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Abstract

Purpose – Despite the increasing attention of organizational commitment in the management
literature, most studies predominantly focus on full-time workers in traditional work settings.
This paper examined the antecedents of organizational commitment among casual academics working
in the tertiary education sector in Australia.

Design/methodology/approach – A questionnaire survey was developed and distributed to casual
academics working in a large Australian public university.

Findings – Analysis of the data shows that personal characteristics (gender, marital status, family
responsibilities and education), job-related characteristics (supervisor support, co-worker support, role
clarity and resource availability) and job involvement characteristics (tenure, second job and
post-graduate study at the employing university) all impact on organizational commitment.

Research limitations/implications – Australian tertiary institutions are prominent employers of
casual workers, however, very little is known about the work behavior of this group of academics.
The results of this study highlight important directions for implementing strategies to increase casual
academic’s organizational commitment. Organization commitment is important because it is known
association with other important organizational variables such as turnover, absenteeism and work
effort.

Originality/value – Given the increasing reliance on casual academics in tertiary institutions, this
study provides the first step in better understanding the factors that affect the organization
commitment of casual academics.

Keywords Job satisfaction, Australia, Universities, Flexible labour

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Intense international competition fuelled by globalization has prompted a number of
changes in the way work is organized and the way people are deployed. One significant
area of workplace change is the increased use of flexible employment practices,
particularly the increased use of temporary/casual workers in organizations. Improved
efficiency and productivity were the anticipated outcomes of implementing flexible
employment practices (Hartman and Bambacas, 2000). A number of researchers,
however, have raised concerns about the level of employee loyalty and commitment
that can be expected in an environment of less secure and shorter term employment
contracts (e.g. McClurg, 1999; Hartman and Bambacas, 2000; Gallagher and Sverke,
2005). Organizational commitment in this context remains important because of its
potential effect on employees’ identification with the organization’s goals, the desire to
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retain membership with the organization and the level of effort exerted (Meyer and
Allen, 1997; Hartman and Bambacas, 2000; Jaramillo et al., 2005; Van Breugel et al.,
2005).

Prominent users of casual workers in Australia are tertiary educational institutions.
Universities in Australia rely heavily on casual academic staff who are employed
during (usually) the 13 week semesters to conduct tutorial classes. Owing to labor laws
in Australia, casual academic staff are generally limited to teaching a maximum of six
hours per week at any one institution, and therefore, frequently work at more than one
institution. Very few empirical investigations have examined organizational
commitment among temporary workers (including casual, casual and part-time
workers) in Australia. Furthermore, empirical research examining organizational
commitment among temporary workers in tertiary educational institutions, in
particular, is indeed scant. The aim of this study, therefore, is to explore the
antecedents of organizational commitment among casual academics working in
Australian universities.

Theory development and hypotheses
Organizational commitment represents a psychological attachment to the employing
organization, and according to Allen and Meyer (1990), may take different forms. Two
well-accepted dimensions of commitment are affective and continuance commitment.
Allen and Meyer (1990, p. 1) define affective commitment as “employee’s emotional
attachment to, identification with, and involvement in the organization” and
continuance commitment refers to “commitment based on costs that employees
associate with leaving the organization.” Normative commitment (an employee’s
feelings of obligation to remain with the organization) was not included in the study
because there is less support for this commitment dimension in the literature (Iverson
and Buttigieg, 1999).

Academics and human resource practitioners alike maintain a keen interest in
organizational commitment because of its association with desirable outcomes, such as
reduced absenteeism, reduced turnover, and improved job performance (Mathieu and
Zajac, 1990; Meyer and Allen, 1997; Iverson and Buttigieg, 1999; Jaramillo et al., 2005).
Whilst the link between organizational commitment and various outcome indicators
has been well established, antecedent conditions for organizational commitment is less
well understood. Prior research investigating the antecedents of organizational
commitment (Steers, 1977; Mathieu and Zajac, 1990; Iverson and Buttigieg, 1999;
McClurg, 1999), suggests three categories of predictors relevant to the current study:
personal characteristics, job-related factors and job involvement factors.

Personal characteristics
Personal or demographic characteristics have been one of the most commonly tested
antecedents of organizational commitment. Personal characteristics included in our
model are gender, education level, marital status and family responsibilities.

Marital status and/or family responsibilities, often referred to as kinship
responsibilities, have been associated with organizational commitment (Hrebiniak
and Alutto, 1972; Angle and Perry, 1983; Mottaz, 1988; Iverson and Buttigieg, 1999).
The extent to which an individual depends on one’s income would influence the extent
to which an employee feels locked into an organization and, therefore, employees with
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greater kinship responsibilities would be more reliant on the organization to fulfill their
financial needs (Angle and Perry, 1983; Iverson and Buttigieg, 1999). According to this
theory, academics who are married and who have greater family responsibilities
(e.g. more children) would more likely have higher levels of affective and continuance
commitment (Hackett et al., 1994; Iverson, 1992). Alternatively, consistent with the
work/family conflict literature (Byron, 2005), academics with increased family
obligations may choose to resolve their conflict by choosing to favor family needs first
over organizational needs (Iverson and Buttigieg, 1999). Kinship would, therefore, have
a negative association with commitment.

Gender and organizational commitment research has also produced inconsistent
results. For example, Wahn’s (1998) study among human resource executives found
that women showed a higher continuance commitment than men, whereas Ngo and
Tsang (1998) found no significant relationship between gender and commitment.
Further, a meta-analytic study by Mathieu and Zajac (1990) found that women are
more affectively committed to the organization than men.

Education level has been inversely correlated with organizational commitment
(Angle and Perry, 1983; Mathieu and Zajac, 1990; Tansky et al., 1997; Wahn, 1998).
Highly educated individuals are likely to have higher expectations that the
organization may be unable to meet, thereby reducing their affective commitment
(Tansky et al., 1997). Further, when employees have higher levels of education, it may
be more difficult for the organization to provide sufficient rewards (as perceived by the
individual) to equalize the exchange. Prior research has shown that education is
specifically associated with continuance commitment (Allen and Meyer, 1990; Angle
and Perry, 1983; Meyer and Allen, 1997). Those with low education levels may be
unlikely to have skills transferable to other organizational settings (Allen and Meyer,
1990) and, therefore, education has been found to be negatively related to continuance
commitment (Mathieu and Zajac, 1990; Wahn, 1998; McClurg, 1999).

Given the equivocal results for many of the personal characteristics, the hypothesis
for this group of variables is stated in the null form:

H1. Personal characteristics of casual academics (gender, partner status, family
responsibilities, education) will not be associated with continuance (H1a) and
affective (H1b) commitment.

Job-related characteristics
Job-related characteristics also influences organizational commitment and refer to
practices used by the employer to assist the employee to understand the job or work
role. These practices broadly increase the clarity of the job by providing structure
and formality and provide feedback to employees (Steers, 1977; McClurg, 1999).
We considered four job-related characteristics, supervisor support, co-worker support,
role clarity and access to resources.

The study by Eisenberger et al. (1986) showed that employees’ organization
commitment is strongly influenced by perceived (generalized) organizational support.
Employees are more likely to feel an obligation to return the supportive behavior in
terms of affective commitment (Shore and Wayne, 1993). Further, Mottaz’s (1988) study
of 1,385 employees from various occupations found that employees who perceived a
friendly and supportive relationship with their co-workers and supervisors had
a strong, positive commitment to their respective organizations.
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In the case of casual academics, supervisors (usually the lecturer-in-charge of the
subject) and co-tutors usually provide the point of primary support, information and
feedback for the job. Strong support from supervisors and co-workers is likely to not
only increase the clarity of the job but also signal care, concern and support for the
casual academic. Thus, the academic’s commitment is likely to be enhanced.

Role clarity refers to the degree to which role expectations are clear and well
understood (Rizzo et al., 1970). Rizzo et al. (1970) found that role clarity was positively
related to employees’ expressions of job desirability and negatively related to
employees’ likelihood of leaving the job. Further, Morris and Steer’s (1980) study
supports the association between the presence of written rules and procedures (which
increases role clarity) and workers’ organizational commitment.

Finally, access to resources can be a very important job-related characteristic
affecting the casual academic’s organizational commitment. Firstly, access to resources
reflects an organization’s commitment and support to the casual worker which is likely
to be reciprocated (Angle and Perry, 1983). Secondly, access to resources equips the
worker with the necessary means to complete tasks effectively and with ease,
enhancing the worker’s sense of control and self-efficacy (Spreitzer, 1996). In an
academic work setting this is likely to contribute to a connection and commitment to
the organization, particularly for casual academics who are often seen as only a
peripheral part of the organization. Within the university setting, access to resources
might include office space, photocopying facilities, stationary, administrative support
and use of computers. Access to such resources is likely to indicate to the casual tutor
that the organization values them, enhancing their organizational commitment.

Given the foregoing we hypothesize the following:

H2. Favorable job-related factors (supervisor support, co-worker support, role
clarity and resource availability) will be associated with higher casual
academics’ affective commitment.

Job involvement characteristics
Job involvement can be defined as the extent to which employees are involved with the
organization and feel integrated into the organization. Job involvement factors
included in this study are: organization tenure, whether the academic is studying at the
same university where he/she works and whether the academic works a second job.

Hrebiniak and Alutto’s (1972) study concluded that the number of year’s experience
(tenure) was the most important variable that impacted on organization commitment,
especially continuance commitment. According to the definition of continuance
commitment, any factor that accrues positive economic side-bets, such as organizational
tenure, should increase commitment, unless outweighed by associated negative factors.
Essentially, tenure provides an opportunity to develop a sense of belonging and a sense
of loyalty with the organization.

Working a second job is another job involvement characteristic potentially affecting
commitment. In Australian universities, generally, casual tutors work a maximum of
six hours/week. Often casual tutors work more than one job to supplement their
financial needs. This may result in the academic’s commitment being “divided”
between different organizations, diluting their commitment.

Most research examining “employees’ further studies” as an antecedent to
commitment have found an inverse relationship with commitment (McClurg, 1999).
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For example, Hrebiniak and Alutto’s (1972) study found that respondents (teachers)
who did not plan to further their education exhibited higher levels of organizational
commitment compared to respondents who had plans for further education. These
findings may not hold in the tertiary sector because academics frequently undertake
additional study at their place of work because it is a convenient way to fulfill an
academic’s qualification requirements of completing a masters or doctoral degree.
Studying at one’s place of work could contribute to the socialization of the casual
academics into the university; hence, a greater obligation to reciprocate can be
expected. This study-induced closer connection with the employing university is likely
to contribute to organizational commitment.

With respect to job involvement characteristics, it is hypothesized that:

H3. Job involvement factors (tenure and post-graduate study at the employing
university) will be associated with higher affective and continuance
commitment.

H4. The job involvement factor, second job, will be associated with lower affective
and continuance commitment.

Figure 1 summarizes the research model.

Research methodology
Sample
The study was conducted in a public Australian university that comprises 40 schools.
Questionnaires were distributed to 275 casual academics in eight of the schools by

Figure 1.
The effect of personal,

job-related, and job
involvement

characteristics on
organizational

commitment
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administrative co-coordinators who were not associated with the project.
The administrative co-coordinators were instructed carefully as to who should
complete the questionnaire (i.e. only casual staff involved in tutorial work). A covering
letter also outlined the criteria for the target respondents. Such staff work a maximum
of six teaching hours per week and are paid on an hourly basis in semester-length
contracts with no guarantee that the contracts will be renewed in the following
semester. Respondents were given a reply paid envelope to be returned to the
researcher. Thus, the researcher had no contact with respondents, to ensure their
anonymity. There were 78 questionnaires returned, or a 28 percent response rate.
Six questionnaires were deleted due to incomplete information, leaving a sample of 72.
A summary of participant characteristics is given in Table I.

Measures
Organizational commitment was measured using Meyer and Allen’s (1997)
Organizational Commitment Scale, which includes 23 items. A seven-point Likert scale
asked respondents to indicate agreement with each item. This instrument measures
the three main components of organizational commitment: affective, continuance, and
normative commitment.

Exploratory factor analysis of Meyer and Allen’s (1997) organizational commitment
measure, using a principal component analysis with varimax rotation for all three scales
(affective, continuance, and normative commitment), produced a five-factor model. The
criterion for extraction was Eigenvalue of .1. The first factor included five of the items
loading onto affective commitment and two of the normative commitment items.
Therefore, factor 1 was named affective commitment. This can be justified on the basis

Participant profile
Characteristic N Percent

Gender
Male 26 36
Female 46 64
Marital status
Single 35 48
Married/de facto relationship 37 52
Children
0-4 years 14 19
5-12 years 17 24
13 years and older 21 29
Spouse employed 31 44
Education
Completed an undergraduate degree 39 54
Completed a post-graduate degree (masters, Ph D) 23 32
Other 10 14
Tenure
Less than 1 year 32 44
1-3 years 27 37
More than 3 years 13 18
Studying at employing university 33 46
Second job 53 74

Table I.
Sample description
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that affective and normative commitment have been shown to be correlated (Allen and
Meyer, 1990; Iverson and Buttigieg, 1999). Factor 2 was named continuance commitment
because it primarily reflected items (eight out of nine) drawn from the continuance
commitment measure. These were the two commitment variables used in the study.

Personal characteristic variables included in this study were gender (male ¼ 0,
female ¼ 1), education (1 ¼ completed VCE (13 years schooling), 2 ¼ completed
undergraduate degree, and 3 ¼ completed post-graduate degree), partner status
(single ¼ 0, partnered relationship ¼ 1), and family commitments (no children ¼ 0,
presence of children ¼ 1).

Job-related factors included supervisor support, co-worker support, access to resources
and role clarity. Supervisory support was measured using a seven-item scale tapping into
characteristics of the relationship between supervisors (i.e. lecturer-in-charge of the
subject) and the casual academic (tutor). The instrument was based on Gaertner and
Nollen’s (1989) and Taylor and Bower’s (1972) measures. A sample question is “My
supervisor encourages me to give my best effort.” Co-worker support was assessed by a
single item “Other people in this university are willing to help when I have a problem.”

Access to resources was measured using a two-item measure, adapted from
Spreitzer (1996), “When I need additional resources to do my job at this university,
I can usually get them” and “I have access to the resources I need to do my job well.”
Role clarity was measured using a five-item scale from Rizzo et al. (1970) and included
the following sample question, “I know what my responsibilities are.”

Organizational involvement factors included working a second job (Yes ¼ 1 and
No ¼ 0), length of stay at current university (1 ¼ less than one year, 2 ¼ 1-3 years
and 3 ¼ more than 3 years) and undertaking post-graduate study at employing
university (Yes ¼ 1, No ¼ 0).

The mean, standard deviation and theoretical range for each of the variables are
shown in Table II. Table II also shows the Cronbach a reliability statistics for all
multi-item measures.

The correlation matrix for all dependent and independent variables is shown in
Table III.

Testing of hypotheses
To test the studies’ hypotheses, the sample was first split at the mean for
organizational commitment (continuance and affective) to create two sub-samples,

a Mean SD Theoretical range

Dependent variables
Affective commitment 0.83 27.47 9.72 7-49
Continuance commitment 0.85 24.67 11.54 8-56
Independent variables
Supervisory relationship 0.88 40.91 6.53 7-49
Co-worker relationship 5.89 0.96 1-7
Access to resources 0.83 10.17 3.16 2-14
Role clarity 0.83 25.24 6.08 5-35
Tenure 1.7 0.76
Education 1.64 0.74

Table II.
Alpha coefficient (a),

mean, standard deviation,
and data range of

dependent and
independent variables
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Table III.
Correlations of
organizational
commitment and
antecedent variables
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a high commitment and a low commitment samples. Differences in the means (and
their statistical significance) for the three categories of variables, personal
characteristics, job-related factors and job involvement factors across the high and
low commitment samples are presented in Tables IV–VII.

Referring to Table IV, the null hypothesis of H1 can be rejected with respect to
education and partner status. The means for education and partner status are higher in
the low continuance commitment sub-sample ( p , 0.05, p , 0.01, respectively)
indicating that more highly educated and married casual academics are less committed
to continuing with the university. Presence of children and gender were not associated
with continuance commitment.

Turning to Table V, the means for all job-related characteristics were higher in the
high affective commitment sub-sample (supervisor support p , 0.01; co-worker

Low continuance
commitment

(N ¼ 39)

High continuance
commitment

(N ¼ 33)
Personal characteristics M SD M SD t

Gender 0.66 0.48 0.67 0.48 0.08
Education 1.61 0.49 1.35 0.48 22.13 *

Partner status 0.69 0.47 0.29 0.46 23.44 * *

Children 0.54 0.51 0.42 0.50 20.99

Notes: *Differences significant at the 0.05 level; * *differences significant at the 0.01 level

Table IV.
Differences in academics’

personal characteristics
with high and low

continuance commitment

Low affective
commitment
(N ¼ 38)

High affective
commitment
(N ¼ 34)

Job-related characteristics M SD M SD t

Supervisor support 38.94 7.24 43.31 4.81 2.88 * *

Co-worker support 5.48 0.95 6.34 0.75 4.08 * *

Resources 9.02 3.33 11.47 2.35 3.43 * *

Role clarity 23.45 6.92 27.15 4.17 2.16 * *

Notes: *Differences significant at the 0.05 level; * *differences significant at the 0.01 level

Table V.
Differences in academics’
job-related characteristics

with high and low
affective commitment

Low
continuance
commitment

(N ¼ 39)

High
continuance
commitment

(N ¼ 33)
Job involvement characteristics M SD M SD t

Second job 0.86 0.35 0.68 0.48 21.82 *

Tenure 1.92 0.77 1.58 0.72 21.84 *

P/G study at employing university 0.22 0.42 0.68 0.47 4.16 * *

Notes: * Differences significant at the 0.05 level; * *differences significant at the 0.01 level

Table VI.
Differences in academics’

job involvement
characteristics with high

and low continuance
commitment
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support p , 0.01; access to resources p , 0.01; role clarity p , 0.01). These set of
results provide support for H2 such that favorable job-related characteristics are
positively associated with higher affective commitment on behalf of casual academics.

Referring to Tables VI and VII, the means for tenure were higher in both the low
continuance commitment ( p , 0.05) and the low affective commitment sub-samples
( p , 0.05). This results does not support H3 were it was predicted that longer tenure
would be associated with higher continuance and affective commitment. The means for
P/G study at the employing university were higher in both the high continuance
( p , 0.01) and high affective commitment ( p , 0.01) sub-samples, providing support
for H3. Studying a post-graduate degree at the place of work is associated with higher
commitment. Finally, as predicted in H4, the means for second job were higher in the
low continuance ( p , 0.05) and low affective commitment ( p , 0.05) sub-samples,
suggesting that working a second job lowers commitment.

Discussion
The purpose of this research was to explore antecedents of affective and continuance
commitment among an increasingly important group of casual workers – casual
academics working in tertiary educational institutions. The main findings were:

. higher education levels and marital (partner) status were associated with lower
continuance commitment;

. all job-related factors were associated with higher affective commitment;

. post-graduate study at the academic’s place of employment was associated with
higher continuance and affective commitment; and

. working a second job and longer tenure were associated with lower continuance
and affective commitment.

That higher education levels reduce commitment is consistent with previous research
in non-tertiary settings (e.g. Mathieu and Zajac, 1990; Tansky et al., 1997; Wahn, 1998).
More highly educated employees (academics in this case) are likely to perceive fewer
obstacles in finding alternative employment (at other universities or in industry) and
are, therefore, less likely to feel “locked into” the organization.

Partnered (married/de facto) casual academics were found to have lowered
continuance commitment. This result is inconsistent with previous findings such as
Hrebiniak and Alutto (1972), where married individuals were found to stay with the
organization for financial reasons. Perhaps, in this context, where the pay received is
not substantial (since a maximum of six hours only can be worked), leaving the

Low affective
commitment

(N ¼ 38)

High affective
commitment

(N ¼ 34)
Job involvement characteristics M SD M SD t

Second job 0.86 0.35 0.68 0.47 21.67 *

Tenure 1.91 0.78 1.59 0.71 21.76 *

Study at employing university 0.29 0.46 0.59 0.50 2.63 * *

Notes: *Differences significant at the 0.05 level; * * differences significant at the 0.01 level

Table VII.
Differences in academics’
job involvement
characteristics with high
and low affective
commitment
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organization to acquire another job is often an economic necessity. Indeed, this is found
to be the case since 74 percent of respondents stated they worked at another
organization (Table I). Also, 44 percent of all respondents who were partnered had
a partner who was currently employed. The partner’s income is likely to act as a
financial buffer by reducing the reliance on income from the current job thereby
reducing continuance commitment.

Results from this study show that job-related characteristics play a particularly
important role in the affective commitment of casual academics. Strong co-worker and
supervisor supports both contribute to affective commitment, highlighting the value of
these relationships to casual university staff. The supervisor is usually the
lecturer-in-charge of the subject for which the casual academic has been employed to
teach tutorials. A supervisor who offers support, shares concerns and provides useful
job-related information is likely to have a positive influence on casual academics’
organizational commitment. Likewise, the results from this study suggest that academic
co-workers provide mutual support for one another in terms of providing information and
assistance which in turn increases their sense of connection and commitment with the
university. Formal and informal socialization of new casual academics, as well as ongoing
forums to promote coworker interaction and communication, may further enhance the
sense of belonging and loyalty to the university. In the same vein, a mentoring program for
casual academics may also provide a forum for job-relevant information exchanges,
contributing to the organizational commitment of such academics.

Not unrelated to the above theme, our study found that increased information about
the job (role clarity) was associated with heightened affective commitment. The nature
of the casual academic’s job is such that they are often employed at short notice in
response to an unexpected increase in demand for a particular subject, may not have
worked at the university previously or might not have taught in the particular subject
previously. Documentation, such as job descriptions, is usually very sparse for casual
academics. Thus, any increase in direction and explanation with respect to job
responsibilities, rights and requirements is likely to increase the casual academics’
commitment to the organization. Role/job information may be communicated formally
by improving the documentation given to new staff. Alternatively or additionally, such
information can be communicated informally by the mechanisms suggested in the
previous paragraph, via co-workers and supervisors.

Access to resources, such as photocopying, computing facilities, printing, stationary
and office space can no doubt impact on the ability of casual academics to undertake
their work. Access to resources, however, also subtly communicates to the academic
their value to the organization. Lack of resources, or punitive attitudes towards the
distribution of such resources, can signal a lack of organization caring and
commitment to the casual academic, exacerbating the academics own organizational
affective commitment.

Post-graduate study with the employing university clearly enhances academics
affective and continuance commitment. Studying and working within the same
institution creates multiple commitments, and this may be compounded where the
casual academic is employed as a tutor by their PhD or master’s supervisor. Also
academics who are studying at their workplace may not be able to leave the university
because of the post-graduate study commitment, thereby contributing to continuance
commitment. With respect to affective commitment, it is likely that the values of these

Antecedents of
organizational

commitment

449



academics are more congruent with the values of the university, compared to casual
academics who are not studying. Studying casual academics have a far greater
opportunity to be inculcated with the organization’s values, norms and behaviors by
virtue of the greater intensity of their relationship with the organization and its
members. This may explain the link between academics studying at their place of work
and their greater connection and affective commitment toward the university. A clear
policy implication from this finding is the preferential hiring of the universities’
post-graduate students to undertake casual tutorial work.

As with most research, this study is subject to a number of potential limitations.
The outcomes of this study may not be able to be generalized to other universities since
the organizational culture may be very different in other universities. Given the
possible specialization of Australian universities into predominantly teaching or
research universities the results of this study may be less generalizable in the future. In
addition, even though a sample size of 72 is adequate for statistical analysis, caution
must be exercised in generalizing the findings beyond the associated hypothesis tests.
Finally, given the nature of the research model and methods we are unable to assess
definitively the causality between some of the variables. For example, employee’s
organization commitment could lead to greater support from the supervisor or greater
access to resources rather than the opposite causal direction argued in this paper.
Future research could employ different research methods to systematically investigate
the causal relationships proposed in our study.

Possible future directions for this research include investigating the role of casual
academics’ commitment to their supervisors, given the importance of this relationship
in the academic context. It is possible that supervisor commitment has a more
profound impact on other job-related outcomes (such as work effort) than
organizational commitment. Given the international nature of education today there
may be value in exploring commitment across national boundaries where academics
may hold different cultural values. Such differences in values may result in a different
set of antecedent conditions that affects commitment. Finally, this study did not
examine consequences of organizational commitment. Future research could further
develop a holistic model that incorporates both antecedent and consequences of
commitment.
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