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Abstract 

Organisational socialisation (OS) is a critical process that all employees experience and the efficiency and 
effectiveness oft he OS process impacts on the individual 's ability to adjust and perform, as well as the organisation 's 
capacity to obtain employee commitment and retain stqff. The pwpose of this paper is to provide a review of the OS 
literature that examines the links between the OS process and important individual and organisational outcomes, in 
order to ident({y opportunities for further empirical research in this area. From a review of the literature undertaken, 
it was found that despite the strong arguments supporting the sign(licance of OS and its links to important individual 
and organisational outcomes. important knowledge 'gaps· exist in I he OS literature. These include knowledge on the 
relationship between pre-encounter and encounter soc:ialisation. the role of individual differences in newcomer 
adjustment. and the d((ferences in OS approaches between small and large firms. The review of the literature also 
found sign[ticam methodological weaknesses in the literature. For instance, lillle research has examined OS from an 
employer and employee perspective. The paper concludes with suggestions for further research in order to stimulate 
study into particular aspects of OS. 

Introduction 

New employment represents challenges for both the new 
employee and the organisation. The newcomer faces 
novel work and organisational situations that requires 
new knowledge and skills to adjust to these unfamiliar 
circumstances, whilst for the organisation the uncertainty 
newcomers experience increases the likelihood of labour 
mobili ty that impacts on retention (Filstad, 2004 ). This 
process of newcomer adjustment to their new work and 
organisational context, through learning the required 
knowledge, skill s and attitudes to function as fully 
effecti\'e and integrated members of the organisation, is 
referred to as organisational socialisation (OS) (e.g. 
Fisher, 1986; Van Maanen, 1978). 

The challenges of new employment for newcomers and 
organisations. together with the need to socialise 
newcomers as quickly and effectively as possible, are 

especially important when viewed against the 
background of changes in a competitive business 
environment. A combination of factors such as business 
process re-engineering, mergers, acquisitions 
outsourcing, downsizing and increasing usage of 
contingent workers is affecting the world of work and the 
nature of the employment relationship between employer 
and employee (Du Plessis, Beaver & Nel, 2006; Mi llward 
& Brewerton, 2000). 

Research undertaken into OS suggests that it is an 
important human resource management (HRM) practice, 
which can lead to successful individual and 
organisational outcomes (Cooper-Thomas and Anderson, 
2006). Several researchers have found that the indicators 
of OS success are reflected in desirable outcomes and the 
reduction in negative outcomes for both the newcomer 
and organisation (e.g., Bauer, Bodner, Erdogen, Truxillo 
& Tucker, 2007; Feldman, 1981; Saks&Ashforth, 1997; 
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Saks, Uggerslev & Fassina, 2006; Van Maanen & 
Schein, 1979). Organisational socialisation process 
variables that include role clarity, task mastery, social 
integration and organisational commitment are shown to 
consistently affect key organisational outcomes such as 
an organisation's ability to retain staff and employee 
perfonnance (Cooper-Thomas & Anderson, 2002; 
Fisher, 1986; Mitchell, Holtom, Lee, Sabblynski, & Erez, 
2001; Saks & Ashforth , 1997; Slattery, Selvarajan & 
Anderson, 2002). 

The purpose of this paper is to provide a review of the 
OS literature that examines the links between the OS 
process and important individual and organisational 
outcomes, in order to identifY opportunities for further 
empirical research in this area. The OS literature 
reviewed focuses on the nature and significance of OS, as 
well as the OS process and related outcomes. The roles of 
newcomers and socialisation agents in OS are also 
briefly reviewed. This paper also examines the small 
body of literature on OS in the context of small finns. 
The article concludes with suggestions for further 
research into certain aspects of OS. 

Literature Review 

Nature of Organisational Socialisation 

Defining OS has progressed from a general description 
of "learning the ropes" (Schein, 1968; Van Maanen, 
1978), to being defined as a learning process through 
which newcomers make the transition from 
organisational 'outsider' to effective participating and 
contributing 'insider ', while adjusting to their roles in 
the context of their new workplace environment (Bauer, 
et al. , 2007: Cooper-Thomas & Anderson. 2006: 
Feldman, 1976: Feldman. 1981 ). Although definitions of 
OS have developed over time. current conceptualisations 
and research (e.g. Cooper-Thomas & Anderson. 2006: 
Saks & Ashfor1h, 1997: Saks, et., 2006) continues to 
focus on the two key 'traditional ' aspects of OS, namely: 
(1) that it is a learning process: and (2) it concerns 
newcomer adjustment to their environments (e.g. 
Feldman, 1976; Jones: 1983; Jones; 1986: Louis; 1980; 
Van Maanen & Schein, 1979). OS is ubiquitous, 
occurring each and every time an employee crosses an 
external boundary (e.g. between two organisations) or an 
internal boundary (e.g. a departmental transfer within an 
organisation) (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979). Whenever 
this occurs, functionally, the individual is considered a 
' newcomer' , with ongoing learning crucial to successful 
adjustment of the new employee to the work environment 
(Van Maanen. 1978). 

Significance of Organisational Socialisation for 
Newcomers 

The importance of OS from a newcomer perspective 
needs to be viewed against the background of the 

expectations, uncet1ainty and stress that exists when an 
employee joins an organisation and the reality 
encountered when adjusting to new employment. 
Newcomers face work situations not previously 
experienced, they encounter values and norms they are 
unfamiliar with, are expected to fit in with new work 
colleagues and learn the ropes. New employees are 
required to acquire and develop attitudes and behaviow·s 
necessary to function as fully-fledged members of an 
organisation (Ardts, Jansen & Van der Velde, 2001 ). For 
the newcomer, the resultant indicators of successful 
socialisation include reduced stress and anxiety, better 
functioning in a new role, the increased ability to 
perform certain tasks and integration into a new working 
environment (Bauer, et al., 2007; Feldman, 1981: Saks & 
Ashforth, 1997; Saks, et al. , 2006: Van Maanen & 
Schein, 1979). These OS success indicators are also 
important for the organisation in achieving cenain OS 
outcomes. 

Sign(ficance of Organisational Socialisation for 
the Organisation 

The speedy and effective adjustment of the newcomer to 
new tasks, roles and organisational values and norms is 
of particular significance to the organisation because of 
the positive effects these variables have on the critical OS 
outcome of performance, as well as productivity and staff 
retention (i.e. tw·nover). Filstad (2004, p.403) 
emphasises the significance of OS by stating that: 

The focus on organisational socialisation and how 
new employment is a continuing challenge for the 
newcomer. organisations and society is important. 
and i'> a reminder of the consequences if we do not 
take these learning processes seriously. 

For the organisation, low turnover is frequently identified 
as being the most critical OS outcome (Cooper-Thomas 
& Anderson, 2006). The cost implications of turn m er 
are of primary concern for most organisations (Foote. 
2004). Newcomers who are a net drain on producti\'ity 
and incw- costs as they go through a learning cur\'e, 
whilst providing little in return, are a luxury that can be 
ill afforded and firms need to retain newcomers for 
sufficient time to at least warrant the outlay incurred 
(Rollag, Praise & Cross, 2005). Cooper-Thomas and 
Anderson (2006) emphasise the high direct costs 
(separation, replacement, trammg and general 
administration support costs) and indirect costs (lower 
productivity, reduced customer loyalty) related to the 
inability of organisations to retain staff. Turnover 
occurring soon after entering the organisation is 
especially costly (Dess & Shaw. 2001 ). as organisations 
have not yet obtained a return on investment on initial 
outlay in 

recruitment and selection, training and development, and 
remuneration, and replacement costs are high 
(Kammeyer-Mueller & Wanberg, 2003; Wanous, 1980). 
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These substantia l d irect and indi rect costs and the time 
organisations invest socialising new em ployees is an 
incentive to ensure that the OS processes are as effective 
and efficient as can be (Louis. Posner & Powell, 1983 ). 

As previously noted. various com mentators recognise the 
significance of OS for employees and organisations (e.g. 
Cooper-Thomas & Anderson, 2006: Saks, et al.. 2006) 
and there has been a marked increase in attent ion to the 
topic of OS (Ardts. et al.. 2001 ). 

Despite the significance of OS being recognised by 
various commentators, organisations are not always 
aware of the OS process and actual socialisation 
experiences newcomers are exposed to in their attempts 
to adjust to their environment (Cable & Parsons. 2001 ). 
Many organisations and employees weather the OS 
experience unconsciously, going through the process 
·blind!)·. unaware of its powerful influences and 
numerous long lasting effects (Kweisga & Bell. 2004). 

The Organisational Socialisation Process 

The socialisation process. where the nev. employee 
adapts from 'outsider· to ·insider·. commences prior to 
the employee joining the organisation (pre-employment), 
resumes when the newcomer statts employment and 
continues \\ith further adjusnnents and changes taking 
place until the newcomer becomes a fully integrated 
member of the organisation (Ardts, et al., 2001 ). The 
majority of theorists and researchers view OS as a 
multistage process consisting of three main phases 
(stages). with a range of activities and resultant outcomes 
(Fisher, 1986: Haski-Leventhal & Bargal, 2008). These 
phases are: an anticipatory phase that occw·s prior to 
organisational entry (pre-encounter): an accommodation 
(encounter) phase. when the newcomer enters the 
organisation, observes and experiences what the 
organisation is really like and where expectations and 
reality are tested: and lastly, an adaptation phase during 
which the newcomer adapts. settles in and relatively 
long-lasting change occurs (e.g. Alien, 2006; Ardts, et 
al., 200 I: Bauer. et al., 1998: Feldman, 1976: Feldman, 
1981: Filstad. 2004: Louis. 1980: Schein. 1978: Van 
Maanen: 1976). Griffeth. Alien and Barren (2006) 
designated these stages "gening in", "breaking in" and 
··settling in" respectively. Phase models outlining the OS 
process provide a systematic, theoretical framework to 
conduct further empirical research in the area of 
socialisation (Feldman. 1981 ). 

?re-encounter and Encounter Phases of the 
Organisational Socialisation Process 

The pre-encounter and encounter phases of the OS 
process are critical in determining newcomer adjustment, 
establishing the long lasting relationship between 
employee and employer and in achieving OS outcomes 
(Ashford & Black. 1996; Buckley, Fedor, Veres, Wiese 
& Carraher. 1998; Cooper-Thomas, Van Vianen & 

Anderson, 2004; Filstad, 2004; Kammeyer-Mueller & 
Wanberg, 2003, Kickul, 2001 ). Most newcomer 
socialisation takes place during the early period before 
(pre-encounter) and following organisational entry 
(encounter) (e.g. Filstad, 2004; Kammeyer-Mueller & 
Wanberg, 2003 ; Kickul, 2001 ); with the first four 
months of the O S process having a marked and rapid 
effect on newcomer adjustment (Ashforth & Saks, 1996, 
Cooper-Thomas & Anderson, 2002). The transition 
period prior to and j ust after crossing an organisational 
boundary, such as the outsider-to-insider passage that 
occurs dw·ing the pre-encounter and encounter phases of 
socialisation, is critical, as adjustment is at its most 
intense and problematic for newcomers (Van Maanen & 
Schein. 1979). This is because the gap between 
newcomer perceptions of the organisation formed prior 
to entry and the actual reality experienced soon after 
joining the organ isation is probably at its widest during 
this period (Fisher, 1986; N icholson & Arnold, 1991 ). 

During the pre-encounter phase important information is 
provided to the newcomer about the organisation and the 
job that is crucial to newcomer adjustment (Kammeyer­
Mueller & Wanberg. 2003). The socia lisat ion of 
newcomers that commences before newcomers enter the 
organisation is a result of expectations created during 
recruinnent and selection, interactions with 
organisational members and preconceptions formed 
about the organisation through other sources (e.g. friends 
and media) prior to joining (Rollag, 2004). These 
experiences from different som ces and situations prior to 
joining an organisation influence newcomer behaviours 
when they encounter the new organisation (Bandura, 
1977: Fisher, 1986). Despite the importance of 
expectations and experiences that influence newcomer 
adjustment prior to organisationa l entry; research over 
the last 20 plus years has pa id little attention to and does 
not clarify the role of pre -entry variables in newcomer 
adjustment (Jones, 1983; Kammeyer-Mueller, 2003). 

Most organisational socia lisation theorists and 
researchers agree that the encounter phase of OS is a key 
moment for the newcomer (Barge & Schlueter, 2004; 
Kammeyer-Mueller & Wanberg, 2003). Because of the 
unfamiliarity and uncertainty that exists when 
newcomers are exposed to their new environments, the 
early experiences of newcomers as they enter the 
organisation plays a particularly important role in the 
adjustment of the newcomer to the organisation (De V os, 
Buyens & Schalk, 2003). In addition, studies show that 
recently recruited employees are the most likely to exit 
the organisation if early entry experiences do not assist 
newcomers in learning to adjust to their new 
environment (Alien, 2006). T he encounter phase of 
newcomer adjustment occurs during the weeks and 
months fo llowing entry into the organisation (Morrison, 
1995) when newcomers become aware of the 
organisational context as they begin to explore their role 
in the organisation and start recognising and evaluating 
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the gaps between their expectations and the reality they 
experience (Jones, 1993 ). 

Research shows that newcomer attitudes and behavimrrs 
after entry are highly correlated with those many months 
later and the degree of newcomer adjustment during later 
stages of the socialisation process (e.g. Cooper-Thomas, 
et al. , 2004; Morrison, 1993; Saks & Ashforth, 1997; 
Wanous, 1992). The more rigorous and intensive the 
socialisation practices are pre-entry and post-entry; the 
more congruent are the newcomer attitudes and 
behaviours with that of the organisation (Chatman, 
1991 ). According to Reichers ( 1987), the encounter 
phase ends when newcomer anxiety is reduced and the 
meanings newcomers and insiders attach to 
organisational life is similar. 

Organisational Socialisation Tactics and 
Newcomer Adjustment 

One of the most widely used approaches to 
understanding OS is Van Maanen and Schein 's ( 1979) 
theoretical model of socialisation, which provides a 
typology of socialisation tactics that organisations use to 
structure the early work experiences of newcomers 
{Ashforth & Saks, 1996). According to the model, 
organisations use a variety of tactics to socialise 
newcomers that are classified into six dimensions that 
exist on a bipolar continuum (Van Maanen & Schein, 
1979). These tactics are: ( 1) Formal versus Informal 
tactics that refer to newcomers going through a 
structured process segregated from other employees, as 
opposed to little or no segregation between newcomers 
and other employees; (2) Individual versus Collective 
tactics concerning approaches to newcomers being 
socialised as part of a group or individually. separate 
from other newcomers; (3) 

Fixed versus Variable practices referring to newcomers 
proceeding through the socialisation process according to 

Figure l: A Classification of Socialisation Tactics 

a fixed schedule, which has been communicated or 
having no specific schedule; ( 4) Sequential versus 
Random approaches that entails newcomers being aware 
of a planned OS process or being uncertain as to how the 
process will progress; (5) Investiture versus Divestiture. 
which affirms newcomer identity, or the lack of identity 
affirmation/attempt to change newcomer identity. 
through feedback and support from insiders; and (6) a 
Serial versus Disjunctive process that refers to 
newcomers being socialised with the assistance of 
previous job incumbents as role models or the lack 
of/absence of role models. These socialisation tactics are 
viewed as general characteristics of actual actions or 
approaches taken by organisations to facilitate newcomer 
adjustment (Ardts, et al., 2001; Barge & Schluter, 2004; 
Bauer et al., 2007). For example, a structw·ed 
socialisation programme introduced as pan of an OS 
process to socialise a group of recently recruited 
engineering graduates employed by a large organisation, 
could include a combination of formal, collective. fixed . 
sequential, investiture and serial tactics. 

Building on Van Maanen and Schein 's ( 1979) 
conceptual model of OS, Jones ( 1986) conducted the first 
empirical study on the relationship between socialisation 
tactics and newcomer adjustment. This research by Jones 
( 1986) examines socialisation tactics in relation to two 
main categories, namely institutionalised (fotmal, 
collective, fixed, sequential, investiture and serial) or 
individualised (informal, individual. variable, random, 
divestitw·e and disjunctive). The socialisation tactics are 
categorised into an additional three factor framework. 
namely context (collective-individual and formal­
informal), content (sequential-random and fixed­
variable) and social aspects (serial-disjunctive and 
investiture-divestitw·e ). 

The classification of Jones' ( 1986) SIX tactical 
dimensions into the different categories is shown in 
Figure I. 

Tactics concerned 
mainly with: 

INSTITUTIONALISED INDIVIDUALISED 

CONTEXT Collective 

Formal 
CONTENT Sequential 

Fixed 
SOCIAL ASPECTS Serial 

Investiture 

According to Jones ( 1986), institutionalised tactics 
reduce uncertainty experienced during early entry into 
the organisation and the organisation attempts to 
reinforce the organisational status quo, with newcomers 
being largely passive participants in the OS process. On 

Individual 

Informal 
Random 
Variable 
Disjunctive 

Divestiture 

the other hand, an individualised approach represents 
less organisational involvement and structure in 
socialisation, which result in newcomers being more 
active participants in their own socialisation. This can 
result in increased uncertainty. Research examining the 
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relationship between Jones' classification of tactics and 
resultant outcomes, is consistent with the basic 
proposition that different socialisation approaches affect 
newcomer adjustment in different ways (Saks, et al., 
2006). 

The majority of OS research continues to focus on 
socialisation tactics or proactive newcomer behaviour 
(Ardts, et al., 2001 ), with more than 30 studies on 
socialisation tactics being undertaken during the last 20 
years (Saks, et al., 2006). Notwithstanding the fairly 
extensive research covering socialisation tactics, the 
different socialisation tactics remains to some extent a 
''black box", insofar as determining the actual activities 
associated with specific tactics is concerned (Ashforth, 
Sluss & Saks, 2007). Furthermore. the importance 
literature attaches to certain tactics, such as collective 
and formal. may be attributed to the use of highly 
unusual or extreme settings, such as military 
socialisation programmes to illustrate points (Jones, 
1986). Results of a recent meta-analysis on the 

relationship between socialisation tactics and newcomer 
adjustment unde11aken by Saks. et al. (2006) indicate 
that organisations should take a "contingency approach" 
to socialisation practices. For example, organisations 
need not choose between an individualised or 
institutionalised approach. but if required can use a 
combination ofboth. 

Role of Newcomers 
Socialisation 

111 Organisational 

The term ·newcomer' in relation to OS is an employee 
status attached to entry into a firm (Rollag. 2004 ). This 
implies a specific employee grouping separate from other 
employees in an organisation (Jackson. Stone & Alvarez, 
1992). Socialisation literature tacitly portrays newcomers 
as passive pat1icipants in their own adjustment, subject 
to the influence of organisational effot1s to socialise them 
(Ashforth. et al.. 2007). This view is suppot1ed by most 
socialisation research that regards the organisation as the 
primary controller of the socialisation process and the 
role of newcomer individual differences in the 
socialisation process is rarely considered (Reichers. 
1987). Newcomers play an active role in their ovm 
socialisation. with individual differences affecting their 
adjustment (Seibert. Crant & Kraimer. 2000: Jones. 
1983 ). 

Examples of the individual characteristics that influence 
newcomer adjustment include personalit) (Ashforth & 
Saks, 1996; Wanberg & Kammeyer-Mueller, 2000), 
demographic characteristics (e.g. age. education, 
experience) (Kirchmeyer. 1995 ): proacth e beha\ iour 
(Seibet1 , Crant & Kraimer, 2000: Ashfot1h. et al., 2007), 
and self efficacy (Jones. 1986; Major & Kozlowski. 
1997; Saks. 1994 ). Collecting data on individual 
differences prior to organisational entry (e.g. during 
recruitment and selection), assists in determining the 

influence individual differences has on newcomer 
adjustment and resultant OS outcomes (Cooper-Thomas 
& Anderson, 2006; Jones J 983). During entry to the 
organisation, these individual differences also influence 
the newcomer's initial psychological orientation towards 
the organisation and the way in which they experience 
organisational reality (Ashford & Black, 1996; Jones, 
1983). 

Role of Socialisation Agents in Organisational 
Socialisation 

Although newcomers play an active role in their own 
socialisation and sense making by seeking information 
and feedback (Cooper-Thomas & Anderson, 2002: 
Feldman, 1981; Morrison, 1993), a large part of 
newcomer knowledge about the organisation and the job 
is determined by the amount and accuracy of information 
obtained from the employing organisation's sources 
(Carr, Pearson, Vest & Boyer, 2006). The important role 
of insiders, such as supervisors and eo-workers, as 
socialisation agents (Starr & Fondas, 1992) on newcomer 
adjustment is confirmed in empirical research and 
highlighted in the socialisation literature (e.g., Allen, 
2006: Cooper-Thomas & Anderson, 2006; Morrison, 
1993; Mon·ison, 2002; Louis, Posner & Powell, 1983: 
Ostroff & Kozlowski; 1992). 

Social isation agents are those employees inside an 
organisation who influence the attitudes and behaviours 
of newcomers (Feldman, 1994). Supervisors and 
colleagues, as key socialisation agents, are " insiders' 
who support newcomer adjustment and help them to 
"learn the ropes'' (M01·rison, 1993; Morrison, 2002). 
These socialisation agents are the most important sources 
of social isation information and have the most influence 
on newcomer adjustment (Beery, 2000). They are also 
viewed by newcomers as more useful sources of 
information than formal OS programmes in assisting 
with newcomer adjustment and achieving positive OS 
outcomes (Louis, et al., 1983, Cooper-Thomas & 
Anderson, 2006). 

More specifically, interactions between newcomers and 
socialisation agents during the early encounter stage of 
the socialisation process are recognised as the primary 
vehicle through which socialisation occurs (Reichers, 
1987). It is, thus, also important to examine the role of 
socialisation agents in the socialisation process (Alien, 
2006). 

An lnteractionist Perspective to Organisational 
Socialisation 

Newcomer adjustment is a process of interaction between 
both newcomer and organisational insiders (i.e. 
socialisation agents) influences and it is difficult to 
predict newcomer adjustment without exploring the 
natw-e of socialisation from both an employee and 
employer perspective (interactionist perspective) (Jones, 
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1983; Reichers, 1987). Despite the need for research to 
examine the OS process from the perspective of both the 
newcomer and the organisation being recognised since 
the 1980's (e.g. Jones, 1983; Louis, 1980; Reichers, 
1987), most OS research examines the process from the 
perspective of either the organisation or the newcomer, 
with the organisation being regarded as the primary 
influence (Jones, 1983; Louis, 1980). For example, Jones 
( 1986), Saks ( 1994) and Saks and Ashforth, ( 1997) 
include an examination of the influences of newcomer 
individual differences and actions on newcomer 
adjustment, whilst other researchers investigate the role 
ofsocialisation agents (e.g. Louis, et al. , 1983; Morrison, 
2002). Reichers ( 1987) was the first to examine the role 
of newcomers and organisational insiders 
simultaneously. 

Organisational Socialisation Outcomes 

An OS outcome variable is a criterion by which progress 
through the OS process is measured and judged 
(Feldman, 1981 ). For example, job satisfaction, 
organisational commitment and intention to quit are 
consistently viewed by researchers as either adjustment 
outcomes or indicators of OS success (e.g. Cooper­
Thomas & Anderson, 2002; Mitchell, et al., 2001; Saks 
& Ashforth, 1997; Slattery, et al. , 2002). Researchers 
have recently started to differentiate between two 
categories of outcomes, namely "proximal" (direct) 
outcomes (e.g. role clarity, which means understanding 
role requirements), social integration (fitting in with 
work group) and task mastery (being able to perform the 
job) (Kammeyer-Mueller & Wanberg, 2003; Saks & 
Ashforth, 1997; Wanberg & Kammeyer-Mueller, 2000) 
and "distal" (secondary) outcomes (e.g. job satisfaction, 
organisational commitment and intention to quit (Bauer, 
et al., 2007; Saks, et al. , 2007). "Proximal" outcomes are 
direct indicators of newcomer adjustment that occur early 
in the OS process, whilst "distal'' outcomes are 
influenced by preceding variables, such as "proximal" 
outcomes of OS (Carr, et al., 2006; Kammeyer-Mueller 
& Wanberg, 2003). 

As previously noted, turnover is probably the most 
important OS outcome for the organisation (Cooper­
Thomas & Anderson, 2006), and the relationship 
between OS and turnover (i.e. retention) is highlighted in 
various OS studies (e.g., Alien, 2006; Ashforth, Sluss & 
Saks, 2007; Bauer, et al , 2007; Buckley, et al, 1998; 
Carr, et al., 2006; Cooper-Thomas & Anderson, 2006; 
De V os, et al., 2003; Feldman, 1981 ). 

Differences in Organisational Socialisation 
Approaches between Small and Large Firms 

Approaches to OS are not associated with any specific 
type of organisation and in theory apply to any 
organisational setting (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979). 
The majority of OS literature and research assumes that 
similarities exist in OS processes across different types of 
organisations and the narrow focus of OS research is on 

large organisations and certain types of newcomers (e.g. 
graduate students at universities and employees in the 
military) (e.g. Ashforth, Saks & Lee, 1998; Cooper­
Thomas & Anderson, 2002). In practice different 
approaches to OS are associated with the type of 
organisational context, which includes organisation size 
and structure (Ashfot1h, et al. , 1998; Saks, et al. , 1998). 
Organisational size, in particular, is a key contextual 
variable in the adoption of OS practices (Johns, 1993), 
with research indicating that OS processes between small 
and large firms differ (Cardon & Stevens, 2004). 

The OS literature distinguishes between formal and 
informal approaches to socialisation used by 
organisations to influence newcomer adjustment and 
socialisation outcomes (Ardts, et al.. 2001; Fisher, 1986; 
Mutjaba & Sims, 2001 ). In small firms most of the OS 
that takes place is by way of informal activities, whilst 
socialisation processes in large organisations tend to be 
more formal (Rollag & Cardon, 2003). Some 
commentators have argued that in smaller organisations 
newcomer socialisation tends to be quicker, inclusive and 
more extensive, with resultant increased job satisfaction 
and productivity when compared to larger firms (Cardon, 
2001 ). The greater number of employees in large 
organisations relative to smaller firms necessitates an 
institutionalised approach to OS, while an individualised 
approach to OS is more appropriate for small firms 
(Ashforth, et al. , 1998; Saks, et al. , 1998). In addition, 
certain institutionalised tactics, such as collective, are 
only feasible in organisations of a certain size (Saks, et 
al. , 1998). 

While the influence of organisational contextual factors, 
such as firm size, on socialisation practices is noted in 
the literature, little has been done to examine the impact 
of firm size on the OS processes adopted (Ashforth, et 
al. , 1998, Johns, 1993). The significance of OS in small 
firms is just as, even if not more important and 
challenging in achieving desired outcomes. as in large 
firms (Cardon & Stevens, 2004; Rollag & Cardon, 
2003). Small firms make a significant contribution to 
national economies and employment (Massey, 2005) and 
the ability of small firms to attract and retain staff is 
central to them remaining competitive (Mayson & 
Barret, 2006). 

The small body of research into the HRM practice of OS 
has been conducted in large organisations (e.g., 
Ash forth, et al. , 2007: Cable & Parsons, 2001: Cooper­
Thomas & Anderson, 2002; Hart, Miller & Johnson, 
2003). Consequently, there is an acute shortage of 
research in small firms and many questions remain 
unanswered as to how small firms socialise their 
employees and ensw·e they make effective role transitions 
(Cardon & Stevens, 2004). 
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Future Research 

This review has highlighted a number of knowledge gaps 
and methodological weaknesses in the existing body of 
literature on OS. These gaps and weaknesses are outlined 
in the followi ng paragraphs. 

Notwithstanding the importance of the pre-encounter and 
encounter phases of socialisation for newcomer 
adjustment being recognised in the literature, little OS 
research has been conducted in order to establish the 
relationship between pre-encounter socialisation 
expectations and encounter experiences (Carr, et al., 
2006; Fisher, 1986). Organisations are also not always 
conscious of the expectations and the way in which 
actual socialisation practices are experienced by 
newcomers during these phases of the OS process (Cable 
& Parsons, 2001 ). Future research examining newcomer 
social isation information acquisit ion pre-entry (e.g. 
during recruitment and selection) and post-entry will 
improve understanding of the relative impmtance and 
relationship of these key phases for newcomer 
adjustment (Saks. 1994 ). 

Despite recognition in the socialisation literature of the 
role of individual differences on newcomer adjustment 
(Kammeyer-Mueller & Wanberg. 2003 ), there have been 
few studies on this (Alien, 2006; Cooper-Thomas & 
Anderson. 2006: Jones. 1983: Saks, 1986: Saks. et al.. 
2007). FW'ther research on the influence of individual 
differences, such as demographic and personality 
characteristics. can enhance understanding of the effects 
of individual differences on newcomer adjustment and 
OS outcomes. 

The critical role of socialisation agents such as 
supen isors and colleagues ( .. insiders"), in particular, as 
important influences on newcomer adjustment is 
recognised (Beery. 2000; Louis, et al.. 1983. Cooper­
Thomas & Anderson, 2006). As previously noted, little is 
known about the roles of these ""insiders" in the OS 
process and there is a need for studies that obtain data 
fi·om both newcomers and insiders (Morrison, 2002). By 
supplementing newcomer assessment of socialisation 
adjustment variables with those of supervisors and 
colleagues. future studies ha,·e the potential to obtain 
more valid and useful sources of data (e.g .. Ashf01th & 
Saks, 1996, Ashforth, et al., 2007: Bauer, et al.. 1998; 
Saks & Ashfotth. 1997). 

The interactionist perspective has not received a great 
deal of empirical attention and commentators such as 
Ashfotth. et al. (2007), Griffin. Colella and Goparaju, 
(2000) and Reichers ( 1987) highlight the need for 
research that adopts an interactionist approach towards 
OS. Thus, further research into the actions and 
influences of both the organisation and the individual on 
newcomer adjustment is required. 

Given the relationship between OS and individual and 
organisational outcomes. together with the lack of 

research of OS in the small flrm context and the 
importance on small firms to national economies and 
employment, the nature and signillcance of OS processes 
in smaller firms requires further research in order to be 
better understood. 

Conclusion 

OS is an important process for both the newcomer and 
the organisation , with the efficiency and effectiveness of 
the OS process resulting in successful individual and 
organisational outcomes. Despite the strong arguments 
supporting the importance of OS and its links to 
improving employee and employer outcomes, it is 
surpri sing to note that research into this HRM practice 
and relevant outcomes is neglected. Future research is 
needed to develop an understanding of the important role 
of OS and to identify OS practices in use and outcomes. 
Specific aspects such as the relationship between pre­
encounter and encounter socialisation phases, the role of 
individual differences in newcomer adjustment, together 
with an employer and employee perspective are issues 
that require further attention in OS research . In addition. 
fwther studies of OS in the small firm context can fill an 
important 'gap ' in the area of OS research. Research that 
addresses these specific aspects of OS will provide 
important information that can contribute towards the 
development of theory. management practice and SME 
policy. 
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