maertz and Griffeth, 2004). Moreover, Lee et al. 

(2008) indicated the role of unsolicited job offers in voluntary turnover. 

Normative forces represent normative perceived expectations of family and friends in 

the turnover decision. Maertz and Griffeth (2004) argue that such normative 

expectations have been often neglected, though they demonstrate strong relations with 

turnover intentions. The answer for the question “What do my family members and my 

friends expect me to do?” (Maertz and Griffeth, 2004)  define normative forces. (Maertz 

and Griffeth, 2004) 

Moral forces depend on personal values and reflect the answer for the question “Is 

quitting the „right‟ thing to do?” (Maertz and Griffeth, 2004).  Two ends of the value 

scale are “the change is good” and “the persistence is good” ( Maertz and Griffeth, 

2004).  They can be determined by cultural differences or the model of behavior 

accepted in the industry (Sullivan, 1999)  

Lastly constituent forces are linked to the deliberation of “How strong are my 

attachments to people in the organization?” (Maertz and Griffeth, 2004).  Relationships 

among people and groups can affect turnover decisions. It was observed that the 

attachment to groups and people apart from the organization itself is strongly linked to 

actual turnover behavior. (Maertz and Griffeth, 2004) Additionally, Felps et al. (2009) 

showed that job embededness and job search of co-workers leads to individual 

voluntary turnover. 
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Type of force 

 

Motivational mechanism for attachment and withdrawal 

Affective 

forces 

(Meyer and Allen, 

1991; Mowday et 

al, 1979; Tett and 

Meyer, 1993) 

 

Calculative 

forces 

(Forrest et al, 

1977; 

Mobley et al, 

1979; Vroom, 

1964 ) 

 

Contractual 

forces 

(Meyer and Allen, 

1991; Rousseau, 

1989; Scholl, 

1981; Wiener, 

1982) 

 

Behavioral 

forces 

(Becker, 1960; 

Meyer and Allen, 

1991; Salanik, 

1977) 

 
 
 

Alternative 

forces 

(March and 

Simon, 1958; 

McGee and Ford, 

1987; Steel and 

Griffeth, 1989 

 

Normative 

forces 

(Fishbein, 1967; 

Presthold et al, 

1987) 
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Moral/ethica

l forces 

(Jaros et al, 1993; 

Morrow, 1983; 

Triandis, 1975) 

 

Constituent 

forces 

(Becker, 1992; 

Clugston et al, 

2000; Reichers, 

1985) 

 

Table 2.2. Forces, related research studies and motivational mechanisms 

Source: Maertz and Griffeth, 2004; Maertz, 2004 

Authors argue that this framework can be utilized by turnover researchers as 

clarification of reported reasons for turnover, because 1. “it is identifying psychological 

mechanism behind reported reasons for quitting, 2. complementing advances in 

turnover process theory”(Maertz, Griffeth, 2004, p.668). 

The weakness of the “8 forces” framework is that it is based on existing studies, which 

often disregards, as majority of research on voluntary turnover, new employment forms 

and distinction between occupations. It focuses on employees whose work is “based on 

control and responsibilities of one employer”(Claes, 2005, p.132). Besides this, the 

number of research papers that have used the conceptual framework “8 forces” is 

limited.  

Nevertheless it is seen beneficial to utilize it for analyzing reported reason of voluntary 

turnover of technical consultants, first of all because of the method chosen for the 

current study. This master thesis will utilize this framework in order to identify and 

classify reported reasons. 
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2.2 Hypothetical constructs of social identity and 

perceived promises 

  

The models presented earlier in the chapter often neglect differences between 

occupations and types of employment and cannot explain turnover (e.g. Lee et al, 2008). 

For instance, Lee and Maurer (1997) argue that “traditional turnover theories that focus 

on job dissatisfaction do not apply to the careers of a growing segment of the workforce 

- knowledge workers (i.e., computer scientists, engineers, social scientists”(cited in 

Sullivan, 1999, p. 476) The research among different categories of knowledge workers 

is not sufficient, and mainly relates to retention (Horwitz et al, 2003; Lee and Mauer, 

1997; Sutherland and Jordaan, 2004; Kochanski and Ledford, 2001) rather than 

voluntary turnover. Nevertheless, it was observed that few turnover models, and 

predictors have been tested in the context of knowledge workers (e.g. IT professional 

(Tatcher et al, 2002; Ghapanchi and Aurum et al, 2011), though it is more en exception 

than the rule.  

Nevertheless, existing literature gives directions for further voluntary turnover research. 

For instance, in Horwitz et al.(2003), though not developed intensively highlighted the 

importance of the components, communication and fulfillment of the psychological 

contract ( see also Thompson and Heron, 2002 cited in Horwitz et al, 2003; Claes, 2005, 

Lapalme et al, 2011; Redpath et al, 2007) and organization identification (see also 

Alvesson, 2000; Swart, 2007) as motivational sources to stay  or  leave an employing 

organization among knowledge workers and employees with non-traditional 

employment arrangements. Two features characterizing technical consultants.  
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2.2.1 Multiple social identities of knowledge workers 

 

This section will develop the hypothetical construct - social identity as well as technical 

consultants as a type of knowledge worker. Issues of knowledge workers’ social identity 

can be assumed as shared by technical consultants. 

As it was stated earlier in chapter 1, social identification and identities, which people 

create within live in different contexts (e.g. worklplace) and play critical roles for the 

way people think, feel and behave (Ashforth and Mael, 1989; Alvesson, 2000;  

Alvesson, 2008). 

 “Understanding the nature of identification is critical as strong 

identification has been linked to lower employee turnover, lower levels of 

burnouts due to emotional labor, and increases in employee motivation, job 

satisfaction, and compliance with organization dictates.” 

 (Hogg and  Terry, 2001, p.14).  

The question “Who I am?” and “Who are we?” and “What does it mean for who I am to 

be part of us?” is especially challenging and relevant in the modern organization. 

Rooted in psychology is a social identity construct; “multiple and sometimes competing 

sets of shared identities” (Bartel et al., 2007, p. 5) which has become one of the corner 

stones of management and popular subjects among researchers. Alvesson (2008) states 

that a coherent sense of social identity in the modern world is changing.  

According to the founders of social identity theory Tajefel and Turner, an individual has 

not one “personal self”, but a number of selves (Turner et al, 1987 in Mael, Ashforth, 

1995). Thoughts, feeling, actions are determined by belongingness to different social 

groups.  “By identifying, people perceive themselves as psychologically intertwined with 

a group's fate, sharing its common destiny, and experiencing its successes and failures” 

(Mael and Ashforth, 1995, p. 310 ). 

An organization may assume, that employees are supposed to identify with their 

organization, but employee may feel belongingness and strong attachment not only to 
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the organization. Social identity may arise towards the work team, department etc 

(Alvesson, 2000). The construct of social identity is often linked to the definition of 

loyalty and commitment (Alvesson, 2000; Mael, Ashforth, 1995) which have direct 

links to voluntary turnover (Lee and Mitchell, 1994).  

Alvesson (2000) and J. Swart (2007) argue that issues of social identification play even 

more important roles for knowledge workers. Alvesson (2001) claims that “many 

knowledge intensive workers must struggle more for the accomplishment, maintenance 

and gradual change of self-identity, compared to workers whose competence and 

results are more materially grounded”(Alvesson, 2001, p. 877 ) This situation has a 

strong impact on  employment relations.(Swart, 2007) 

First of all, due to “high level of commitment to the nature of the work and not to the 

organization” (Swart, 2007, p.454). Supporting this statement, Alvesson (2008) 

demonstrates that knowledge workers are more vulnerable, because of “the centrality of 

work and thus work-related identities to these workers, means that much is at stake and 

there is a strong sensitivity to lack of confirmation of the valued identity.”(Alvesson, 

2008, p. 877)  Secondly, belongingness to strong interpersonal networks extends 

organizational boundaries (Swart, 2007).  

The nature of knowledge work means that knowledge workers are involved in the 

different psychological groups or “market-based networks”(Swart, 2007). Turner (1984) 

cited in Mael, Ashforth(1995), within social identity theory, identifies that a 

psychological group includes people who are of the same social identification or relate 

themselves to the same social membership. “Social identity theory showed that people 

do not enter groups simply to obtain explicit economic rewards. Rather, people enter 

groups because group membership is a potent source of identity, a major mechanism 

through which people define themselves.”(Bartel et al., 2007, p.203) A sense of 

belongingness to these networks is the source of multiple identities of knowledge 

workers. 

Swart and Kinnie (2004) cited in Swart (2007), research by Alvesson (2000) on loyalty 

and social identity of knowledge workers described four sources of identity – 

professional (occupational), organizational, client and work group or in Swart and 
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Kinnie (2004)– team identity (cited in Swart, 2007), and possible conflicts between 

them (figure 2.1.). 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1. The multiple source of identity of knowledge workers  

Source: Swart and Kinnie, 2004 cited  in Swart , 2007 

Von Glinow (1988) acknowledged that knowledge workers are likely to identify with 

other like-minded professionals (cited in Swart, 2007). Yet “a strong professional 

identity may imply more independence of and disloyalty to employers” (Alvesson, 2000, 

p. 1109). The author adds that as the category of the knowledge workers is vast, the 

level of professional identification varies between types of knowledge workers. 

Technical consultants more likely will develop occupational identity, as long as they do 

not belong to the fully authorized professions (Swart, 2007). 

It was observed that technical consultants “often face problems of social belonging; the 

consultants spend almost all their charged hours at the customers‟ offices and some of 

them even identify more with the customer organization than they do with mother 
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company”.(Lingren and Packendorff, 2006, p.858). A direct interaction with the client 

being a major part of the work in different service organizations including technical 

consulting organizations can cause identity problems and as a consequence exit 

behavior (Alvesson, 2000). 

 Based on the observation that often a work group or even a bigger unit leaves the 

organization and starts a new business under the group identity, Alvesson (2000) 

pinpoints sense of belongingness to work group, department, and division. Group 

identity with teams, groups within organizations in Maertz and Griffeth (2004) are 

described as constituent forces, which is one of the motives to quit or stay in  an 

organization. Moreover, group identity outside the organization can determine 

normative forces. (Maertz and Griffeth, 2004). 

Organizational identity is “an individual's personal identity in relation to the 

company”(Alvesson, 2000, p.1111). Strong organizational identity arises when 

employer’s values are incorporated in the employee’s system of beliefs. This can 

happen when an employee joins an organization with shared values or when employees’ 

beliefs change during the period of employment to become closely tied with those of 

their employer (e.g. Puusa, 2006; Mael and Ashforth, 1995). 

Organizational identity even though does not entirely describe the motivational 

mechanism for attachment or withdrawal from an organization, is an essential part of 

affective forces (Maertz and Griffeth, 2004). Moreover, according to Griffeth et al. 

(2000) organizational identification is a sufficient predictor of voluntary turnover.  

Multiple identities are a real challenge for the management of knowledge workers in 

general (Swart, 2007; Sullivan, 1999) and technical consultants.  Alvesson et al. (2008) 

claims that  “identity loosely refers to subjective meanings and experience” (Alvesson et 

al, 2008, p. 6). Therefore social identification is seen as a useful tool for understanding  

the meaning of voluntary turnover for technical consultants. Furthermore, social identity 

construct  will be tested and studied regarding possible effects on the 8 motivational 

forces of voluntary turnover. 
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2.2.2 Perceived promises of non-traditional workforce 

 

Perceived promises whether explicit or implicit constitute psychological contract and 

determine the obligations of all parties in the employment relations. In order to maintain 

a healthy psychological contract perceived promises must be fulfilled according to 

reciprocity norms (Conway and Briner, 2005).   

The term psychological contract first appeared in the literature about fifty years ago, “it 

refers to a concept that captures implicit ideas about the employee-organization 

relationship” (Schalk and Roe, 2007, p.168) One of the most well-know definitions of 

psychological contract is by Rousseau (1995): “individual beliefs , shared by 

organisation, regarding terms of an exchange agreement between the individual and 

their organization.” (cited in Conway and Briner, 2005, p.22) Though this definition is 

often used there is no one agreed definition of the psychological contract.  One of the 

key features of psychological contract content is beliefs. Unlike more current definitions, 

which emphasize beliefs about promises and obligations (Rousseau, 1995 cited in 

Conway and Briner, 2005), earlier research was focusing on expectations (Levinson et 

al, 1962 cited in Conway and Briner, 2005). The distinction between expectations, 

promises and obligations is very vague. Promises often seem as a special case of 

expectations, but promises are more clearly contractual. Obligation and promises have 

even less clear difference. Obligations are implicit and explicit promises.  

The preferred term for the study of psychological contract is promises (Conway and 

Briner, 2005). Depending on promises, psychological contract can be transactional and 

relational, or what is more common contain promises of both contacts. A transactional 

contract is more specific and explicit, often publicly available. In contrast, a relational 

contract is “broader, more amorphous, open-ended and subjectively understood by 

parties to the exchange” (Conway and Briner, 2005, p. 43).  

Bellou (2009) states that “researchers unanimously accept that psychological contracts 

are personalized and likely to differ among employee groups (i.e. Shore and Tetrick, 

1994; Robinson, 1996; Turnley and Fredman, 2000)”(Bellou, 2009, p.810). For 

instance according to research on knowledge workers, it is suggested “that these 
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employees have invested more in their own education and training (Jackson, 2005), and 

that employers will need to offer them a psychological contract that they will appreciate 

and believe in (Baruch, 2004)” (Redpath et al, 2007, p. 76) 

Moreover, one research argues that temporary workers have more transactional 

contracts than permanent workers (Rousseau and Wade-Benzoni, 1995), other study 

among permanent and temporary employees working in customer service in the holiday 

sector showed that “the levels of relational and transactional contracts of permanent 

and temporary staff did not differ significantly”(McDonald and  Makin, 2000, p.84). As 

seen from this example and also stated in Conway and Briner (2005), the results of the 

empirical studies on psychological contract promises and relation between promises and 

employees behaviour is contradictory and depends upon the context.  

An employment relationship is entered by individuals only in the case when they 

believe it is mutually beneficial (Blau 1964 in Bellou, 2009) and social exchange takes 

place (Conway, Briner, 2005).  When these relations become less satisfying and 

promises are not fulfilled then psychological contract breach occurs. Robinson (1996) 

and Robinson and Rousseau (1994) argue that intention to quit is among outcomes 

related to psychological contract breach.  

However, the meta-analysis didn’t show the strong correlation between actual turnover 

and psychological contract breach (e.g. Zhao et al, 2007; Rigotti, 2009). Although 

employees respond to psychological contract breach with negative attitudes and 

intentions to quit (Conway and Briner, 2005), they may not necessarily withdraw from 

the organization (Zhao et al, 2007, Lapalme et al, 2011). On the other hand a multiple 

breach can lead to a series of withdrawal behavior (e.g. absenteeism) and possible 

voluntary turnover. Van Scotter (2000) found that turnover is the culmination of series 

of withdrawal behaviours. In Maertz and Griffeth (2004) psychological contract breach 

causes avoidance or withdrawal and determines contractual motivational forces toward 

quitting. 

It is a fact that in modern world, relations including psychological contract between 

employee and employer is changing as a result of changing terms of employment, 

emergence of non-traditional employment, boundless careers and new forms of work. 
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(Sullivan, 1999). Technical consultants combine features of knowledge workers and 

workers with non-traditional forms of employment, which leads to more complex issues 

of psychological contract. 

To begin with, technical consultants choose a new psychological contract (Wang et al, 

2008; Sutherland and Jordaan, 2004; Lapalme et al, 2011; Millward and Brewron, 1999, 

Claes, 2005, Redpath et al, 2007;O’Donohue et al, 2007). 

Unlike old psychological employment contracts between organization and worker 

which was stressing exchange loyalty for job security, under new psychological 

contracts workers exchange performance for development of skills, continuous 

learning and marketability (Armstrong and Murlis, 1998; Sullivan, 1999). Swart 

(2007) also highlighted such components of employment as challenging and 

interesting work, continual professional training, opportunity for professional 

growth and opportunity for promotion and advancement have become important 

elements of psychological contract, because knowledge workers have higher level 

of commitment to the nature of work, than towards organization. 

 “This change in the psychological contract has resulted in decreased job 

security, decreased employee loyalty, and increased worker cynicism.”(Sullivan, 

1999, p.458) 

Moreover, most previous studies on psychological contract have focused on full-time 

permanent employees (Conway and Briner, 2005) or non-permanent employees 

(Rousseau and Wade-Benzoi,1995, Millward and Brewron, 1999) but alternative forms 

of work arrangement which have emerged recently require more attention (Redpath et 

al, 2007).   

Claes (2005) studying agency workers (blue-collars temporalities), stated the existence 

of triangular psychological contract - when promises are made and fulfilled between 

temporary agency workers, agencies and client organizations. This was supported by 

Houseman (2001), Kalleberg et al. (2000), Lapalme et al. (2011). Technical consultants, 

who are similar to the temporary agency workers in terms of non-traditional 

employment arrangements, and also who are more interested in new psychological 

contracts (Sullivan, 1999) can be dealing with promises from different sources outside 
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consultancy(figure 2.2.), breach of which can become a strong motivational force  for 

turnover (Maertz and Griffeth, 2004).  

 

Figure 2.2. Perceived promises in triangular psychological contract (adapted from 

Claes, 2005) 

In addition to multiple sources of promises, it was observed in Redpath et al. (2007) that 

psychological contracts of different categories of knowledge workers, i.e. technical 

consultants, often “are not discussed between workers and their managers” (Redpath et 

al, 2007, p.85) 

In order to assess the employee’s perspective of psychological contract content (Raja et 

al, 2004, Rousseau, 2000 cited in Conway and Briner, 2005), breach/ fulfillment 

(Kickul et al, 2002, Conway and Briner, 2002 cited in Conway and Briner, 2005), a 

variety of questionnaire measures were developed. Based on these questionnaires the 

empirical part regarding perceived promises and their fulfillment is built on. 

Understanding promises is seen as advantageous for understanding technical 

consultant’s voluntary turnover. 
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3. Methodology 

 

This chapter presents method and tools for gathering information and analysis presented 

in the paper.  

 

 

3.1 Research approach 

Voluntary turnover is a phenomenon which is normally associated with human resource 

management, organisational studies, but indirectly linked to economics, psychology, 

and many others.  Diverse, interrelated theories stand for this phenomenon that not only 

aims at explaining voluntary turnover, but also gives insights for possible development 

of research regarding it. At the same time multiple issues observed in practice regarding 

voluntary turnover phenomenon are expected to be addressed with future studies.  

Broadly speaking, the learning process can be organized in two ways: deductive and 

inductive. Anderson (2004) identified the deductive way by which: “theories can be 

developed through a process of testing established generalizations.  The process 

involves taking a proposition that is thought to be true and testing it out in different 

situations.”(Anderson, 2004, p.102) On the contrary, inductive approach starts at a level 

of practice and aims to generate the theory through establishing some general 

propositions about the nature of what has been observed.  

The current study employs the inductive approach in understanding the relation between 

theory and data because it is built upon observed facts and behaviour. It aims to 

investigate the meanings, and to suggest a credible explanation of behaviour, although 

before the actual empirical work, a literature review was partly conducted and two 

hypothetical constructs were developed. 
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3.2 Research strategy 

 

In the present scientific research tradition two different research strategies are employed: 

qualitative and quantitative research. In order two understand the specific choice for this 

study, it is vital to look briefly into both. 

In quantitative research the focus is on the quantity of entities. Such research aims to 

identify the measurements and causal relationships between variables. Quantitative 

methods normally rest upon larger random samples. (Patton, 2006) 

By contrast, interpretive/qualitative research aims to discover the meaning of behavior, 

human nature.  Denzin and Lincoln (2005) offer a common definition of qualitative 

research: 

“a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set 

of interpretive practices that make the world visible. These practices 

transform the world. They turn the world into series of representations, 

including field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings 

and memos to the self. At this level, qualitative research involves an 

interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world.  This means that qualitative 

researcher study things in the natural settings, attempting to make sense of, 

or to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them.” 

(Denzin and Lincoln, 2005, p. 3) 

The choice between qualitative or quantitative research strategies is determined by 

differences and limitation of each strategy. Reviewing literature on voluntary turnover, 

it was observed that a large number of researchers preferred the quantitative approach 

which “tends to cover only a small fraction of inherent turnover issues” (Steel, 2000 in 

Reiche, 2009, p. 1362). This master thesis is built upon qualitative research strategy “to 

inductively and holistically understand human experience and constructed meanings in 

the context-specific setting”(Patton, 2006, p.69). The grounds for using qualitative 

analysis are determined with the purpose of the study. Understanding the motives and 

drivers of technical consultants in their decision to quit employers require in-depth 
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insight and knowledge of the consultant’s experience. In order to fulfill this purpose, a 

small purposeful sample of technical consultants is focalized.  

 

 

3.3 Data collection (Research design) 

 

Researchers undertaking qualitative studies have a number of choices in terms of 

approaches. The diversity of classifications and typologies can be confusing and even 

frustrating, but at the same time it gives a lot of opportunities for researchers. After 

examining Denzil and Lincoln, 2005, Patton, 2006, Bryman and Bell, 2007, Creswell, 

2007, Anderson, 2004 and keeping in mind that the qualitative research process is 

emergent, the phenomenological focus has been chosen for the research design as a 

basic guideline.  

The phenomenological approach which belongs to the interpretive doctrine (Bryman, 

Bell, 2007) is widely used in the social sciences. The study built upon this approach 

“focuses on description of what people experience and how is it that they experience 

what they experience”(Patton, 2006, p.107) The phenomenon can be an emotion, 

relationship, program, organization or culture. The current research sees voluntary 

turnover (decision of a technical consultant to leave consultancy) as a phenomenon and 

aims to understand and describe the essence of voluntary turnover of technical 

consultants with specific focus on social identity and perceived promises. 

In addition to the above, challenged, inspired and lured by Lawrence-Lightfoot (2005) 

this master thesis tries to undertake the “art and science of portraiture” 

(Patton,2006,p.55) which has never been used in business research, of course accepting 

that the master study has limited resources. Portraiture was designed for the applied 

field of education; it is a phenomenological based case study method that brings art and 

science together, through the development of a co-created narrative portrait of the 

research participants. In this method, “the researcher acts as an artist who paints word 
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portraits, and interprets and analyzes these portraits for emergent themes that will help 

to illuminate essential elements of the research topics and questions”.(Hackmann, 2002)  

Portraiture is grounded on case studies of single individuals. Studying information-rich 

cases gives insight and describes the phenomena in-depth and holistically. Although  

“one cannot generalize from single cases or very small samples, one can  learn from 

them – and learn a great deal, often opening up new territory for further research.” 

(Patton, 2006, p.46). 

 So as in Sara Lawrence-Lightfood’s research on “Respect”, the four cases studied in 

this thesis offer different angels to the experience of voluntary turnover among four 

technical consultants. From these separate portraits of technical consultants, it is aimed 

to depict and illuminate voluntary turnover among separate occupational categories. 

 

 

 

3.4 Research method 

 

“If you want to know how people understand their world 

and their lives, why not to talk to them?” 

(Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009) 

 

The current study relies on two sources of data.  Primary data is collected in the form of 

interviews. The target group for the interviews is recently resigned technical consultants 

in Sweden. All of them worked fulltime in permanent employment contracts in 

technical consulting firms and made a decision of self-initiated termination of 

employment. Secondary data is presented in the form of scientific and non-scientific 

sources available on the internet and at the Linköping university library. 
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3.4.1 Primary data 

 

 Primary data is information collected during a study by a researcher (Anderson, 2004).  

The choice of in-depth interviews as a primary source of qualitative research data has 

various reasons tuned with the purpose of the study and used constructs. For example, 

Alvesson et al (2008) and Puusa (2006) state that “asking questions about identity is a 

popular approach”(Alvesson et al, 2008, p.7) Furthermore, in-depth face to face 

interviews are a beneficial source of information  received from different viewpoints, 

because 

“we cannot observe feelings, thoughts, and intentions. We cannot observe 

behaviors that took place at one point in time. The purpose of interviewing 

then is to allow us to enter into the other person‟s perspective.”  

  (Patton, 2006, p.341) 

In order to select interviewees, criterion sampling is applied (Patton, 2006). 

Interviews can be conducted in the open-ended or the close-ended form. (Patton, 2006) 

Open-ended interviews allow a certain level of research flexibility. Collecting 

qualitative data through open-ended interviews is possible through three basic 

approaches: 

1. “the informal conversation  interview;  

2. the general interview guide approach; or 

3.  the standardized open-ended  interview” (Patton, 2006) 

It is possible to combine these contrasting interview strategies. For the purpose of the 

current research, the combined approach was used. In order to facilitate flexibility in 

probing and individualization, while at the same time keeping the interview highly 

focused and credible, the combination of the standardized open-ended interview and the 

informal conversation interview research were used mainly (Patton, 2006).  In other 

words and according to another classification, conducted interviews are semi-structured 

(Gillham, 2006).  
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The four conducted interviews were designed according to the checklist below. 

 

• The same questions are asked of all those involved; 

• The kind and form of questions go through a process of development to 

ensure their topic focus; 

• To ensure equivalent coverage (with an eye to subsequent comparative 

analysis) interviewees are prompted by supplementary questions if they haven’t dealt 

spontaneously with one of the sub-areas of interest; 

• Approximately equivalent interview time is allowed in each case. 

• Questions are open - that is; the direction or character of the answer is 

open (What do you think...? What is you view…?) 

• Probes are used according to whether the interviewer judges there is more 

to be disclosed at a particular point in the interview. 

 

Figure  3.1. Checklist for the interview  

Source: Gillham, 2006, p.71 

The empirical data is collected mainly through the open-ended interviews, although 

besides open-ended questions the construct - perceived promises - is studied through 

asking all informants to choose answers from among the same set of alternatives.   

To get better understanding of voluntary the turnover process and decision, the three-

part interview guide was developed. 

The first two parts are based purely on semi-structured interviews. The first part is 

dedicated to the narrative on voluntary turnover. The first open-ended questions aim to 

find out the background information relevant for the study and give details of voluntary 

turnover decision and behavior. The second part is dedicated to the consultants’ 
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knowledge and feelings regarding their sense of belonging to certain social groups. 

Questions in the questionnaire focus exclusively on feelings, opinions about 

membership in networks discussed in the literature review, which are the sources of 

social identity. 

The third part, in the form of closed-ended and open-ended questions aimed to gain 

insight into perceived promises. Question from part two and three were framed based on 

the literature review. 

Despite the fact that the informants were Swedes, the conducted interviews were held in 

the English language. All the informants were fluent in English. Nevertheless before all 

interviews the possibility to express some thoughts in Swedish if it was needed was 

addressed. All the interviews lasted between 60 to 75 minutes and were recorded and 

transcribed. The transcripts and follow-up open-ended questions were sent back to the 

informants.   

 

 

3.4.2 Secondary data 

 

 “Qualitative research begins with assumption, a worldview, the possible use of a 

theoretical lens”(Creswell, 2007, p.37).  In order to identify the “worldview” and 

“theoretical lens”, secondary data from a vast number of sources was collected.  

Secondary data includes data collected and recorded by someone else (Cooper and 

Schindler, 2006).   

Existing academic literature on voluntary turnover both written and electronic have 

shaped the frame of reference and directed the study towards two interesting sub-

concepts: social identity and perceived promises. Yet, it was observed that not much 

research has been conducted neither about the phenomenon of turnover in technical 

consulting, nor about social identity and perceived promises of technical consultants. 
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Since, the context of technical consulting is not extensively developed, sources used in 

the study integrate available data about different kinds of temporary workers and 

knowledge workers, employees in the information technology (IT) industry and most 

common literature on voluntary turnover. 

Due to the lack of academic sources of secondary data and the limited number of 

interviews, other data in the form of; non-scientific articles and publications, annual 

reports of technical consultancies and technical consultants’ internet fora were 

considered.  Besides this, information from official websites of organizations, 

governmental bureaus, and technical consultancies was collected. Moreover, the 

publications in Swedish newspapers were monitored regarding studied questions. 

 

 

3.5 Limitations 

 

The study was done within a limited time frame with limited resources. The amount of 

informants and the chosen research method cannot provide a firm base for 

generalization, though fulfilling the task of gaining a new and deeper insight into the 

voluntary turnover problem among technical consultants regardless of differences 

between different technical consultancies was achieved. 

Since the notions in the industry of technical consulting are not established, the amount 

of used literature can be either extended or reduced, as the choice of secondary data is 

based on the author’s judgment. 

Moreover, the analysis and consequently results is based on the comparison of the 

conceptual framework and the empirical data. Alternative theory or other interviewees 

might generate different results.  

Furthermore the study is not taking into consideration differences between genders and 

cultures which could also affect results. All studied informants are Swedish men. 
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3.6 Reliability and Validity 

 

Reliability and validity are important criteria in establishing and assessing the quality of 

a research not only in a quantitative but in a qualitative research. Reliability is the extent 

to which a procedure to gather information can be used again. Validity is the design of 

research to provide credible conclusions. (Patton, 2006) Regarding qualitative research, 

it is common to test external and internal reliability, and internal and external validity, 

though it is complicated due to the role of measures in this type of research (Bryman, 

2004).  

 Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Lincoln (1994) cited in Bryman (2004) propose another 

criterion to increase quality of research - trustworthiness. Trustworthiness is enhanced 

through credibility, transferability, dependability and conformability.  

To ensure clarity and credibility of a study and to have a deeper insight into the 

phenomenon of voluntary turnover in the world of technical consulting, four 

information-rich cases of technical consultants were chosen. The results of the study 

were verified by the informants. The interviews were conducted to establish 

conformability, although the empirical data was gathered through life narratives. The 

classification of reported reasons is documented and was checked and rechecked 

throughout the stud (Bryman , 2004). 

 In order to establish external reliability and dependability and to enhance consistency 

of the research, all informants were asked the same questions. According to the 

interview guide, all phases of the research process are carefully recorded.  Further, the 

interviews were carefully transcribed and sent back to the informants for respondent’s 

validation, so as to increase credibility (internal validity), though the small sample does 

not allow for generalization and establishment of external validity. The criteria for 

transferability are insured through careful description. (Bryman, 2004) 
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3.7 Research ethics 

 

In conducting research ethical issues cannot be ignored. So as to fulfil the ethical 

principles (Bryman, 2004) all informants were informed that their names can be 

changed on demand in order to secure privacy and anonymity and not to cause harm.  

Moreover, the names of the employing technical consultancies and the client 

organisations recalled by the informants were changed. 

CLIENT_A and CLIENT_B are two large Swedish companies, working with 

telecommunication systems and defence systems. Both companies used services of the 

technical consultancies and consultants. 

All informants participated in the study voluntarily. Before conducting the interviews 

the informants each received a copy of research proposal, and after conducting the 

interviews, all transcripts were sent to and verified by interviewees. 
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 4. Empirical study 

 

This chapter presents the empirical findings regarding the four experiences of the 

voluntary turnover process. It starts with illustrating technical consultants stories. 

Further in the chapter results regarding studied hypothetical constructs are introduced. 

This chapter provides a basis for the analyses presented in chapter 5. 

 

 

4.1 Four empirical illustrations 

 

“… [Alexander of Macedon‟s] battlefield victories 

depended on in-depth knowledge of the psychology and 

culture of the ordinary people and military leaders in 

opposing armies. He included in his military intelligence 

information about the beliefs, worldview, motivators, and 

patterns of behaviour of those he faced.” 

(Patton, 2006, p.38) 

 

This section presents four separate stories of resignation. All four technical consultants 

went through the experience of actual voluntary turnover.  Through recalling events, 

memories and feelings regarding the decision to quit technical consulting organisations, 

the informants expressed what motivated them to consider resignation and the validity 

of organizational membership in the technical consultancy industry. The stories are 

based on the interviews and follow-up questions. All interviews were conducted with 

people with fresh memories of resignation from consulting companies.  



Katsiaryna Skachkova Master Thesis 

Spring Term 2011 
 

 

45 

 

Torgny and A.Consulting  

 

“You become a consultant for a reason, if I just wanted a 

permanent position at CLIENT_A., I would apply for 

CLIENT_A., but I wanted changes.”(Torgny) 

Torgny started his carrier as a technical consultant in A.Consulting straight after 

Linköping University where he received the degree of master in applied physics. Being 

in his late twenties and after working as a technical consultant in A.Consulting for four 

years he decided to change employer.  

Currently Torgny is employed as a software developer in a small company, where he 

feels closer to the product, the customer and the employer, he puts it as “I am not a 

consultant and finally actually it feels like I am in the company.” 

Torgny’s career started with an internship at A.Consulting, where he had been involved 

in in-house projects. Later he received a job offer from A.Consulting to become a 

consultant. When Torgny started at A.Consulting, he was a “resurskonsult”, a consultant 

who was just replacing a temporary generic employee at the client and mainly providing 

technical assistance. Only later did his responsibilities shift towards strategic advising in 

the project. But already after a year and a half, Torgny started questioning how his 

career was progressing; his main concerns were regarding assignments he was involved 

in. 

Basically from the beginning at A.Consulting Torgny started working on the 

assignments at CLIENT_A as a consultant. After a year and a half, he approached the 

supervisor in A.Consulting. Torgny realized that the long-lasting assignment at 

CLIENT_A was not what he wanted to do and that he would like to do something else. 

The management at A. Consulting understood his concerns and “some changes in work 

were done”(Torgny). However, Torgny continued his assignment at CLIENT_A till his 

final resignation. Torgny expressed his opinion regarding the emerged situation and 

named one of the reasons for resignation: 
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“At that point I didn’t think about quitting, more about changing something 

in my work. …It is common to think that if you’re technical consultant you 

are doing diverse things, but from my experience it is not entirely true, 

because for me and many my colleges it appeared to be different. For 

example if you are working on the assignment at CLIENT_A. CLIENT_A 

don’t want lose you and keep prolonging your assignment, so you can’t 

really change to another assignment(project). And that what happened to me, 

all the time I was working at A.Consulting I stayed at CLIENT_A. 

Although the projects, assignments were different, otherwise I would have 

probably become bored very fast and then I might have looked for another 

job even earlier. 

…This is actually probably one of the reasons why I have changed the 

employer. I felt like I could have changed the assignment, CLIENT_A 

wanted me and A.Consulting couldn’t replace me.” 

Furthermore, describing the events preceding the resignation, Torgny stressed that 

within a year before he finally left, A.Consulting experienced a wave of employees’ 

resignations which pushed him to start thinking about leaving A.Consulting: 

“I liked working at A.Consulting, especially I liked people there very much. 

Alot of people left at one point. On a plus side, I had a bigger diversity of 

assignments to choose from in order to substitute left employees, but at the 

same time I lost many colleagues whom I liked.” 

Also during the period of colleagues’ resignations, it happened that the dissatisfaction 

with work became an issue again. Torgny realized that he had hit the ceiling:  

”It felt like I could not do more than I was already doing. The nature of 

consulting work did not allow it. 

… I was replacing knowledgeable workers and that meant that I am also 

skillful. Besides, four years with one employer felt alot and I didn’t want to 

stuck in one organization.” 
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Dissatisfaction with work was not only related to the consultancy, but also towards the 

client: 

 “I felt alittle bit sad about the assignments, for example, it was difficult to 

make people [CLIENT_A] hear what I wanted to say. Often response on my 

suggestions was that they [management of CLIENT_A] has no time to do 

it.” 

 

Mattias and A.Consulting 

 

“I would say I work in a consulting firm, but if my 

grandma would have asked, I would say – CLIENT_A, 

because it is easier to understand what I actually do other 

than my professional path”.(Mattias) 

The next story is told by 37 year old Mattias, currently self-employed and setting up his 

own consulting business. The interview questions sent Mattias back to the experience of 

leaving A.Consulting after 5 years of employment.  

After graduation from Linköping University with a master degree in computer science 

and engineering, Mattias started his career as a consultant, but the essence of the 

consulting job was changing with time. During his first consulting work he felt like “a 

rookie“, only later did Mattias start feeling that he grew into “being a consultant”. The 

position in A. Consuting was not Mattias’s first consulting job.  

During his five years at A.Consulting, Mattias was fulfilling different responsibilities. 

For the first two years he was involved in projects primarily as a technical resource, his 

work was to perform particular project tasks. During the last 3 years, Mattias was a 

senior consultant, providing technical services and strategic expert advice.  



Katsiaryna Skachkova Master Thesis 

Spring Term 2011 
 

 

48 

 

“This job included some managerial and consulting responsibilities. I was 

working as assistant architect for the telecom industry. It meant that I was 

in charge for big picture of this project.” 

At some point before quitting Mattias started realizing that he “will not get anywhere 

else with this employer”(Mattias). The main regret was that A.Consulting was a small 

company with quite a few responsibility roles that employees could apply for. Mattias 

wanted some challenge outside the technical field. Although in A.Consulting he had 

some managerial responsibilities it was the absolute top position which he could have 

reached there.  Giving reasoning for his decision Mattias started as:  

“I know exactly why I left A.Consulting. One of the reasons was my private 

life. My wife and I wanted to move into the house, to move closer to 

Stockholm. Another reason was that I wanted to do something else it has 

been drilling me five years…Moreover I wanted to see whether there was 

another career path different from technical consultants’.” 

Reflecting on these thoughts regarding his career path as a technical consultant, Mattias 

stressed the role of salary: 

“Actually there is not much of a career path as a consultant… you can 

become some kind of an expert, but the salary will eventually flat out. The 

company has to make money on you somehow.” 

Besides this, Mattias expressed that he was occasionally applying for jobs to see his 

marketability. Though he did not consider these actions as job search, Mattias 

highlighted that he was “happy with his time in A.Consulting”. These occasional 

applications generated three offers which Mattias did not consider interesting because of 

unsatisfactory level of salary. The fourth non-consulting job offer from CLIENT_A, a 

former client, was exciting and he decided to resign from A.Consulting. 

“I had doubts; the social engagement wouldn’t have been as good as in 

A.Consulting. A.Consulting was the best place to work ever, but career 

development, increased responsibilities and salary were a positive side. 

…I wanted to work in a product company  in order to do something else”.  
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Mattias was offered a position as a full time system architect; the work was similar to 

what he was doing at CLIENT_A as a consultant. Although Mattias’s ambitions for 

future career development were not addressed in CLIENT_A’s job offer, Mattias did 

not get any increase in responsibilities. Nevertheless he saw more opportunities to 

follow his goal at CLIENT_A. than at A.Consulting. 

Three weeks after receiving the job offer, Mattias brought his resignation letter to his 

manager. Unexpectedly, the management of A.Consulting approached Mattias with a 

counter offer which appeared to be a winning offer. According to the agreement Mattias 

would go through one year of transition from the position of consultant into an in-house 

non-consulting position at A.Consulting Software Stockholm. 

 

Micha and B.Consulting 

 

“I set my own career plan and goal; unfortunately I 

haven‟t achieved them, or maybe I haven‟t been given 

opportunity with B.Consulting to follow the plan and fulfil 

my goals. So when a chance appeared I took it.”(Micha) 

After almost two years of employment in B.Consulting and after several unofficial 

probes and an official unsolicited invitation from the old client COMPANY_LU. Micha 

finally decided to accept a new, more tempting   job-offer. 

“I was approached by my boss in the COMPANY_LU and I was interested 

to work with him again. In my new position at the COMPANY_LU I have 

more responsibilities. Unlike B.Consulting were I was only looking through 

documentation, checking the expectations and requirements for any changes 

made in the product, following the process from design phase to 

implementation, now I could have concentrated on being project manager/ 

team leader.” 
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Micha faced a difficult decision between two alternatives to stay at the consultancy with 

the promising client CLIENT_B or to quit. The new position was better from a career 

development perspective, though unlike the exciting product at CLIENT_B, the product 

in the COMPANY_LU was familiar and “boring. 

Describing the departure from B.Consulting, Micha stressed that this decision was 

mainly connected to the development of his career plan. He felt that there were lots of 

opportunities in B.Consulting but after a certain time has passed Micha didn’t feel that 

his career was progressing as he had expected it to. He puts it as: 

” I was developing, but a lot slower and I was getting impatient. There was 

one big decision that I was waiting for, but it never came. 

To understand my decision it is needed to look back. Before coming to  

B.Consulting I was working in another consultancy on the CLIENT_B 

assignment. Unlike  B.Consulting, I was not satisfied with this consultancy. 

On the other hand I liked a lot my assignment. When CLIENT_B decided to 

switch from my consultancy to B.Consulting (B.Consulting is a sister 

company to CLIENT_B.), CLIENT_B. approached me with an offer. In 

order to continue the assignment, I was hinted to switch to B.Consulting. I 

had certain promises from CLIENT_B. regarding my future development 

and I joined B.Consulting.” 

During the entire period as a consultant in B.Consulting Micha was working on 2 

different projects in CLIENT_B. and had one in-house assignment in B.Consulting.  

 

Jonas and C.Consulting 

 

“I felt that I was an outsider; I didn‟t belong to 

CLIENT_A neither to C.Consulting.”(Jonas) 
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Reflecting on his decision to leave C.Consulting 31-year-old Jonas started his story with 

times when he graduated with a Master in Electric Engineering and Applied Physics 

from Linköping University. 

“During studies in the university I started working in CLIENT_A, first I did 

my master thesis there and after I continued as CLIENT_A’s employee. In 

one department I was working for two years. I was working in a very 

smooth organization, where decisions were easy to broadcast to the top 

management, and it was both good and bad to start working in such 

organization.” 

This “smooth organization” became an ideal and every new company was 

compared to it.  

After switching departments within CLIENT_A. Jonas continued working for 16 

months as a software engineer. During this time Jonas started thinking about moving to 

Stockholm. He was looking for a way to do it and the way out was found through the 

technical consultancy-C.Consulting. C.Consulting was playing a double role as a 

recruiting agency and consultancy. When Jonas joined C.Consulting, he became 

involved with CLIENT_A on assignment as a consultant.  But CLIENT_A was not just 

a client. It was announced that CLIENT_A had an idea to test during six month 

different consultants in C.Consulting and after six month to employ them as regular 

employees at CLIENT_A..Reflecting on this situation, Jonas puts  it as: 

“My plan was that during six month I will work for C.Consulting as a 

consultant on the assignment in CLIENT_A, and after this period 

CLIENT_A would take over the employment. I didn’t have any high 

expectations regarding work during this 6 month as consultant. 

C.Consulting was just an easy way to get to CLIENT_A.” 

But instead of becoming a regular employee at CLIENT_A, Jonas, after several weeks 

on assignment found out that he will be a regular employee at C.Consulting. 

CLIENT_A. cancelled the original plan. Although Jonas found out that his current goal 

to join CLIENT_A. would be difficult to reach, he tried to find his new place in 

C.Consulting: 
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“I was thinking that I don’t want to give up without a fight and will be a 

good employee.  I had ideas how to improve C.Consulting in order to be a 

“regular consulting firm”, which has offices where consultants can have 

social events, competence development activities. C.Consulting is a staffing 

company, where employees are very much trading goods. I hardly knew 

anyone else from C.Consulting, I didn’t meet anyone else besides my boss 

from C.Consulting for the first six weeks. I felt quite alone. I didn’t have 

even a job phone or business cards. That made me feel like I didn’t belong 

to C.Consulting. I was trying to address this issue. When I tried to discuss it 

with my manager in C.Consulting, I received a response that they don’t 

have time for these. 

…I wasn’t really pleased with their way of doing business. We had the 

discussion with manager in C.Consulting around two weeks back and forth, 

but without success.” 

While feeling a lack of belonging and lack of support from management in 

C.Consulting, Jonas was approached with an unsolicited job offer from recruiters of 

another technical consultancy- D.Consulting- during a gathering of friends. 

During all three months of employment in C.Consulting, Jonas was working on 

assignment at CLIENT_A. Although Jonas didn’t feel a strong connection with 

C.Consulting; with CLIENT_A it was a little bit different, because had recently been 

doing a similar job at CLIENT_A. He was used to the basic framework. The strongest 

bond was built between Jonas and his project team (consultants from different 

consultancies and some CLIENT_A employees), although Jonas mentioned troubled 

relations with the project manager at CLIENT_A who “wasn’t experienced one and 

wasn’t open to new ideas” (Jonas). 
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4.2 Results regarding studied hypothetical constructs  

 

Each voluntary turnover story, based on open-ended questions, was followed by 

questions with specific focus on the social identity construct, attempting to tap multiple 

social identities.  

All the consultants were describing their feeling of belongingness to four possible 

sources of identity: technical consultancy, client organisation, team, occupation. (Swart, 

2007). However, in the case of technical consultants, identification was derived from 

teams or project groups within assignments not from their teams within the 

consultancies Alvesson (2000). Also it was noticed that identification with the project 

group at the client side can overlap with a client identity. 

All technical consultants expressed a feeling of belongingness to the occupation. While 

working at the consulting organisations they were identifying themselves both as 

technical consultants and also as engineers. Belongingness to the occupation was used 

for job search. 

Additionally, Torgny created organisational identity, he put it as: 

“People who were working at A.Consulting are called “A.Consultants”, and 

it was developed a lot. Even though I hasn’t been doing a lot in-house I still 

felt belongingness to “A.Consultants”. And this feeling remains even after 

terminating the employment in A.Consulting.  A.Consulting was constantly 

highlighting that they are hiring the best, and this affirmation sometimes 

made us consultants from A.Consulting feel that we can do a better things 

then for example employee in CLIENT_A..  

I felt part of A.Consulting, we did a lot of fun at A.Consulting. We had 

A.Consulting culture. Everyone you met where nice and very smart, and 

often you had a thought:” Oh my god, I am working with them so I am 

smart too!”.   
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…However the feeling of belongingness is very sensitive towards ”doing 

things together”, there is a constant need to maintain this “A.Consulting” 

spirit.” 

At some point when A.Consulting’s consultants were doing fewer things together and 

A.Consulting’s consulting employees started leaving, Torgny had a thought to change 

his employer and move to client CLIENT_A. He was familiar with this organisation; 

literally he was working there every day which resulted in developing strong social 

identity towards CLIENT_A. (client).   

Mattias also developed other identities: organisational identity, client identity and 

identification with his team (project group).  He put it as: 

“I was proud of that (being employed in A.Consulting). I thought that it was 

a great group of people.  It had two homes. When I was at a client side I felt 

like I am part of their team, at the same time when we did things together at 

a consultancy firm just to keep firm together, I was really part of that. It was 

the best place ever-people wise. We arranged different activities to boost the 

productivity of consultancy firm. 

…I felt part of my project, my team, my product, but I still felt attached to 

my consultancy firm. It is two worlds. When I worked on a project I felt not 

like consultant, I felt like part of the team. If you don’t feel for the client you 

won’t do good piece of job.” 

The client identity in Mattias’ story was experienced as overlapping with project 

group identity. 

Micha also indicated a presence of multiple identities in his story. CLIENT_B. (client) 

was the strongest source of identification. However at B.Consulting, Micha felt that he 

belonged to the consultancy, possibly because B.Consulting was the sister company to 

CLIENT_B.  

Moreover, B.Consulting was working on creating an organisational identity, through for 

example building team spirit and management support.  Micha put it as  
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“A workplace is CLIENT_B., but I really felt strong bond with 

B.Consulting. …I had a good connection with management.” 

Regarding team (project group) identity Micha stressed that: 

“You are part of a team, but never really part of the family. The connection 

was more to a project, not a specific team.” 

 Jonas was the only informant who did not manage to create organisational identity. 

Besides this, he showed overlapping team and client identities. Jonas claimed that he 

identified himself more with the project group than with the client. He stressed: 

“I felt like a part of CLIENT_A. because recently I was doing a similar job 

though in reality I haven’t been an employee in CLIENT_A..  It was the 

basic framework, to what I was used.” 

Results of this part of the empirical study can be found in table 4.1. The table describes 

which sources succeeded to create social identities in each case study.  

x indicates the detected sources of strong and clear social identities, (x) those detected 

sources which created identification  to some extent and n/a indicates  that source which 

did not create identity. 

      Informants    

Source of social identity   

Torgny Mattias Micha Jonas 

Technical consulting organisation x x X n/a 

Client x (x) X x 

Team(Group) at client’s side n/a x (x) x 
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Occupation(Profession) x x X x 

Table  4.1. Sources of multiple social identities (conducted  interviews with technical 

consultants, 2011) 

Moreover, in the third part of the empirical study all consultants received questioners 

introducing possible alternatives of promises which their consultancies might have 

made. The alternatives are based on Conway and Briner (2005). Although the authors 

present 26 obligations (perceived promises), only 19 of these promises have been 

perceived by informants.  Furthermore, they were asked to evaluate to what extend the 

promises were fulfilled on a scale of 1 (not at all fulfilled) to 5 (very fulfilled), at the 

moment they decided to resign and in some cases to explain the choice of alternatives. 

Later the informants were asked regarding the other perceived promises from the 

technical consultancy. However no other promises were named.   

Informant 

Perceived promises 

Torgny Mattias Micha Jonas 

Competitive salary 3 5 2 4 

Pay and bonuses tied to performance 4 n/a 4* n/a 

Flexible work schedule 2 4 3 3 

Enough resources to do the job  2 n/a 5 2 

Well defined job responsibilities 3 n/a 3 n/a 

A reasonable workload 4 4 5 3 

Challenging and interesting work 2 4 5 3 

Meaningful work 2 n/a 5 3 
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Participation in decision making 3 3 4 n/a 

Freedom to be creative 2 n/a 5 n/a 

A job that provides autonomy and control 3 n/a 4 3 

Opportunity for personal growth 3 n/a 4 n/a 

Continual professional training 2 n/a 4 n/a 

Career guidance and mentoring 1 n/a 2 n/a 

Job training 3 n/a n/a n/a 

Recognition of my accomplishment 4 4 2 n/a 

Opportunity to develop new skills 3 n/a 4 n/a 

Increasing responsibilities 2 n/a 3 n/a 

Opportunity for promotion and advancement 1 2** 2 n/a 

Table 4.2. Perceived promises from consulting organisation and their fulfilment 

(conducted  interviews with technical consultants, 2011) 

*Micha stressed that he believed that bonuses were paid normally at the end of the year, 

but he nevertheless resigned from consultancy before the year was over. 

**Mattias was not sure whether opportunity for promotion was promised by the 

consultancy or if it was his expectation. 

The promises from the client organisations weren’t addressed in the above mentioned 

questioner. However during first part of interview, some informants mentioned such 

promises, particularly regarding opportunity for personal professional growth (story by 

Micha). 
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5. Analysis 
 

 

In this chapter, the empirical study is scrutinized based on the literature review in order 

to answer the research question and sub-questions.  The chapter is structured in line 

with the “8 forces” framework from the literature review. Each motivational force is 

described using primary and secondary datum, employing the hypothetical constructs of 

social identity and perceived promises in order to understand the experience of 

voluntary turnover. 

The analysis is conducted through comparison of voluntary turnover reasoning and 

relating different reported reasons to the eight motivational forces to quit or stay, Maertz 

and Griffeth (2004).  

 

 

5.1 Reported reasons and “8 forces” framework 

 

Going back to the beginning of the thesis, two main reasons for resignation were named 

during the in-house investigation of the technical consulting organisation Sweco; desire 

to; 

1. Try to work for another employer, and  

2.  Move to a new place of leaving.  

Empirical data showed that to some extent these two reasons were part of the reasons 

for the consultants’ resignation (story of Torgny and Mattias). However, besides these, a 

number of other reasons have been exposed. These reasons are classified based on 

Maertz and Griffeth (2004), and they constitute eight motivational forces enabling 

quitting from or staying in a technical consulting organisation. Furthermore, the 

empirical study indicates the vital roles of multiple identities and perceived promises for 

creating motivational forces to quit /stay in the studied context. 
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5.1.1 Affective forces 

 

The affective forces reflect emotions about the organisation while working in it.  Maertz 

and Griffeth (2004) claim that 

 “An employee who feels good about the organization and enjoys 

membership wants this pleasurable emotion to continue and is thereby 

motivated to continue membership (Meyer and Allen, 1991)” 

( Maertz and Griffeth , 2004, p.670) 

Out of the four cases, it was observed that only Jonas experienced negative emotions 

towards the consultancy directly. First of all, because he did not like the business model 

employed at the consultancy. As Jonas perceived it, as “employees are very much the 

trading goods”. Secondly, because of lack of managerial support and the situation which 

Jonas described as “outsider” that is neither belonging to the client (CLIENT_A.) nor to 

the consultancy during the employment, just created more negative feelings. Jonas 

expressed lack of the organisational identity. 

 In the cases of Torgny, Mattias and Micha, it was discovered that the level of emotional 

response towards their consultancies was positive. Moreover all three of them showed 

signs of organisational identification.  Micha put it as “…I was happy where I was. I 

had much better feeling about B.Consulting then my previous consultancy. I had a good 

connection with management.” Mattias and Torgny also shared positive emotions 

regarding A.Consulting. They displayed a strong identification with the consultancy.  

Furthermore, Maerz and Griffeth (2004) neglect the possibility of multiple emotional 

responses about consultancies defined by multiple social identities and especially close 

interactions with the client organization and project team, such as in case of technical 

consultants. The question: “How does working here make me feel?” in terms of 

technical consultancies is to be extended to the client organisation where consultants 

work. In this case emotional comfort towards the consultancy can explain staying. 
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Torgny experienced that psychological discomfort towards the consultancy was indirect 

and was mediated through client-consultant interaction (client identity):  

“..it was difficult to make people in CLIENT_A. hear what I wanted to say” (Torgny).  

Furthermore, Torgny was dissatisfied because of unexciting assignments and the 

inability to change the client (assignment). Torgny expressed that for most of his time in 

the consultancy he was involved with assignments with the same client -CLIENT_A. 

Figuratively he felt like he was working at CLIENT_A. not in a technical consulting 

organisation. At some point he even doubted the necessity to maintain membership in 

the consulting organisation because of the situation described above. 

 It is interesting that though Torgny was expressing the dissatisfaction with the 

organisational support in the consultancy, which may have resulted in the negative 

emotional response towards the consultancy (Maetrtz and Griffeth, 2004), he had 

overall positive emotions regarding A.Consulting. Inability to change assignments and 

clients caused mainly negative emotions towards the client. 

 

 

5.1.2 Calculative forces 

 

A motivation to quit can be created when the employee rationalizes his future prospects 

of membership (Mobley et al, 1979), and understands that the future fulfilment of career 

objectives is unachievable in the employing organization. The empirical illustration 

revealed two patterns of the calculative forces regarding the consulting organisation.  

Both Torgny and Mattias from A.Consulting experienced “some kind of ceiling” of 

their desirable career development as consultants. Torgny expressed his concern about 

lack of a career ladder and feedback from A.Consulting. For Mattias who was interested 

in developing himself also outside the technical field, the consultancy could not provide 

a variety of choices. They felt that their goals and values could not be met through 

future membership in the consulting organisation. 
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In the cases of Micha and Jonas, it was observed that the career prospects were 

connected not with the consultancy directly, but with the client organization.  Both 

consultants had a pre-developed plan regarding their career development in the 

consultancies, but dependent on the clients. They were remaining with the consultancies 

in order to stay with the client organisations. 

Micha stressed that his career development hinted by CLIENT_B. was progressing 

slower than he had expected. In the case of Jonas, the consulting organisation was seen 

as “a means to reach the goal” to work with CLIENT_A. The consultancy was 

secondary from the very beginning.  

 

 

5.1.3 Contractual forces 

 

Maertz and Griffeth (2004) claim that the psychological contract breach which 

constitutes the contractual forces lead to quitting (e.g. Robinson, 1996; Robinson and 

Rousseau, 1994).  The results of the empirical study, based on Conway and Briner 

(2005) showed that all consultants experienced somewhat psychological contract 

breaches rather than fulfilment; and evaluated fulfilment of the consulting 

organisation’s promises as partly fulfilled. But only Torgny assessed the perceived 

promises from the technical consultancy as not fulfilled regarding the majority of 

evaluated points. Other consultants were not that uniform. As a result, it can be stated 

with reference to what is described in Maerz and Griffeth (2004) that contractual forces 

motivated only Torgny to quit from consulting organisation 

However, unfulfilled promises were experienced by more than one consultant. In line 

with Claes (2005), during interviews it was detected that the client intentionally or 

unintentionally became a source of perceived promises and mediator of psychological 

breach. In the case of Micha and B.Consulting, Micha expressed that CLIENT_B’s 

assignment was the reason he started working in B.Consulting. CLIENT_B. made 
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promises about professional and personal growth. When it didn’t happen Micha started 

deliberating the necessity to maintain membership in the consultancy.  

 

 

5.1.4 Behavioural forces 

 

Leaving an organisation can cause perceived economical, adjustment-related and 

psychological costs (Maertz and Grifeth, 2006). None of the informants expressed 

significant costs of leaving. Moreover, Torgny and Mattias initiated job searches, which 

can be identified as negative behaviour which facilitates quitting. Jonas meanwhile was 

exhibiting open critic regarding the existing model used by the consultancy. All these 

“show a perception of freedom from organisational ties”(Maertz and Grifeth, 2006, 

p.668)  from the consultancies. 

Though Maertz and Griffeth (2004) didn’t develop strongly, what is included in the 

tangible and psychological costs, it seems valuable to say that Torgny, Mattias and 

Micha expressed trade-offs which they faced during the decision to leave the 

consultancy regarding; chaotic products in CLIENT_A. vs. understanding the product, 

social engagement in consultancy vs career path and interesting product in CLIENT_B. 

vs. career development. As it is seen, a client plays a vital role in this trade-offs. 

In other words, Torgny was experiencing psychological costs regarding the client 

organisation, which could have been avoided by quitting the consultancy.  

“I am a software developer in a smaller company now, where you are closer to what 

you are actually doing, to customer. I am not the consultant and actually it feels like 

you are in the company… In CLIENT_A. no one really understands the huge product. 

Sometimes during work on the huge product you put a lot of afford, but nothing comes 

out, and it is frustrating.”(Torgny) 
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At the same time Micha was undergoing costs related to the client organisation which 

could have been avoided by staying with the consultancy:  

“The product in Client_B‟s assignment was definitely more exciting, but new position 

was better for career development” (Micha) 

Mattias’ costs were related to the consultancy:  

“Of course I realized that social engagement won‟t be as good as in A.Consulting, but 

the career path, responsibility and salary we on a positive side”(Mattias.) 

In two out of the four cases, the costs of leaving the consultancy were associated with 

the client organisation, not the consultancy. 

 

 

5.1.5 Alternative forces 

 

These forces reflect the employee’s beliefs about his marketability and employability 

(Maetz and Griffeth, 2004). These beliefs among the technical consultants are strong as 

identified in the empirical study. All four consultants did not have problems to find new 

jobs, partly due to the favourable situation on the market and partly due to belonging to 

occupational networks (e.g. connections with former clients, colleagues) and developing 

occupational identity. It is remarkable that the client organization did not play a 

significant role in building beliefs about marketability and employability unlike 

affirmed by the arguments in Alvesson (2000). The client organization was not named 

as a direct source of job offers, due to a so called “gentlemen code” (Mattias) between 

the client and the consultancy. Although it was stated that it is common practice among 

consultants to look for a job at a former or current client organization. 

Supporting statements of Alvesson (2000), the empirical study showed that multiple 

identities and networks in which technical consultants were involved, may create strong 

beliefs about the ability to obtain job alternatives. Micha, Torgny and Jonas’ exits can 
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be described as triggered by received unsolicited job offers (Lee et al, 2008) from 

members of occupational (professional) network.  

Mattias’ job search and reputation at the former client CLIENT_A. which in this case 

can be defined as part of the occupational network, resulted in a  job offer. The case of 

Mattias also supported by Steel (2002) cited in Maertz and Griffeth, (2004) who claim 

that beliefs about better work outcome with a new employer can cause a decision to quit, 

regardless of the fact that the employee has a strong and affective attachment to 

organisation.  

 

 

5.1.6 Normative forces 

 

The voluntary turnover decision has a great impact on family, friends and colleagues 

outside the organisation (Maetz and Griffeth, 2004). Out of the four cases, only one 

informant expressed the role of his family in the decision to quit (Mattias).  

However, colleagues outside the consultancy and friends, who shared the same 

occupational identity, formed normative forces in two cases.  Micha’s former superior 

from the client organisation and Torgny’s friend were expecting them to join their 

companies. Micha stressed that commitment to a person in the occupational network 

became one of the reasons why he left the consultancy. 

Unlike Alvesson (2000), the empirical results did not show that client identity forms 

normative forces towards quitting. 
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5.1.7 Moral forces 

 

Technical consultants belong to a group of employees who work under a new 

psychological contract (Sullivan, 1999). Theory states that for this reason decreased 

employee loyalty and increased worker cynicism is common. The empirical results 

supported it and showed that the studied technical consultants express the point of view 

that “changing jobs is good” (Maertz, Griffeth, 2004). Jonas, Mattias and Michas’ 

employment stories with multiple employers illustrate it. Torgny put it as “…four years 

with one employer felt like a lot and I did not want to get stuck with one organization”.  

 

 

5.1.8 Constituent forces 

 

Maertz and Griffth (2004) and Alvesson (2000) claim that relationships with individuals 

and groups in the organization have a strong impact on voluntary turnover.  

This statement is supported partly by Torgny’s story. Giving reasons for his departure 

from A.Consulting, Torgny mentioned: “…it was time. When lots of people left the 

consultancy, some found different employers, some started working at CLIENT_A., 

some changed place of living. I lost colleagues whom I like, and this pushed me to start 

thinking that maybe I should find something else too”; though he did not consider it a 

major reason for leaving the consultancy.  On the other hand, attachment to people in 

the organisation was motivating Mattias towards staying. 

However, empirical results showed that group identity did not affect formation of 

constituent forces in studied cases, unlike Swart (2007) and Alvesson (2000) stated. 
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5.2 Study results 

This section presents answers for the research question and two sub-questions.  

The meaning of voluntary turnover among technical consultants can be described with 

the “8 forces” framework. The eight forces which partly or wholly motivate quitting or 

staying presented by Maertz and Griffeth (2004), were detected in the turnover stories.  

Table 5.1 present the results of analyses and show which forces have been spotted in the 

voluntary turnover stories.  The forces vary among the studied technical consultants. 

Additionally, the empirical evidence demonstrated that the conceptual framework, to 

give insight into the voluntary turnover of technical consultants, should pay attention to 

the new sources of “events, memories and other cognition” (Maertz and Griffeth, 2004, 

p.669), which can cause thoughts about rationality of membership in consultancy.   

These sources are 1.) Perceived belongingness to multiple networks (Alvesson, 2000), 

especially based on professional, client and team (project group) identities; and 2.) 

Close interaction with client, which creates new perceived promises and increases the 

risk of not fulfilling them and turnover.  

The empirical study showed that multiple social identities play an essential role in 

forming such forces as affective, calculative, alternative and normative. Perceived 

promises motivated quitting through contractual forces. The empirical study showed 

that perceived promises can be derived not only from the employing organisation, but 

also from the client organisation.  In table 5.1, the influence of social identities and 

perceived promises are marked with (x). 

Informant 

Forces 

Torgny Mattias Micha Jonas 

Affective forces stay 

(x)quit 

stay stay quit 
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Calculative forces quit quit  

(x)quit 

 

(x)quit 

Contractual forces quit n/a  

(x)quit 

n/a 

 

Behavioural forces  

(x)quit 

stay  

(x)stay 

quit 

Alternative forces (x)quit (x)quit (x)quit (x)quit 

Normative forces  

(x)quit 

quit  

(x)quit 

n/a 

Moral forces quit quit quit quit 

Constituent forces quit stay n/a n/a 

Table 5.1. Motivational forces toward quitting or staying in technical consulting 

organisation according to classification by Maertz and Griffeth (2004) and including 

observed mediating role of two hypothetical constructs (x). 

 

As seen from the table, voluntary turnover of technical consultants is described by 

different forces. Consequently it is impossible to pinpoint shared common meanings 

behind voluntary turnover, partly because of the small sample. The only match among 

all the consultants is the effect of the alternative and moral forces. That can be explained 
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by shared occupational identity and favourable employment conditions on the technical 

consulting services market. This supports Alvessons (2000)’s discussion. 

Furthermore, a feeling of belonging to the client organisation affected the affective 

(Torgny), calculative (Micha and Jonas) and behavioural (Torgny and Micha) forces 

and motivated quitting. However no common pattern has been spotted. Only in one 

among all the situations listed above does the deliberation involving client’s identity 

mediate staying.   

Technical consultants showed signs of occupational identity. They felt both belonging 

to the group of engineers in general and technical consultants, while working in the 

consulting organisation. Nevertheless, belongingness to these networks affect the 

alternative, normative forces and even moral forces, which create a bigger freedom to 

quit from the consulting organisation.(Alvesson, 2000) 

Organisational identity is normally associated with a drive to stay with the organisation 

(Scott et al, 1999). The empirical study supported this statement (the effect on affective 

forces). Moreover, it was observed that an organisational identity in technical 

consultancy is seen as strongly linked to people in the consultancy and a “feeling of 

doing things together”.  

An identity with a group both at the client level and at the consultancy is sometimes 

perceived to some extent as overlapping with organisational identity and client identity 

in the studied cases, which made it difficult to detect their role in the decision to quit.  

Thus, the answer to the question which aims to find out the role of multiple social 

identities in the decision to quit is that a feeling of belongingness to different networks 

can create both conditions for voluntary turnover and staying with the consultancy. 

Although in majority of the studied cases, close interaction between technical 

consultants and clients affected motivational forces determining voluntary turnover. In 

conclusion, a client identity and an occupational identity were spotted as influencing 

motivational forces prompting either towards quitting or staying. 

Furthermore, perceived promises and their fulfilment to some extent mediate voluntary 

turnover affecting contractual forces in the studied cases. Non-fulfilment of some of 
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these promises leads to deliberation of membership rationality in consultancy. Moreover, 

technical consultants receive promises not only from consultancies, but in some cases 

from clients. As long as the consulting organisation cannot control such promises, 

turnover decisions may not be addressed properly. 
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Chapter 6 Conclusion and Implication 
 

 

 

This chapter presents the overview of the master thesis, addresses the main findings and 

suggests recommendations for companies and future researchers. 

 

 

6.1 Conclusions 

 

Voluntary turnover is a recurring problem in organisational life. The body of research 

on voluntary turnover, developed during more than fifty years, is vast, but none of the 

models, frameworks, theories can explain voluntary turnover entirely.  

 New types of workforces (e.g. knowledge workers) and non-traditional employment 

arrangements (e.g. consultants) require new approaches for studying voluntary turnover.  

The aim of this thesis was to gain new insight into the problem of voluntary turnover 

from the employee perspective in the rarely-studied context of technical consulting.  

Understanding the meaning behind the experience of voluntary turnover was 

strengthened and broadened with two hypothetical constructs: multiple social identities 

and perceived promises.   

One of the recent researches on voluntary turnover introduces eight motivational forces 

determining staying or quitting (Maertz and Griffeth, 2004) and looking at voluntary 

turnover as a process. This thesis utilises the “8 forces” framework (Maertz and Griffeth, 

2004) for analysing reported reasons for voluntary turnover and looking for meaning 

behind the experience of voluntary turnover.  

After having conducted the research, it can be stated that the “8 forces” framework, 

which originally describes turnover of a more traditional employee, can be used for 
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analyses of technical consultants’ voluntary turnover. Although the framework should 

be extended in order to grasp different sources affecting motivational forces to quit 

which are peculiar for the technical consultants.   

In almost all the studied cases, all eight forces were detected. The combinations of 

forces vary and are peculiar to each technical consultant. 

It was found that multiple identities of technical consultants, mostly the client identity 

and the occupational identity, can mediate motivational mechanisms in deliberation 

towards quitting from a consultancy. 

Secondly, even though unfulfilled promises have only a modest effect on the decision to 

quit (Lapalme et al, 2011),  in the case of technical consultants, unfulfilled promises 

should be treated carefully for the reason that technical consultants develop the 

triangulation of psychological contract, which results in the technical consultancy being 

unable to control eventual broken promises from the client organisation. 

 

 

6.2 Implications 

 

The findings presented in the thesis can be used for advancing voluntary turnover 

research in management practice. The study has some limitations listed in chapter 3, 

though it has some strengths which allow the highlighting of possible implications.  

 

 

6.2.1 Implication for theory 

 

Looking for answers, the study brings a reader to a growing and poorly studied 

technical consulting industry. In this context, visible gaps in the voluntary turnover 
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theory were highlighted and addressed. Through analyses of the literature and the 

empirical data the conceptual framework by Maertz and Griffeth (2004) was studied and 

complemented with the constructs of multiple social identities and multiple perceived 

promises in order to understand voluntary turnover among technical consultants.  

 

 

6.2.2 Implication for practice 

 

Through understanding the voluntary turnover reasoning of technical consultants and 

acknowledging the mediating role of social identities and perceived promises, technical 

consultancies and human resource managers can allocate resources more effectively and 

reduce unnecessary employee turnover. 

 

 

6.2.3 Implication for future research 

 

It is hoped that the results of this thesis will stimulate future research. One suggestion 

could be to do an extended test of the “8 forces” framework based on a larger sample. 

Besides this, it would be interesting to see how multiple identities of technical 

consultants may motivate staying in a consulting firm. 

Moreover, the study did not pay attention to the differences between consulting 

organisations, which can also affect voluntary turnover decision and studied 

hypothetical constructs. 
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