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Much of the theoretical and empirical research devoted to affective organizational
commitment has been based on the assumption that this form of commitment develops
with tenure, displaying a rapid decrease after entry, followed later by a steady increase.
The present study used the cross-sequential design, advocated in the life-span development literature, to examine changes in commitment with tenure and found evidence for a
developmental trend in affective organizational commitment. However, contrary to theory
and past results, the developmental function indicated a steady, persistent decrease with
increasing tenure (from 1 to 9 and 15 to 19 years) in a sample of 479 Australian police
officers. This is the first study designed explicitly to examine how commitment changes
over an extended period of tenure, therefore replications are required to test for similar or
other nonconforming trends in other organizations. If persistent decreases in commitment,
resulting in low levels of commitment in groups of experienced employees, are found in
other organizations, managers will need to be aware that low commitment norms may
impact on new employees and will need advice on ways to improve commitment levels.
If different trends are found, the influence of various characteristics of the culture or
structure of organizations will need to be given greater consideration in theories devised
to explain the development of commitment. © 2000 Academic Press
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The study of employee attitudes to work has had a long and varied history.
Earliest studies concentrated on enhancing job satisfaction, but attention was
directed in the 1970s toward the impact of organizational commitment on
employee performance (Katzell & Austin, 1992). The first extensive theory of
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day, Porter, & Steers, 1982) and used the definition offered by Porter and Smith
(1970): “the strength of an individual’s identification with and involvement in a
particular organization, [which is] characterized by three factors: a strong belief
in, and acceptance of, the organization’s goals and values; a readiness to exert
effort on behalf of the organization; and a strong desire to remain a member of
the organization” (Mowday et al., 1982, p. 27).
Since that time there has been considerable interest in the study of organizational commitment, primarily because of reported relationships between this
variable and various indices of organizational efficiency and effectiveness.
Higher levels of employee commitment have been related to positive outcomes
for the employer such as lower levels of absenteeism, tardiness, and turnover
among employees and higher levels of individual performance (for a metaanalysis see Mathieu & Zajac, 1990). Although recent reconceptualizations of
commitment have highlighted the importance of differentiating the components
of commitment (i.e., affective, continuance, and normative, e.g., Meyer & Allen,
1991), the most consistent relationships have been found to be between affective
organizational commitment and various performance indices (Allen & Meyer,
1996). Consequently, managers have been particularly concerned with identifying how and why affective organizational commitment develops, thereby enabling them to identify mechanisms through which they can optimize the commitment levels of their employees, thereby improving organizational
effectiveness.
The issue of why affective commitment changes has been the subject of some
theoretical speculation and considerable empirical research. The majority of this
work has been concerned with identifying the antecedents of commitment (see
Mathieu & Zajac, 1990; Reichers, 1985) and has identified a range of factors that
may be responsible for individual differences in commitment levels (i.e., interindividual differences). This focus is interesting in view of the argument of both
Johns (1991) and Vandenberg and Self (1993) that it is inappropriate to try to
explain change in a measure over time without first demonstrating (as opposed
to assuming) that change actually occurs. In fact, the issue of how intraindividual
commitment changes with time has received little attention. The present study
was designed to address this issue.
Development of Affective Organizational Commitment
Mowday et al. (1982) addressed the issue of how commitment develops within
an individual by describing the process as a series of “self-reinforcing cycles of
attitudes and behaviors that evolve on the job and over time strengthen employee
commitment to the organization” (p. 47). The specific nature of the attitude and
the form of the cycle were not described. They went on to outline the different
antecedents that may influence individual levels of commitment at different
career stages (anticipation, initiation, and entrenchment), but failed to describe
the developmental trend that would result from their hypothesized developmental
process. Nonetheless, given the reference to strengthening of commitment over

