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Abstract 
The purpose of this paper is to trace McGregor’s X-Y theory and its relationship with 
fulfillment of psychological contract. This is a review article relying on literature reviews and 
synthesizing concepts and ideas from related sources. McGregor’s X-Y theory is a natural rule 
for managing people. McGregor’s ideas suggest that there are two fundamental approaches 
to managing people. Theory X management style generally get poor results compare with 
managers use theory Y, which produces better performance and results, and allows people 
to grow and develop. This paper argues that Theory Y managers are the effective leaders who 
could fulfill the psychological contract of employees. Therefore, psychological contract 
fulfillment is closely related to theory Y management’s style. Furthermore a modern idea of 
management style; the autocratic style of management is closely related to traditional 
McGregor’s theory X and the democratic is related to Theory Y management style.  This area 
of study is suggested for future research. 
Keywords: Theory X, Theory Y, Management Style, Psychological Contract, Psychological 
Contract fulfillment. 
 
1.0 Introduction 
 
Generally, the study of Psychological interaction between the management of an organization 
and the subordinate employees are very wide. Before considering distribution of works, an 
organization must decide from the outset how to deal with employees. In order to lead to 
improved performance for the company and possibly to improved employee relations, a 
strong understanding of the relationship should be practiced. Thus, numerous theories have 
been designed related to the psychological interaction between the management of an 
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organization and the subordinate employees. Theory X and Y which deals with the 
motivational factors that influence employee behavior was one of the theories. Since Theory 
X and Y dealing with a complete system of interaction, similar to how a physical model 
simulates the behavior of a physical system, Theory X and Y considered as ‘models’. Douglas 
McGregor is the one who constructed Theory X and Y in the 1960s. 
 
Theory X and Y created by McGregor has been a valid basic principle from which to develop 
positive management style and techniques. McGregor's ideas suggest that there are two 
fundamental approaches to managing people. Several managers influenced by theory x, and 
generally get poor results. On the other hand, liberal managers use theory y, which produces 
better performance and results, and allows people to grow and develop. 
  
Moreover, McGregor’s concept relatively relate to modern understanding of the 
Psychological Contract, which provides several ways to appreciate the unhelpful nature of X-
Theory leadership, and the useful constructive beneficial nature of Y-Theory leadership. The 
aim of this research is to review and synthesizing concepts and ideas from related sources 
relying on literature reviews to argue that there is a relationship between Theory X, Theory Y 
management style with fulfillment of Psychological Contract. 
 
2.0 Literature review 
 
Theory X and Theory Y was an idea devised by Douglas McGregor in his book “The Human 
Side of Enterprise” 1960. It encapsulated a fundamental distinction between management 
styles and has formed the basis for much subsequent writing on the subject. 
 
2.1 Theory X  
 
In the first few decades of the 20th century Theory X is the style that predominated in business 
after the mechanistic system of scientific management had swept everything away. Theory X 
is an authoritarian style where the emphasis is on “productivity, on the concept of a fair day's 
work, on the evils of feather-bedding and restriction of output, on rewards for performance 
(Tim Hindle 2003). Latterly Theory X has been considered as a negative way of dealing with 
employees. In this theory its assume that employees are, by nature, reluctant to fulfill the 
obligations of their job and instead will find ways to avoid work or otherwise reduce their 
work output in a bid to expend the least amount of effort possible. When there is more 
motivated management staff and owners urge the employees into making them work, the 
company will be successful and have productive employees as conceived by Theory X. In order 
to detect attempts by the staff to avoid work it is demanded a strict control and monitoring 
of behavior. The authority must keep a careful eye out for sabotaging effects by self-
interested employees and find the cause of disruptions, handing out penalties in the belief 
that a sincere wish to avoid responsibility is the root cause for the majority of trouble. 
 
2.2 Theory Y  
 
Theory Y is a participative style of management which “assumes that people will exercise self-
direction and self-control in the achievement of organizational objectives to the degree that 
they are committed to those objectives”. It is management's main task in such a system to 
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maximize that commitment (Tim Hindle 2003). In many ways, Theory Y is, the diverse to that 
of Theory X. Rather than taking the view that employees must be forced to do what 
management want and that they will not, under any circumstances, do anything beneficial for 
the company under their own direction, Theory Y states that employees actually become 
more productive when more trust and responsibility is delegated to them. According to 
Theory Y, employees do wish to work and be productive and the act of doing well at work is 
itself a strong motivator. Moreover if the employee’s will seek responsibility and ways to be 
productive, if they are allowed to do so. Regarding to Charles M. Carson, (2005), McGregor 
theory Y stands in a unique place in management history and advocated a heightened 
awareness of management's responsibility for the human side of employer-employee 
relations. 
 
In a nutshell, according to McGregor: “Man is a wanting animal and as soon as one of his 
needs is satisfied, another appears in its place. McGregor urged companies to adopt Theory 
Y. Only it, he believed, could motivate human beings to the highest levels of achievement. 
Theory X merely satisfied their lower-level physical needs and could not hope to be as 
productive.  
 
2.3 Psychological Contract Fulfillment 
 
The employment relationship has undergone a number of significant changes in recent years. 
In large part, this transformation has been brought about by the increasing globalization of 
business, by the dramatic rise in the number of mergers, restructurings, and layoffs, and by 
the increasing rate of change that permeates all of organizational life today (Kissler, 1994; 
McLean Parks & Kidder, 1994). As a result of these events, psychological contracts have 
become increasingly important in helping to define the contemporary employment 
relationship.  
 
Psychological contracts consist of the beliefs employees hold regarding the terms and 
conditions of the exchange agreement between themselves and their organizations 
(Robinson, Kraatz & Rousseau, 1994; Rousseau, 1989). Particularly, psychological contracts 
are comprised of the obligations that employees believe their organization owes them and 
the obligations the employees believe they owe their organization in return. Psychological 
contract breach arises when an employee perceives that his or her organization has failed to 
fulfill one or more of the obligations comprising the psychological contract (Morrison & 
Robinson, 1997; Robinson, 1996). 
 
Recent research has investigated that psychological contract breach has cause negative 
consequences of (or violation) on employee attitudes and behaviors (e.g., Robinson, 1996; 
Robinson & Morrison, 1995a; Robinson & Rousseau, 1994; Turnley & Feldman, 1999a). This 
literature suggests that psychological contract breach results in a wide array of negative 
outcomes, including reduced job satisfaction, reduced trust in the organization, increased 
cynicism about organizational life in general, and increased intent to quit.  
 
Thus, it is important to determine whether psychological contract fulfillment is related to 
management style. The goal of this research is to focus on the relationship between 
psychological contract fulfillment and management style of organization. In specific, this 
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study is to review and synthesizing concepts and ideas from related sources relying on 
literature reviews to argue that there is a relationship between Theory Y management style 
with fulfillment of Psychological Contract. 
 
3.0 Discussion  
 
Based from the literature review, Douglas McGregor proposed, in 1960, 2 types of managers. 
Generally the ‘Theory X’ perceptions are that the employees lazy and need to be closely 
monitored and comprehensive control systems are needed. On the other hand, ‘Theory Y’ 
managers are opposite where they assumes  employees are ambitious, enjoy work and are 
more productive if given the freedom to shine. This shows that the managers who use ‘Theory 
Y’ are positive people while manager who uses ‘Theory X’ are negative people. 
 
Chris Argyris was also introduced the Psychological Contract 1960. In 1989, Denise Rousseau 
defined the Psychological Contract as, “the beliefs individuals hold regarding the terms and 
conditions of the exchange agreement between themselves and their organizations”. In other 
words, what they believe they owe the organisation and what the organisation owes them. 
 
The Psychological Contract only really came back to prominence in the 1990s as a result of 
the economic downturn which led to mergers, restructures and down-sizing while before that 
it was kept a low profile during the 70’s and 80’s. The only changes that followed is in how 
staff viewed and felt towards their employers. Inge Van den Brande, said that the 
Psychological Contract helped describe those changes, and therefore its profile was raised. 
 
As we find ourselves in the next economic downturn on from the one in the 1990s, it is worth 
reflecting on both these models. From an organisational perspective, are they Theory X or 
Theory Y manager (or member of staff)? Will the organisation need to adapt their preferred 
Theory as the financial crisis bites, and if so, how will they handle this? And will they need to 
amend their Psychological Contract with their organisation or their staff? The most important 
is whether theory X managers helps to fulfill the psychological contract or Theory Y managers 
of their employees. 
 
Furthermore, a modern idea of management style from Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute 
categorized management style into two main contrasting styles, autocratic and 
permissive. Additionally, ManagerialSkills.org also categorized management styles divided in 
the main categories of autocratic, paternalistic, and democratic and this idea further 
developed by Robert Tannenbaum and Warren H. Schmidt (1958, 1973).Robert Tannenbaum 
and Warren H. Schmidt (1958, 1973) argued that the style of leadership is dependent upon 
the prevailing circumstance; therefore leaders should exercise a range of management styles 
and should deploy them as appropriate. So, Management Style can be defined as a 
characteristic ways of making decisions and relating to subordinates in working place. 
 
Based on modern idea of management style, the autocratic style of management is closely 
related to traditional McGregor’s theory X and the democratic is related to Theory Y 
management style. An autocratic management style is one where the manager makes 
decisions unilaterally, and without much regard for subordinates and it will reflect the 
opinions and personality of the manager, which in turn can project an image of a confident, 
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well managed business .The democratic style of manager allows the employees to take part 
in decision-making: therefore everything is agreed upon by the majority. The communication 
is extensive in both directions from employees to leaders and it is vice-versa. As Psychological 
Contract needs a sets of dynamics for the relationship and defines the detailed practicality of 
the work to be done, we can conclude that Psychological Contract closely have relationship 
with Theory Y management style.  
 
In a nutshell, McGregor’s ideas suggest that there are two fundamental approaches to 
managing people. Several managers used theory x, and generally get poor results. In order to 
produce better performance and results and allows people to grow and develop, 
knowledgeable managers use theory y. McGregor’s brainstorm relatively relate to modern 
understanding of the Psychological Contract, which provides several ways to appreciate the 
unhelpful nature of X-Theory leadership, and the useful constructive beneficial nature of Y-
Theory leadership. It shows that Theory Y managers are the effective leaders who could fulfill 
the psychological contract of employees. 
 
4.0 Conclusion 
 
Theory X-Y by McGregor is one of the easy ways to conduct people with natural rules, in daily 
business which goes through pressure. The concept of McGregor says that there are two 
fundamental approaches to managing people. Several managers influenced by theory x, and 
generally get poor results. On the other hand, liberal managers use theory y, which produces 
better performance and results, and allows people to grow and develop. Theory Y managers 
are the effective leaders who could fulfill the psychological contract of employees. It’s 
believed that mainly Theory Y management’s style is about psychological contract fulfillment 
and this area of study is suggested for future research. 
 
Acknowledgement 
 
I would like to thank to my PhD advisor Dr Che Supian Mohamad Nor who worked hard to 
design this paper 
 
References 
 
Charles M. Carson, (2005) "A historical view of Douglas McGregor's Theory Y", Management 
Decision, Emerald Group Publishing Limited, Vol. 43 Iss: 3, pp.450 - 460 
"Exploring Different Management Styles". ManagerialSkills.org. Retrieved 27 March 2013. 
 
Kissler, G. D. 1994. The new employment contract. Human Resource Management, 33: 335–
352. 
 
Lorsch, J. and Morse, J., “Beyond Theory Y”, Harvard Business Review, May–June 1970 
 
"Management Styles". Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute. Retrieved 27 March 2013. 
 
McGregor, D., “Leadership and Motivation: Essays”, MIT Press, 1966; 1969 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democratic
http://www.managerialskills.org/management-styles/
http://harvardbusinessonline.hbsp.harvard.edu/b02/en/common/item_detail.jhtml?id=70307&referral=2342
http://www.rpi.edu/dept/advising/free_enterprise/business_structures/management_styles.htm
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/026263015X/theeconomists-20


 
 
 
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 
Vol. 3 , No. 5 2013, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2013 
 

537 
 

McGregor, D., “The Human Side of Enterprise”, McGraw-Hill, 1960; annotated edn, McGraw-
Hill, 2006 
 
McLean Parks, J., & Kidder, D. A. 1994. “Till death us do part . . .”: Changing work relationships 
in the 1990s.Trends in Organizational Behavior, 1: 111–136. 
 
Morrison, E.W., & Robinson, S. L. 1997. When employees feel betrayed: A model of how 
psychological contract violation develops. Academy of Management Review, 22: 226–256. 
 
Robinson, S. L., Kraatz, M. S., & Rousseau, D. M. 1994. Changing obligations and the 
psychological contract: A longitudinal study. Academy of Management Journal, 37: 137–152. 
 
Robinson, S. L. 1996. Trust and breach of the psychological contract. Administrative Science 
Quarterly, 41:574–599. 
 
Robinson, S. L., &Morrison, E.W. 1995a. Psychological contracts and OCB: The effect of 
unfulfilled obligations on civic virtue behavior. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 16: 289–
298. 
 
Robinson, S. L., & Rousseau, D. M. 1994. Violating the psychological contract: Not the 
exception but the norm.Journal of Organizational Behavior, 15: 245–259. 
 
Rousseau, D. M. 1989. Psychological and implied contracts in organizations. Employee 
Responsibilities and RightsJournal, 2: 121–139. 
 
Tim Hindle 2003, Guide to Management Ideas and Gurus”, The Economist (Profile Books; 322 
pages; £20). 
 
Townsend, R., “Up the Organisation”, Michael Joseph, 1970; reprinted as “Further Up the 
Organisation”, Coronet, 1985 
 
Turnley, W. H., & Feldman, D. C. 1999a. The impact of psychological contract violations on 
exit, voice, loyalty, and neglect. Human Relations, 52: 895–922. 
 
 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0071462228/theeconomists-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0340149868/theeconomists-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0340377577/theeconomists-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0340377577/theeconomists-20

