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ABSTRACT Amidst the rapidly evolving work environment that increasingly necessitates person-
alized approaches towards employees, there is a pressing need to broaden our understanding 
of  idiosyncratic deals (i- deals) and their third- party implications in the workplace. Although 
immediate responses to i- deals often hinge on equity and social comparison, this approach does 
not fully explain co- workers’ perceptions of  others’ i- deals. By reconciling various theoretical 
accounts, we propose that co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals largely depend on the implementa-
tion of  i- deals and related justice perceptions of  co- workers. However, our understanding of  
how i- deal implementation shapes co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals from a justice perspective 
remains limited. Therefore, we conducted an inductive multiple- case study through 48 in- depth 
interviews involving managers, i- deal receivers (i- dealers), and co- workers. Building on our find-
ings, we develop an emergent framework that explains how the implementation of  i- deals, when 
viewed through the lens of  organizational justice, can shape co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals. 
This novel perspective enriches the i- deal literature by offering a fresh angle on the third- party 
implications of  i- deals, emphasizing the significance of  their implementation and related fair-
ness perceptions.

Keywords: co- workers’ fairness perceptions, idiosyncratic deals, i- deal implementation

INTRODUCTION

In their pursuit to attract and retain talent while adapting to the evolving employment 
landscape, organizations are increasingly accommodating personalized employment 
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terms, moving away from standard HR practices (Kroon et al., 2015). This shift has 
led to the prominence of  idiosyncratic deals (i- deals) in modern organizations, priori-
tizing individual needs in their HR practices to gain a competitive advantage (Bal and 
Rousseau, 2016; Kroon et al., 2015). As organizations increasingly recognize the strate-
gic value of  i- deals, it becomes clear that i- deals should no longer be seen as incidental 
deviations from standardization, occasionally granted by managers, but rather as an in-
tegral component of  modern organizations’ HR strategy (Kroon et al., 2015).

I- deals represent an HR differentiation practice involving personalized arrangements 
that employees negotiate with employers to customize their employment conditions ac-
cording to their needs and preferences (Rousseau, 2005). While the scope of  i- deals can 
be broad and about any condition of  employment (Conway and Coyle- Shapiro, 2016), 
the primary resources negotiated are those most needed by employees and enable em-
ployers to retain valued employees (Liu et al., 2013). These resources include development 
and flexibility opportunities, work tasks, workload, pay, and compensation (Rousseau 
et al., 2016). As such, i- deals are differentiated based on the specific resources allocated to 
individuals, such as development i- deals, flexibility i- deals, task i- deals, reduced workload- 
related i- deals, and financial i- deals (Rosen et al., 2013). Research studies reveal numerous 
positive outcomes associated with i- deals for both their recipients and organizations, in-
cluding improved organizational commitment and job satisfaction (Ho and Tekleab, 2016; 
Hornung et al., 2008), heightened employee motivation and engagement (Hornung 
et al., 2009), reduced stress levels (Las Heras et al., 2017), and turnover intentions (Ho 
and Tekleab, 2016), as well as enhanced organizational citizenship behaviour (Anand 
et al., 2010) and increased motivation for continued employment (Bal et al., 2012).

However, as with all HR differentiation practices (Joseph et al., 2017), by personalizing 
employment terms, i- deals can raise crucial questions about fairness within organizations 
(Rousseau et al., 2016). When co- workers perceive i- deals as unfair, the resulting costs 
from demotivation and counterproductive performance among them could outweigh 
the benefits of  granting i- deals to individual employees (Kroon et al., 2015). This in-
direct cost adds complexity for organizations in harnessing the full potential of  i- deals. 
According to previous research, organizations can only fully realize the benefits of  HR 
differentiation practices if  they effectively manage employees’ fairness perceptions about 
these practices (Joseph et al., 2017). Therefore, understanding how co- workers perceive 
these practices through the lens of  organizational justice is crucial for advancing both 
i- deal research and the broader HRM differentiation field and enabling organizations to 
capitalize on the strategic value of  i- deals effectively.

Empirical evidence within i- deal research shows that co- workers view i- deals as unfair 
because they cause unequal resource distribution and feelings of  disadvantage, stemming 
from equity and social comparison dynamics (Huang and Tang, 2021; Kong et al., 2020; 
Marescaux et al., 2019; Ng, 2017; Zhang et al., 2020). Although immediate responses to 
i- deals often involve equity or social comparison, this perspective is insufficient to fully 
understand co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals (Garg and Fulmer, 2018). Some theoret-
ical accounts suggested that co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals depend heavily on how 
effectively i- deals are implemented (Kroon et al., 2015; Rofcanin et al., 2022; Rousseau 
et al., 2016). This assertion aligns with the strategic HRM perspective, emphasizing 
the importance of  addressing third- party justice concerns to successfully implement 
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organizational practices (Novelli et al., 1995). In line with this, Gachayeva et al. (2023) 
suggested that four key stages of  i- deal implementation are instrumental in shaping co- 
workers’ fairness perceptions of  i- deals: negotiation, allocation, communication, and 
the consequences of  i- deals. However, our understanding of  how i- deal implementation 
shapes co- workers’ fairness perceptions of  i- deals remains limited.

To shed more light on this issue, our qualitative study explores how the implementa-
tion of  i- deals influences co- workers’ perceptions, mainly focussing on the stages of  ne-
gotiation, allocation, communication, and consequences from an organizational justice 
perspective. Our interest lies in understanding the impact of  i- deal implementation on 
co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals holistically rather than temporally. Therefore, we 
examine these four stages not as sequential but as critical aspects of  i- deal implemen-
tation. Guided by the four dimensions of  organizational justice theory, our research 
aims to identify the underlying factors related to i- deal implementation that shape co- 
workers’ fairness perceptions of  i- deals. To accomplish this objective, we employed an 
inductive multiple- case design, conducting 48 in- depth interviews with key stakehold-
ers involved in implementing i- deals, including managers, i- dealers, and co- workers. 
Our data revealed key factors associated with i- deal implementation that influence 
co- workers’ fairness perceptions of  i- deals, resulting in positive and negative (overall) 
perceptions of  i- deals.

This study makes several contributions to the literature. First, we build an emergent 
framework that explains how the implementation of  i- deals can shape co- workers’ per-
ceptions of  i- deals when viewed through the lens of  organizational justice. This novel 
perspective enriches the i- deal literature by introducing a fresh angle to the research of  
i- deals’ third- party implications, emphasizing the importance of  i- deal implementation 
and related justice perceptions. Our study reveals how key factors associated with i- deal 
implementation shape co- workers’ fairness perceptions of  i- deals, resulting in either pos-
itive or negative perceptions. By doing so, our findings expand upon previous theoret-
ical research on co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals (Gachayeva et al., 2023; Garg and 
Fulmer, 2018; Marescaux et al., 2021; Rousseau et al., 2016), adding empirical rigour 
to the field. Our data show complex interactions among these factors, indicating that 
specific triggers for co- workers’ fairness perceptions of  i- deals do not always result in the 
anticipated negative or positive perceptions when interacting with other influencing fac-
tors. These findings provide important insights for academic enquiry to understand how 
different aspects of  i- deal implementation and related justice perceptions can mitigate or 
exacerbate co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals. This is also crucial for the practical appli-
cation of  i- deals in mitigating potential perceptions of  unfairness and reducing backlash 
effects associated with i- deals, ultimately maximizing their potential benefits.

Second, our research addresses the notably underexplored area of  i- deal communi-
cation, an empirical lacuna within existing i- deal literature (Simosi et al., 2023). Our 
findings challenge the assumption that i- deals are strictly confidential, highlighting that 
the secrecy surrounding i- deals plays a pivotal role in shaping co- workers’ perceptions 
of  i- deals. This provides empirical support for prior theoretical claims (Conway and 
Coyle- Shapiro, 2016; Gachayeva et al., 2023; Garg and Fulmer, 2018; Liao et al., 2016; 
Marescaux et al., 2021; Rousseau et al., 2016). These findings enhance our theoret-
ical understanding of  how co- workers perceive i- deals by demonstrating that the 
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communication of  i- deals cannot be overlooked and provide practical insights for orga-
nizations to mitigate negative perceptions of  i- deals through proactive communication 
strategies.

Third, our study employs a qualitative approach, which is relatively uncommon in 
i- deal research, as shown in Table I. By integrating the perspectives of  all stakeholders 
involved in i- deal implementation in an inductive multiple- case study, our research 
offers unique and rich insights into fairness perceptions associated with i- deals. Given 
our research’s focus on perceptions of  i- deals, qualitative research is particularly rel-
evant as it enables a thorough understanding of  individual experiences and their 
interpretations, adding depth and robustness to the research (Bluhm et al., 2011). 
Furthermore, the qualitative case study method is an increasingly important tool for 
examining HR differentiation practices, as implementing differentiated workforce 
practices in organizations is not yet well- understood and requires illustrative and vivid 
evidence (Becker et al., 2009).

Finally, we contribute to broader discussions on HR differentiation and organi-
zational justice theory by highlighting the potential implementation challenges of  
i- deals related to co- workers’ justice perceptions. Expanding upon prior research 
(Huselid and Becker, 2011; Joseph et al., 2017; Karriker, 2007; Schmidt et al., 2018), 
our study highlights how HR differentiation practices, which are increasingly relevant 
in the contemporary workplace, can influence individual perceptions of  fairness. We 
demonstrate how adopting an organizational justice perspective can be an effective 
strategy for navigating these challenges and ensuring the successful implementation 
of  HR differentiation practices. Furthermore, by applying four distinct justice dimen-
sions in an i- deal context, we extend their application beyond traditional settings, of-
fering new insights into how various justice dimensions interact to shape co- workers’ 
perceptions of  i- deals.

Co- workers’ Fairness Perceptions of  I- deals

Research addressing how co- workers perceive i- deals has only recently begun to 
emerge. These studies have primarily focussed on how i- deals create differences within 
groups, setting apart the recipients from other employees who perform similar tasks or 
occupy similar roles (Hornung et al., 2016; Huang and Tang, 2021; Kong et al., 2020; 
Marescaux et al., 2019; Ng, 2017; Van Waeyenberg et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2020). 
Table I summarizes recent research studies on co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals, 
highlighting the range of  theoretical frameworks and specific findings. The key as-
sumption in this body of  research is that co- workers’ perceptions are shaped mainly 
by a sense of  unfairness stemming from unequal resource distribution (Huang and 
Tang, 2021; Marescaux et al., 2019; Ng, 2017) or by feelings of  a disadvantage when 
they compare themselves to i- deal recipients (Kong et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2020). 
However, although i- deals may prompt immediate equity or social comparison re-
sponses, this approach does not fully capture how co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals 
are shaped (Garg and Fulmer, 2018).

Theoretical work within the i- deal literature offers broader insights into how co- 
workers might perceive i- deals, highlighting the significance of  concerns related to 
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Table I. Research on co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals

Authors Methodology Theoretical lenses
The main type of  
i- deals

How/why co- workers perceive/
react to i- deals

Lai et al. (2009) Mixed method 
(Primary 
- Quantitative)

Social exchange; 
organizational 
justice

General ap-
proach/All 
i- deals

I- deals gain greater accept-
ance when the i- dealer is 
a friend, the co- worker 
perceives a social ex-
change relationship with 
the employer, and there 
is anticipation of  future 
similar opportunities

Hornung et al. 
(2016)

Quantitative Organizational 
justice

Development; 
flexibility

I- deals are more acceptable 
when distributive justice 
in current employment 
is low, and i- deals are 
common. For flexibility 
i- deals, high procedural 
justice, and commonness 
of  i- deals lead to positive 
fairness evaluations

Ng (2017) Quantitative Equity Development Witnessing co- workers 
receiving i- deals reduces 
perceived outcome- input 
ratios, leading to envy

Marescaux et al. 
(2019)

Quantitative Distributive 
justice

Workload reduc-
tion; financial; 
flexibility.

The content of  i- deals 
and the work context 
influence co- workers’ 
perceived equity balance, 
subsequently affecting 
their reaction with voice 
behaviour

Kong et al. 
(2020)

Quantitative Social compari-
son; conser-
vation of  
resources

Task Co- workers’ task i- deals 
trigger upward social 
comparison, potentially 
leading to emotional 
exhaustion and deviant 
behaviour

Zhang et al. 
(2020)

Quantitative Social 
comparison

Development; 
flexibility

I- deals may prompt social 
comparisons among 
co- workers. Upward 
comparisons with others’ 
development i- deals 
result in more contrast 
effects than comparisons 
with flexibility i- deals, 
making development 
i- deals less acceptable to 
co- workers

(Continues)
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various facets of  organizational justice. For example, Garg and Fulmer (2018) pro-
posed that co- workers primarily form their perceptions of  i- deals based on their self- 
interest and the recipients’ deservingness of  the deals. This suggestion aligns with 
distributive justice theory, where individuals’ fairness perceptions are linked to their 
self- interests in the outcome (Bernerth and Walker, 2012) and recipients’ perceived 
deservingness (Leventhal, 1980). Marescaux et al. (2021) expanded this theoretical 

Authors Methodology Theoretical lenses
The main type of  
i- deals

How/why co- workers perceive/
react to i- deals

Huang and 
Tang (2021)

Quantitative Fairness heu-
ristic; trait 
activation

General  
approach/All 
i- deals

Witnessing co- workers’ 
i- deals leads to perceived 
distributive unfairness 
and violation of  the 
psychological contract, 
increasing the likelihood 
of  employees minimizing 
creative engagement to 
restore the psychological 
contract balance

Van 
Waeyenberg 
et al. (2023)

Quantitative Social com-
parison; 
attribution; 
procedural 
justice

Flexibility Social comparison affects 
how co- workers judge 
their own compe-
tence when attributing 
another’s flexibility 
i- deal to higher needs 
or better performance. 
Need- based attribu-
tions positively relate 
to co- workers’ com-
petence feelings and 
subsequent OCB, while 
performance- based attri-
butions have a negative 
impact. These effects are 
stronger when proce-
dural fairness is high

Pestotnik (2024) Quantitative Distributive 
justice

Development; flex-
ibility; financial

Co- workers’ distributive jus-
tice perceptions of  i- deals 
are affected by i- deal con-
tent, negotiation timing, 
and co- workers’ justice 
sensitivity. Those highest 
in sensitivity have the low-
est ratings of  distributive 
justice, especially when 
it involves a co- worker’s 
financial i- deal

Table I. (Continued)
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perspective by suggesting that the procedures employed in granting and communi-
cating i- deals influence co- workers’ procedural and interactional justice perceptions. 
Similarly, Lai et al. (2009) underscored the relevance of  organizational justice dimen-
sions in shaping co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals, although their emphasis was more 
on the broader context of  employment relationships.

The significance of  various facets of  organizational justice in understanding co- workers’ 
perceptions of  i- deals has also been highlighted in association with i- deal implementation. 
For example, Gachayeva et al. (2023) highlight the importance of  addressing co- workers’ 
justice perceptions related to the four stages of  i- deal implementation: negotiation, alloca-
tion, communication, and consequences of  i- deals. I- deal negotiation refers to an employee 
requesting a personalized arrangement, leading to an exchange between the employee 
and a manager to reach a mutually beneficial agreement (Vidyarthi et al., 2022). Simosi 
et al. (2021) suggested that negotiating i- deals while adhering to procedural justice rules 
enhances the likelihood of  co- workers accepting i- deals. Once negotiated, i- deals are al-
located, tailoring employment terms to individual requirements and preferences (Ho and 
Tekleab, 2016). These differences in employment terms may activate distributive justice 
concerns regarding the allocation of  organizational resources (Huang and Tang, 2021; Lee 
et al., 2022; Marescaux et al., 2019; Ng, 2017). Allocated i- deals may lead to consequences 
affecting not only the primary stakeholders but also co- workers (Garg and Fulmer, 2018; 
Vidyarthi et al., 2022), often resulting in negative impacts such as increased workload, 
disrupted team dynamics, and perceptions of  inequality (Anand et al., 2010; Marescaux 
et al., 2019; Ng, 2017; Vidyarthi et al., 2016). Managing these consequences is crucial in 
shaping co- workers’ fairness perceptions of  i- deals (Gachayeva et al., 2023; Marescaux 
et al., 2021; Rousseau et al., 2016). Although i- deals are typically assumed to be confiden-
tial (Liao et al., 2016), co- workers often possess some information about them (Garg and 
Fulmer, 2018). The communication or lack thereof  regarding i- deals can significantly influ-
ence co- workers’ fairness perceptions of  i- deals (Marescaux et al., 2021; Simosi et al., 2023). 
Gachayeva et al. (2023) proposed that each of  these key stages of  i- deal implementation 
impacts co- workers’ various justice perceptions related to i- deals. This aligns with the orga-
nizational justice perspective that explains how fairness perceptions are influenced not only 
by the allocation of  outcomes (distributive justice) but also by the processes determining 
these allocations (procedural justice) and the related interpersonal treatment (informational 
and interpersonal justice) (Greenberg, 1990).

According to strategic HRM literature, one of  the key factors influencing the ef-
fective implementation of  HRM practices is the justice perceptions of  those involved 
(Karriker, 2007; Novelli et al., 1995; Sayyadi Tooranloo et al., 2017). In particular, 
Novelli et al. (1995) emphasize that managing distributive, procedural, and interac-
tional justice concerns is critical to successfully implementing organizational practices. 
Building on insights from i- deal, justice, and strategic HRM literature, we contend that 
co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals are shaped by co- workers’ justice perceptions related 
to i- deal implementation. Despite the theoretical advancement, empirical investigations 
in this domain are significantly lacking, indicating a substantial need for further investi-
gation. Therefore, in this paper, we ask, ‘How does i- deal implementation influence co- workers’ 
fairness perceptions, inducing both positive and negative perceptions of  i- deals?’
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Organizational Justice and Fairness Perceptions

Organizational justice theory concerns employees’ perceptions of  whether they are 
treated fairly or unfairly by the organization (Greenberg, 1990). Initially, researchers 
suggested that the only criterion against which individuals judged fairness was the 
equal distribution of  outcomes (Adams, 1965). However, Leventhal (1980) introduced 
the notion of  deservingness in addition to equality in his conceptualization of  dis-
tributive justice. Deservingness concerns whether the receiver deserves the outcome, 
determined by their contributions and needs. According to Leventhal’s (1980) deserv-
ingness rules, individuals must have high contributions and high needs to be perceived 
as deserving and the outcome to be perceived as ‘distributively’ fair. Later research 
has shown that fairness perceptions are also influenced by the decision- making and 
the interpersonal treatment related to those outcomes (Bies, 1986). To that end, re-
searchers in organizational justice literature have identified distributive, procedural, 
informational, and interpersonal facets of  organizational justice that all contribute to 
individuals’ fairness perceptions (Greenberg, 1993). While some researchers view infor-
mational and interpersonal facets as a single (interactional) construct, Colquitt (2001) 
argues that due to their independent effects on fairness perceptions, they should be 
considered two distinct dimensions of  organizational justice. Informational justice is 
concerned with how decisions are communicated and when executed effectively, can 
positively influence perceptions of  procedural justice. On the other hand, interper-
sonal justice centres on demonstrating concern and respect for individuals, specifi-
cally regarding the distributive outcomes they receive (Bies, 1986; Greenberg, 1990).

Although various conceptualizations of  organizational justice exist, the four- factor jus-
tice model considers each facet’s distinct effect on individuals’ fairness perceptions, offer-
ing a holistic view (Blader and Tyler, 2003; Colquitt, 2001; Fortin et al., 2020). Therefore, 
to better understand co- workers’ fairness perceptions of  i- deals, we employed the four- 
factor model as a theoretical lens. This model is crucial to our study, as it enables a com-
prehensive examination of  the various justice concerns that may arise in association with 
different stages of  i- deal implementation.

METHOD

Research Design and Research Setting

Given the limited empirical evidence regarding our research question, we utilize an 
inductive multiple- case method (Eisenhardt, 1989). This method is particularly well- 
suited for research that aims to explain a focal phenomenon by linking constructs 
and building theory (Eisenhardt, 2021). Multiple cases are preferable to single cases 
in theory development, as ‘replication’ across various cases can facilitate the formu-
lation of  theories that are more accurate, parsimonious, and generalizable (Garg and 
Eisenhardt, 2017). Furthermore, the significance and practicality of  the qualitative 
multiple- case study approach have been emphasized in strategic HRM literature to 
examine the implications of  HR differentiation practices within organizations (Becker 
et al., 2009).
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Our research setting is the manufacturing sector in the Republic of  Azerbaijan. 
The manufacturing industry in Azerbaijan employs 7.4 per cent of  the total popu-
lation, with men more likely to be employed than women (74.8 per cent compared 
with only 25.2 per cent) (SSCRA, 2022). According to The Global Competitiveness 
Report (2017), Azerbaijan is one of  the top seven countries in terms of  flexibility of  
wage determination (Hampel- Milagrosa and Sibal, 2019). However, Azerbaijan’s la-
bour market suffers from skill shortages and a mismatch of  education required by em-
ployers and offered by educational institutions (Hampel- Milagrosa and Sibal, 2019). 
According to several reports, this is one of  the top problems for doing business in 
Azerbaijan (Hampel- Milagrosa and Sibal, 2019; Mammadli, 2018). Given this con-
text of  labour market challenges, including skill shortages, educational mismatch, and 
adaptable wage structures, Azerbaijan presents an ideal setting for researching i- deals, 
as organizations may be more inclined to negotiate personalized arrangements to 
attract and retain skilled talent. The insights gained here can inform understanding 
in other sectors and contexts where organizations face similar challenges, making our 
findings broadly relevant.

Consistent with the theoretical sampling approach of  an inductive multiple- case 
method, we selected organizations where the focal phenomenon of  our interest (i- deals) 
was likely to occur. We also ensured that the selected organizations exhibited similarities 
and differences, a strategy designed to enhance theory building (Eisenhardt, 2021). This 
variance among the cases helped broaden the range of  perceptions about i- deals, par-
ticularly across organizational attributes likely to influence i- deal implementation (Garg 
and Eisenhardt, 2017). For example, we included organizations with varying levels of  
HR standardization, anticipating its potential influence on HR differentiation practices. 
Additionally, given that i- deals are typically negotiated with line managers (Hornung 
et al., 2009), we sought variation in organizational structures to capture differences in 
managerial decision- making power. Moreover, we considered variations in employment 
forms, training and development opportunities, and salary structures to capture the di-
verse resources involved in i- deals. This methodological approach is instrumental in fos-
tering a more robust and generalizable theory, in line with the principles of  multi- case 
theory building (Graebner and Eisenhardt, 2004). Table II presents a summary of  the 
key characteristics of  the organizations in our study.

Sampling and Data Collection

Our data collection strategy employed a multi- stakeholder approach, integrating per-
spectives from all parties involved in i- deal implementation. This aspect represents a 
significant advantage of  our study, as it is uncommon in i- deal literature to conduct 
qualitative interviews encompassing managers, i- dealers, and co- workers even within a 
single organization. The data we collected across multiple cases from diverse stakehold-
ers (various informant sources) contribute to the richness and accuracy of  our emergent 
theoretical framework (Eisenhardt, 1989; Jick, 1979).

We collected the data through 48 semi- structured, in- depth interviews over eight 
months. We conducted 16 interviews in O1, 17 in O2, and 15 in O3. In each organiza-
tion, we continued our interviews until reaching a point of  theoretical saturation, where 
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no new major patterns or insights emerged, indicating that the collected information 
was sufficient to understand the phenomena under study effectively. (Eisenhardt, 1989). 
Given that the term ‘i- deal’ may not be widely recognized in organizational contexts, 
we ensured clarity for the respondents by referring to i- deals as person- specific work 
arrangements concerning various conditions of  employment that employees negotiated 
with their managers. This description aligned with the existing literature on the defini-
tion of  i- deals and was employed to guarantee a consistent understanding of  the phe-
nomenon among the participants.

At the managerial level, we interviewed ten managers to understand the organiza-
tional perspective on i- deals and their implications. At the individual level, we inter-
viewed 38 employees to understand their perceptions and experiences of  i- deals. Among 
these participants, 34 had a co- worker whose manager had granted an i- deal, while 29 
had been recipients of  an i- deal. One participant (P48) had not yet received an i- deal but 
was contemplating negotiating a development i- deal. Our interview protocol for employ-
ees was structured into two segments to effectively capture both co- worker and i- dealer 
perspectives. In the first segment, we gathered insights into the participants’ perceptions 
of  their co- workers’ i- deals. Subsequently, the focus shifted to the participants’ personal 
experiences with i- deals. This sequential approach was intentionally adopted to mitigate 
the potential for anchoring bias, which could be intensified if  participants first reflected 
on their own i- deals (Lieder et al., 2018). By prioritizing observations of  others’ i- deals 
consistent with the study objectives, we aimed to minimize the influence of  participants’ 
own i- deal experiences on their perceptions of  their co- workers’ i- deals. We designed our 

Table II. Summary of  sample organizations’ attributes

Organizational attributes O1 O2 O3

Size Large Large Large

Age <20 <5 <10

Ownership forms State- owned Part- state- owned Private

Organizational structure Centralized Decentralized Centralized

HR practices Standardized HR 
practices

Standardized HR prac-
tices, with some policies 
under development

HR practices with lim-
ited standardization

Employment form Full- time and shift- 
based, limited 
flexibility

Full- time and shift- 
based, with moderate 
flexibility

Full- time and shift- 
based, limited 
flexibility

Training and develop-
mental opportunities

Diverse training 
and development 
opportunities

Diverse training 
and development 
opportunities

Limited training 
and development 
opportunities

Starting salary level Double national 
average

Double national average National average

Interview scope Across several 
departments in 
Head Office (HO)

Across several 
departments

Across several 
departments
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interview questions based on our research objectives, drawing extensively from i- deal and 
organizational justice literature to capture all aspects of  i- deal implementation and the 
four types of  justice perceptions. At the same time, we kept the questions open, broadly 
defined, and responsive to emerging themes.

We approached initial participants from each of  the three organizations through per-
sonal contacts. From this starting point, snowball sampling was used to recruit additional 
participants (Leighton et al., 2021). To mitigate potential response bias, we intentionally 
avoided recruiting employee participants through the managers involved in our study. 
The sample involved white- collar professionals occupying various roles, all highly edu-
cated, most holding postgraduate degrees. Our sample was predominantly male, with 
only 17 female participants, which mirrors the gender distribution within Azerbaijan’s 
manufacturing industry. The tenure of  these participants in their respective organiza-
tions varied, ranging from three months to 11 years. Notably, those with shorter ten-
ures, particularly from the recently established O2 (see Table III for detailed participant 
information), demonstrated varying awareness about i- deals in their workgroups. The 
exception was Participant P28, with a tenure of  three months, who showed less aware-
ness. Nevertheless, this participant’s experiences were still valuable to the study, offering 
a unique perspective on i- deals and i- deal implementation from an i- dealer perspective 
as someone who had negotiated a financial i- deal.

The interviews were conducted in Azerbaijani by the first author, a native speaker, 
lasting between 40 and 100 minutes. Interviews were conducted online via video calls 
using Teams. Apart from one respondent from the second organization, all interviews 
were video- recorded. We could not record this interview due to the participants’ con-
cerns about confidentiality. Instead, the first author took extensive notes during the 
interview, including verbatim quotes from the interviewee. Subsequently, we validated 
these notes with the respondent to ensure accuracy and completeness (Corden and 
Sainsbury, 2006). For confidentiality purposes, the first author transcribed the re-
corded interviews and anonymized all identifiable information about the participants 
and their organizations. These transcripts were then translated into English by a pro-
fessional translator. Subsequently, certain sections of  the English transcriptions were 
retranslated to the original language and then back to English, either by an external 
translator or the first author, to ensure that the intended meaning remained intact 
after the translation (Twinn, 1997).

Analysis

We began our analysis by examining each case to identify factors related to i- deal imple-
mentation and their impact on co- workers’ perceptions of  fairness (Eisenhardt, 2021). 
To achieve this, we first employed an inductive coding approach without predefined 
codes (Miles and Huberman, 1994). We minimized potential informant biases and 
enhanced data quality by integrating perspectives from multiple informants in each 
case (Bluhm et al., 2011). We then conducted axial coding to integrate first- order 
codes into emerging sub- themes, allowing us to discern patterns, relationships, and 
connections within each case in alignment with our research objective (Corbin and 
Strauss, 2008). As a result of  this process, we identified the preliminary vision about 
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Table III. Role of  participants

Participant 
code Role Gender

Organizational 
tenure Organization

Presence of  a 
co- worker, who 
received an i- deal

Presence 
of  own 
i- deal

P1 Manager Male 11 y O1 – –

P2 Specialist (administrative 
field)

Female 3 y O1 Yes Yes

P3 Senior specialist (admin-
istrative field)

Female 3 y O1 Yes Yes

P4 Senior specialist (admin-
istrative field)

Male 18 m O1 Yes Yes

P5 Senior specialist (admin-
istrative field)

Male 3 y O1 Yes Yes

P6 Senior specialist (admin-
istrative field)

Male 18 m O1 Yes Yes

P7 Manager Male 11 y O1 – –

P8 Senior engineer (admin-
istrative field)

Female 11 y O1 Yes Yes

P9 Senior engineer (admin-
istrative field)

Female 11 y O1 Yes Yes

P10 Senior engineer (admin-
istrative field)

Female 2 y O1 Yes Yes

P11 Senior engineer (admin-
istrative field)

Male 1 y O1 Yes Yes

P12 Manager Male 11 y O1 – –

P13 Senior specialist (admin-
istrative field)

Male 11 y O1 Yes Yes

P14 Senior specialist (admin-
istrative field)

Female 9 y O1 Yes Yes

P15 Senior specialist (admin-
istrative field)

Female 7 m O1 Yes Yes

P16 Senior specialist (admin-
istrative field)

Female 4 y O1 yes Yes

P17 Manager Male 2 y O2 – –

P18 Manager Male 2 y O2 – –

P19 Senior specialist (quality 
assurance)

Female 8 m O2 Yes Yes

P20 Manager Male 2 y O2 – –

P21 Specialist (administrative 
field)

Male 4 m O2 Yes No

P22 Specialist (IT) Male 2 y O2 Yes Yes

P23 Specialist (administrative 
field)

Female 2 y O2 Yes Yes

(Continues)
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Participant 
code Role Gender

Organizational 
tenure Organization

Presence of  a 
co- worker, who 
received an i- deal

Presence 
of  own 
i- deal

P24 Specialist (administrative 
field)

Female 6 m O2 Yes Yes

P25 Specialist (administrative 
field)

Female 4 m O2 Yes No

P26 Specialist (project 
management)

Female 2 y O2 Yes Yes

P27 Specialist (administrative 
field)

Female 20 m O2 Yes Yes

P28 Senior specialist 
(procurement)

Male 3 m O2 No Yes

P29 Coordinator (adminis-
trative field)

Male 16 m O2 Yes Yes

P30 Specialist (IT) Male 18 m O2 Yes No

P31 Accountant Male 1 y O2 Yes Yes

P32 Senior specialist (quality 
assurance)

Male 1 y O2 No Yes

P33 Manager Male 18 m O2 – –

P34 Manager Male 10 y O3 – –

P35 Senior specialist 
(procurement)

Male 6 m O3 Yes No

P36 Manager Male 10 y O3 – –

P37 Engineer (electric) Male 10 y O3 Yes Yes

P38 Manager Male 2 y O3 – –

P39 Engineer (maintenance 
quality)

Male 9 y O3 Yes No

P40 Senior accountant Male 3 y O3 Yes Yes

P41 Accountant Male 3 y O3 Yes Yes

P42 Specialist (metrology) Male 5 y O3 Yes Yes

P43 Specialist (administrative 
field)

Female 3 y O3 Yes No

P44 Specialist (quality 
assurance)

Male 10 y O3 Yes No

P45 Engineer (welding) Male 5 y O3 No Yes

P46 Engineer (isolation) Female 8 y O3 Yes Yes

P47 Specialist (administrative 
field)

Female 4 y O3 Yes No

P48 Coordinator 
(maintenance)

Male 6 y O3 No No

Table III. (Continued)
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major factors influencing co- workers’ fairness perceptions of  i- deals associated with 
the four stages of  i- deal implementation. Upon gaining this early understanding, we 
revisited the data to establish connections among emerging sub- themes and themes 
(Eisenhardt, 1989).

To increase the credibility of  our study further, we shared our preliminary findings 
with two participants from each organization to verify the accuracy and resonance of  
our interpretations (Langley and Abdallah, 2011). We also used the insider–outsider 
approach to triangulate our data and perspectives (Smets et al., 2015). We benefitted 
from the insider knowledge of  our first author, who had worked in the manufacturing 
sector in Azerbaijan for ten years, while the two other authors were outsiders. The sec-
ond and third authors critically examined and assessed the codes and interpretations on 
multiple occasions, ensuring objectivity. This approach minimized bias and allowed for 
an analysis that blended in- depth sector- specific insights with broader, impartial per-
spectives. We then proceeded to cross- case analysis, where we compared the insights 
emerging from each case to identify consistent patterns and sub- themes across the cases 
(Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Inconsistencies and agreements in the emerging sub- 
themes were noted and investigated further by revisiting the data. This process involved 
iterations between data, theory, and existing literature to refine our findings. The data 
analyses took another five months, culminating in theorizing about the formation of  
co- workers’ fairness- induced perceptions of  i- deals in association with i- deal implemen-
tation (Figure 1). Table IV summarizes how we grouped the first- order codes to build 
sub- themes and themes with added supporting quotes.

Considering the manufacturing industry’s typical reliance on structured, process- 
driven tasks necessitating strict adherence to schedules and physical presence, our 
interview data indicated limited availability of  flexibility i- deals in the organizations. 
Nevertheless, in all three cases examined, there were accounts of  such i- deals being 
granted to office employees operating in less rigid work environments. Financial i- deals 
were more common in the second and third organizations than in the first, which had 
more standardized HR practices. Development and task i- deals were reported more 
frequently in the first and second organizations, where training and developmental 
opportunities were more prevalent than the third organization. In contrast, the third 
organization had only one reported development i- deal. All ten managers in the study 
reported granting various types of  i- deals to their current employees. Accounts from 
managers and employees revealed that in all three cases, employees typically negotiate 
i- deals with their line managers irrespective of  variance in organizational structures. 
However, depending on the type of  i- deal and the organizational context, line man-
agers might consult with senior managers before allocating the deal. I- deals were 
more prevalent in O1 and less so in O3. The i- deals reported in O1 were financial, 
development, task, reduced workload, location flexibility, and schedule flexibility ide-
als. Development and task i- deals were the most common. The i- deals reported in O2 
were financial, development, task, reduced workload, and schedule flexibility ideals, 
with financial i- deals being the most reported type of  i- deals. The i- deals reported in 
O3 were mainly financial i- deals. Participants reported only two schedule flexibility 
ideals, indicating that the extent of  organizational resources influences the type of  
i- deals allocated to individuals.
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We found consistent similarities across all cases in emergent themes and sub- themes 
regarding how co- workers form their fairness perceptions of  i- deals despite variations in 
organizational attributes, the prevalence of  i- deals, and the types of  i- deals granted. This 
consistency enhances the strong transferability of  our findings (Eisenhardt, 2021). We 
highlight the similarities and differences by presenting factors influencing co- workers’ 
perceptions of  i- deals within our emergent framework.

FINDINGS

Our findings demonstrate how i- deal implementation and co- workers’ related justice per-
ceptions shape their (overall) perceptions of  i- deals. We identify key factors influencing 
co- workers’ fairness perceptions associated with the four stages of  i- deal implementation: 
negotiation, allocation, communication, and consequences. Using narratives from co- 
workers, managers, and i- dealers, we illustrate how each factor might raise distinctive jus-
tice concerns among co- workers and result in positive or negative perceptions of  i- deals.

I- deal Negotiation

Past success or future confidence in similar i- deal negotiations. Given that i- deal negotiation 
fundamentally represents a decision- making process about resource allocation in the 
form of  an i- deal, our findings indicate that adhering to the procedural justice principles, 
specifically the bias suppression rule, is crucial to minimize unfairness perceptions among 
co- workers and cultivating positive perceptions about i- deals. Across all three cases, 
our findings show that past success or future confidence in negotiating similar i- deals 
enhances co- workers’ fairness perceptions of  i- deal negotiations. When co- workers had 
previously succeeded in negotiating similar i- deals or believed they could do so in future, 
they viewed the i- deal negotiation as impartial and consistent, aligning with the bias 
suppression rule of  procedural justice (Colquitt, 2001; Leventhal, 1980). A participant 
in O1 commented:

‘If  tomorrow I am in the same situation, he will grant it to me, and to someone else in 
the same situation, then that is ok. No, if  he grants to some and not others…if  it is an 
unfounded decision, then no.’  (P15, co- worker)

This also aligns with the self- interest model of  procedural justice (Lind and 
Tyler, 1988), which suggests that individuals are more likely to perceive a decision- 
making process as fair if  it leads to beneficial outcomes for themselves (Greenberg, 1990). 
In such cases, favourable outcomes generally suppress concerns over the fairness of  
the procedures. As one participant in O3 articulated, when speaking about financial 
deals:

‘They [co- workers] support someone’s salary raise because they know that if  someone 
gets a raise, we will be in a position to have a say [to request a similar deal]. From that 
point of  view, no one here objects.’  (P42, co- worker)
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Managers also echoed this viewpoint, further validating the significance of  this factor. 
One manager in O1 explained that co- workers generally held positive views of  flexibility 
i- deals, primarily because they were aware they had the opportunity to negotiate similar 
arrangements:

‘They [employees] know that if  they need [a flexibility i- deal], I will give them too. I 
have yet to see a negative reaction. I have never seen anyone get upset when providing 
flexible work opportunities.’ (P1, manager).

The significance of  this factor becomes even more evident when co- workers have ex-
perienced unsuccessful negotiations for similar arrangements. When their requests for 
similar i- deals were rejected, participants perceived inconsistency and bias in the manag-
er’s decision- making, resulting in reported feelings of  unfairness and heightened frustra-
tion. For example, one participant in O2 shared her disappointment after being denied 
a flexibility i- deal similar to her co- worker, stating: ‘I was very disappointed. They [the 
manager] say that everyone is treated equally, but when it comes to me, the legislation 
requires it [strict schedule]’ (P23, co- worker).

In summary, insights from various stakeholders across all three case studies revealed 
that past success and future confidence in similar i- deal negotiations significantly influ-
ence co- workers’ fairness perceptions of  i- deal negotiations. This finding expands upon 
the existing i- deal literature by highlighting the importance of  procedural justice prin-
ciples (Lai et al., 2009; Simosi et al., 2021) and the self- interest in shaping co- workers’ 
fairness perceptions of  i- deals (Garg and Fulmer, 2018; Marescaux et al., 2021).

I- deal Allocation

Consistent with previous theorizations (Garg and Fulmer, 2018; Marescaux et al., 2021), 
our analysis revealed two important factors influencing co- workers’ fairness perceptions 
about i- deal allocation: co- workers’ perceptions of  the i- dealer’s deservingness of  the deal 
and co- workers’ interest in the resources involved in the i- deal. Additionally, we found 
that the relationship between an i- dealer and their manager has a complex influence, as 
it not only shapes how co- workers perceive the i- dealer’s deservingness of  the arrange-
ment but also impacts their belief  in negotiating similar i- deals in future (Figure 1). These 
findings were consistent across all three case studies, further reinforcing our conclusions.

Perceptions of  i- dealer’s deservingness. Our findings align with Leventhal’s (1980) view of  
distributive justice, indicating that co- workers’ views on whether the i- dealer deserves the 
i- deal play a significant role in shaping their fairness perceptions about i- deal allocation. 
The term ‘deserve’ was explicitly used by nine participants to articulate their feelings 
towards the i- deal allocation. For instance, one co- worker in O2 commented, ‘If  they 
really deserve it, I will be happy for them’ (P27, co- worker). In line with distributive justice, 
co- workers assessed i- dealers’ deservingness of  i- deals based on their contributions and 
needs (Leventhal, 1980).
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Perceptions of  i- dealer’s contributions. Our findings highlight the significant impact that 
co- workers’ perceptions of  an i- dealer’s contributions exert on their evaluations of  
whether the i- deal is deserved. When i- dealers receive special arrangements without any 
discernible extra effort, co- workers deem them undeserving, triggering negative emotions 
and demotivation within the team. For example, one participant in O1 who received a 
financial deal voiced this sentiment by saying:

‘The team… they might perceive the situation as unfair, a reaction I can understand. 
From my angle, the decision does not seem unjust, given that my previous salary was 
higher than what I was offered here. Additional payment was provided to avoid a pay 
cut for me. However, from the team’s perspective, they may believe that extra pay 
should be awarded based on additional knowledge, skill, and effort rather than past 
salary. Therefore, I can allow that this could be perceived as an unfair arrangement.’  
(P5, i- dealer)

Attributes such as high levels of  expertise, skills, performance, and organizational ten-
ure stand out as salient factors that co- workers widely accept as justifying an i- dealer’s 
deservingness of  their special arrangement. One participant in O2 explained:

‘But I do not think that there is any injustice, injustice towards anyone … capable em-
ployees are valued, be it salary, position, or development’  (P21, co- worker)

However, our findings offer a nuanced view of  the role of  organizational tenure in shap-
ing co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deal deservingness. Organizational tenure was often (11 
participants across all three cases) seen as a way of  ‘adding value’ (P15, co- worker) to the 
organization, thereby leading co- workers to perceive i- dealers with long tenures as deserving 
of  such arrangements. However, some participants questioned the merit of  relying solely on 
long organizational tenure as grounds for deserving an i- deal. One participant in O3 (P43, 
co- worker) articulated this scepticism in the context of  a financial i- deal awarded to a co- 
worker with long- standing tenure in the organization:

‘For example, when someone gets a [pay] raise, and you ask why, the reason given is 
that they have worked here longer than you have. An employee may have been here 
for several years before me, but do they have the same potential as mine? They have 
nothing more to give to this company than I do; they just came before me. You may 
have worked here for many years and done nothing, but you may have contributed 
a lot in a short time.’  (P43, co- worker)

This perspective suggests that while long organizational tenure can positively impact co- 
workers’ perceptions of  an i- dealer’s deservingness, it is insufficient to deserve an i- deal. 
Instead, it gains more weight when paired with meaningful organizational contributions. 
Given that veteran employees are often cited as one of  the primary beneficiaries of  i- 
deals in existing literature, our findings offer new insights into how co- workers might 
perceive this practice (Rosen et al., 2013; Rousseau et al., 2016).
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Perceptions of  i- dealer’s needs. Another crucial aspect that co- workers use to evaluate 
whether an i- dealer deserves the deal hinges on the perceived legitimacy of  the i- 
dealer’s needs. Co- workers had more positive feelings towards i- deals when they 
believed the beneficiary’s needs were genuine. Conversely, their perceptions were 
more negative when they doubted the authenticity of  those needs. One participant in 
O1 elaborated:

‘Two employees have flexibility. One’s need is real. She is old and takes care of  her 
elderly mother. The other one has no real need [for a flexibility i- deal]. I am irritated 
by arrangements that are not fair.’ (P2, co- worker).

According to our data, co- workers generally consider needs related to health, family, 
and children as more reasonable to deserve a flexibility i- deal. However, not every need 
related to these matters is considered a good cause to be granted an i- deal. The need 
must be ‘real’ (P2, co- worker), ‘urgent’ (P11, co- worker), ‘important’ (P9, co- worker), 
and ‘have serious consequences if  they are not granted special arrangements’ (P10, co- 
worker) to be ‘approved’ (P10, co- worker) by co- workers. Furthermore, our data reveal 
a notable distinction in co- workers’ attitudes towards different types of  i- deals based on 
the nature of  the need. Specifically, personal needs were generally deemed reasonable 
grounds only for flexibility i- deals. In contrast, co- workers were less amenable to the idea 
that personal needs could justify financial i- deals. This sentiment was captured succinctly 
by one participant in O1 who stated:

‘For example, let us say that someone has the same performance as me, but he is mar-
ried, has a child […], I empathize with him; I can understand him but cannot approve 
it [receiving a financial deal]’ (P15, co- worker).

By shedding light on how perceptions of  individual needs contribute to perceptions 
of  i- deal deservingness, these insights have far- reaching implications for broader conver-
sations about accommodating individual differences in the workplace. Specifically, they 
raise critical questions about the boundaries of  fairness when addressing diverse personal 
circumstances in organizational settings.

Managerial relationships and perceived deservingness. Our analysis revealed that the 
relationship between an i- dealer and their manager significantly shapes co- workers’ 
perceptions of  the i- dealer’s deservingness. For some participants, i- dealers’ good 
relations with the manager completely undermined their belief  that the i- dealer 
deserved the arrangement. For instance, one participant in O3 viewed managerial 
favouritism as a pivotal factor in receiving financial i- deals, thereby casting a shadow 
over the legitimacy of  i- deals:

‘No, I think it is because of  good relations with the management. It has nothing to do 
with performance. Whoever has a better relationship with the management, they [the 
manager] give them a pay raise.’  (P44, co- worker)
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These findings suggest that i- dealers’ good relationships with managers may provoke 
scepticism and negative perceptions among co- workers, causing them to question the 
legitimacy of  i- deals. This scepticism often leads co- workers to associate i- deals with per-
sonal interests, evoking parallels to cronyism and favouritism. These negative perceptions 
consequently doubt the fairness and integrity of  i- deals, as they come to be viewed as 
arrangements ‘based on close relationships, not professional decisions’ (P32, co- worker). 
This sentiment is supported by previous research indicating that co- workers respond neg-
atively to i- deals when associating them with special treatment (Garg and Fulmer, 2018). 
Co- workers also expressed scepticism about the likelihood of  successfully negotiating 
similar i- deals in future when they perceived i- deals as stemming from good relations be-
tween i- dealers and their managers. As one participant in O1 expressed: ‘If  I had a good 
relationship [with the manager], I would get it too’ (P9, co- worker).

On the other hand, four O2 and O3 employees who had successfully negotiated finan-
cial i- deals and eight managers across all three cases who had approved such arrange-
ments indicated that these deals were granted based on merit for various reasons. For 
example, a participant in O3 explained his financial i- deal:

‘In the organization where I work, no one possesses full knowledge in my field. While 
my boss is knowledgeable, his expertise does not match my own. Let us talk openly. 
[Name of  the company] is currently undertaking big projects. And the essence of  the 
work in the production process is welding. And we have inefficiencies in our welding 
procedures, there is inexperience. I came here to write [down] all those welding pro-
cedures for each production. This was a problem for them, and I think I became an 
opportunity that fell into their laps.’ (P45, i- dealer).

Nevertheless, despite multiple accounts from both i- dealers and managers asserting 
the merit- based nature of  these arrangements, scepticism among co- workers was per-
sistent, fuelling negative perceptions. This perception appears rooted in the person- 
specific nature of  i- deals and emphasizes the complex dynamics accompanying i- deals 
in organizational settings. In summary, the relationships between i- dealers and man-
agers play a crucial role in shaping co- workers’ perceptions of  i- dealers’ deserving-
ness and affect their confidence in negotiating a similar deal in future. This suggests 
that i- deals are not evaluated in isolation but within a broader organizational context, 
where employment relationships significantly influence how i- deals are perceived and 
interpreted.

Co- workers’ interest in the i- deal. Another critical factor influencing co- workers’ fairness 
perceptions of  i- deal allocation is their interest in the resources entailed in the i- deal. Our 
analysis revealed that co- workers have enhanced distributive fairness perceptions about i- 
deals that involve resources in which they are interested. As one participant in O1 explained:

‘What matters to me in this job is learning and development … not the salary […] 
That is why these kinds of  arrangements [development i- deals] are more important to 
me.’ (P3, co- worker).
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Another participant in O2 (P27, co- worker) ‘openly admitted’ that she ‘envied’ other 
people’s education most of  all, and therefore, she was sensitive to the developmental pros-
pects that her co- workers receive. Conversely, when co- workers had little interest in the 
resources offered by i- deals, they generally showed indifference towards such deals and 
little inclination towards negotiating similar arrangements. A participant commented: 
‘For example, day offs are unimportant to me. If  someone takes extra days off  or works 
from home, I do not care much’ (P10, co- worker).

This finding suggests that co- workers’ fairness perceptions of  i- deal allocation are in-
fluenced not only by the extent to which the i- deals are distributed fairly but also by their 
own interests and priorities within the organization (Bernerth and Walker, 2012).

I- deal Communication

One of  our study’s most important findings is that how i- deals are communicated within 
an organization significantly impacts co- workers’ fairness perceptions, consistent with 
informational justice (Bies, 1986). It is crucial to clarify that when referring to i- deal 
communication, we are not referring only to the direct communication of  i- deals, as 
communication in the i- deal context is very complex and may take multiple forms. 
Drawing from participant narratives, our study identifies two central factors influencing 
co- workers’ fairness perceptions of  i- deal communication: secrecy versus openness of  
i- deals and managerial role in communicating i- deals:

Secrecy versus openness of  i- deals. Across the three cases examined, our findings reveal that 
financial i- deals are kept as closely guarded secrets, irrespective of  the absence of  formal 
confidentiality agreements. One i- dealer in O1 explained:

‘[…] whether it is an extra pay or a project someone joins, especially if  they [i- dealers] 
get extra payment for it [the project], it is definitely, strictly not talked about.’ (P15, 
i- dealer).

Managers’ justifications for keeping financial and development i- deals secret were that ‘it 
is not possible to grant them [i- deals] to everyone’ (P1, manager) and ‘it can demotivate 
[other] employees’ (P36, manager). I- dealers generally agreed with this perspective by 
expressing the possibility of  ‘demotivation’ (P8, P16, i- dealers) or ‘dissatisfaction’ (P15, 
i- dealer) if  their co- workers revealed their secret arrangements. Co- workers expressed 
similar descriptions for the reasons for secrecy, but some of  them added managers’ un-
willingness to grant similar i- deals to other employees as a reason for secrecy:

‘I would like them [i- deals] to be open, but if  they are open, everyone will claim. It is 
probably a secret, so tomorrow, someone will not come and say, “Give me too” (P10, 
co- worker).

Contrary to the ostensibly confidential nature of  financial i- deals, as characterized by 
managers and i- dealers, co- workers’ perspectives unveil a different view. In all three cases 
studied, co- workers were often implicitly aware of  these i- deals, despite not being formally 
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apprised. While the details remained undisclosed, most participant accounts suggest a 
tacit awareness of  financial i- deals among co- workers. Across the three cases, participants 
described uncovering ‘secret’ i- deals through accidental discoveries during work tasks, 
through workplace gossip, or even by i- dealers themselves revealing their arrangements. 
For instance, some co- workers stumbled upon i- deals while completing assignments that 
involved salary comparisons (P5, co- worker), while others heard about them through ca-
sual conversations with colleagues from different departments (P29, co- worker).

Additionally, some co- workers intentionally sought out this information due to sus-
picions of  hidden arrangements (P29, co- worker), and there were instances where i- 
dealers openly disclosed their i- deals, contravening explicit instructions to keep them 
confidential (P7, manager). These findings not only challenge managerial assump-
tions and existing i- deal literature that often posits i- deals as ‘secret’ (Liao et al., 2016; 
Simosi et al., 2021) but also demonstrate that efforts to keep i- deals concealed might 
not be as successful as commonly believed. Echoing this sentiment, one participant 
in O1 stated emphatically: ‘Nothing remains secret’ (P9, co- worker). Our findings 
suggest that uncovering i- deals through these means negatively influences co- workers’ 
informational justice perceptions and creates negative perceptions of  i- deals among 
co- workers. The secrecy surrounding i- deals fosters a climate of  suspicion and con-
cern. As one participant in O1 said:

‘Whether it is a financial or a flexibility arrangement, if  it is hidden, one is inevitably 
worried about it. My motivation is impacted by the fact that something is going on 
secretly.’ (P11, co- worker).

Consistent with previous theoretical work (Liao et al., 2016; Rousseau et al., 2016), 
our findings also reveal that the secrecy surrounding i- deals is often equated with fa-
vouritism by co- workers, further exacerbating negative perceptions. One co- worker 
in O1 stated:

‘When I hear about it [i- deals] from somewhere else, I feel bad. I imagine… if  
this is hidden from me, then there is some bias here, or why do they hide it?’ (P8, 
co- worker).

These descriptions suggest that despite the assumed confidentiality of  i- deals, co- 
workers often have varying degrees of  awareness about them. As a result, the se-
crecy surrounding i- deals can create negative perceptions and raise doubts about their 
legitimacy.

Managerial role in communicating i- deals. For co- workers, a simple acknowledgment of  the 
existence of  i- deals by managers was insufficient to enhance their fairness perceptions. 
The prevailing narrative among our participants indicated that co- workers are more 
likely to accept i- deals if  managers proactively communicate and explain the reasons 
behind these arrangements. One participant in O1 poignantly expressed: ‘I would 
have accepted it more easily if  I had been informed and explained in advance’ (P3, 
co- worker).
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Despite the prevailing sentiment among co- workers that explanations from man-
agers would enable positive perceptions of  i- deals, managerial perspectives diverged. 
Across all three cases, managers generally showed a disinclination to explain the i- 
deals they granted. This reluctance extended beyond financial i- deals that could po-
tentially demotivate the team if  exposed; it was also evident in other types of  i- deals. 
For example, one manager in O2 succinctly put it regarding a development i- deal: 
‘[…] why should I share it with the whole team? It has nothing to do with them’ 
(P18, manager). Similarly, another manager in O1 commented on a flexibility i- deal: 
‘I’m not trying to hide it. […] I just think that there is no need to let everyone know’ 
(P1, manager). This dichotomy between managerial reluctance to disclose i- deals and 
co- worker expectations for transparency and explanation highlights an important dis-
connect between managerial and co- worker perceptions about what is necessary to 
improve perceptions of  i- deals among co- workers. This disconnect could exacerbate 
negative perceptions surrounding i- deals.

It is important to note that co- workers did not generally expect, and in many instances 
did not even want, explanations from i- dealers themselves. This perspective was commonly 
justified by the belief  that i- dealers were not the ‘decision- makers’ (P16, co- worker), and 
therefore co- workers ‘did not expect’ (P37, co- worker) any explanation from them.

Adding another layer of  complexity to our findings, our data indicate that managerial 
explanations may not always improve co- workers’ negative perceptions of  i- deals, par-
ticularly when co- workers perceive i- dealers as ‘undeserving’ of  their deals. For instance, 
one participant said, ‘There is no such justification that would satisfy me in this situation’ 
(co- worker, P39). Another co- worker similarly suggested that any provided explanation 
would be viewed more as an ‘excuse’ rather than a genuine explanation (P25, co- worker). 
One participant labelled such managerial explanations ‘laughable’ (P29, co- worker), sug-
gesting that merely communicating i- deals might not be enough to ensure positive fair-
ness perceptions of  i- deals. This finding highlights the need for managers to use more 
thoughtful communication strategies to mitigate negative perceptions of  i- deals.

I- deal Consequences

Our analysis identifies two critical factors that significantly influence co- workers’ fairness 
perceptions regarding i- deal consequences and shape their view of  i- deals: direct and 
indirect consequences and recognition of  i- deal burdens. Additionally, we observed that 
the level of  work interdependency determines whether co- workers experience these con-
sequences directly or indirectly.

The interdependency of  work. Reinforcing previous research in i- deal literature (Marescaux 
et al., 2019), our findings showed that in high- interdependency environments, the effects 
of  i- deals, such as flexibility i- deals, are immediate and palpable. For instance, one 
participant in O1 illustrated this by stating:

‘Tasks are so interconnected that […] whoever is absent from work even for an hour 
or two, their absence is felt’ (P13, co- worker).
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In contrast, in settings where tasks are independent and co- workers are less reliant 
on each other, the consequences of  i- deals are less prominent, illustrated by a comment 
from one participant in O1 who, when asked about the effects of  a co- worker’s flexibility 
i- deal, remarked:

‘[…] I have worked alone on all the projects I have worked on so far. There was no 
teamwork. That is why I did not have any dependence on anyone. Therefore, it was 
unimportant for me that someone got flexibility [arrangement]’ (P4, co- worker).

Thus, the level of  work interdependency acts as a contextual factor that magnifies or 
mitigates the consequences of  i- deals on co- workers.

Direct and indirect consequences of  i- deals. Direct consequences were primarily associated with 
flexibility, task, and development i- deals, often manifesting as an increased workload for 
co- workers. Participants frequently emphasized this impact, with statements like, ‘the 
consequence was that our workload was increased’ (P11, co- worker) and ‘it created extra 
workload for us’ (P10, co- worker).

I- dealers were acutely aware of  the direct consequences their i- deals imposed on their 
co- workers. For instance, an i- dealer in O1 who secured a development i- deal to partic-
ipate in an international training programme explicitly acknowledged, ‘My co- workers 
had to do a lot of  extra work. When I am not there, someone must do my tasks’ (P3, 
i- dealer).

The indirect consequences were psychological burdens for co- workers and predomi-
nantly resulted from financial and development i- deals. Although these i- deals did not 
result in added workload, participants repeatedly expressed feeling ‘demotivated’ (P5, 
co- worker; P8, co- worker; P10, co- worker) and ‘worthless’ (P46, co- worker) because of  
them. Notably, some managers also recognized the indirect consequences of  these types 
of  i- deals for co- workers, suggesting that they can substantially influence employee psy-
chological well- being within the team. One manager in O1 stated:

‘There are different consequences. […] For some, it creates a gap. They lose motiva-
tion…get disconnected from work.’ (P12, manager).

Although both direct and indirect consequences adversely affect co- workers’ percep-
tions of  i- deals, the direct consequences notably exacerbate feelings of  unfairness as 
direct consequences further distort the input–output balance, thereby worsening percep-
tions of  distributive justice. One participant in O1 said:

‘Those who work from home, work less [than us]. […] It irritates me when the work 
of  those people comes to us. That is, not only do they stay at home, but their work is 
also divided between us.’  (P2, co- worker)

However, a contrasting layer to this finding emerges when co- workers are beneficiaries 
of  similar i- deals or anticipate such arrangements in future. In these cases, co- workers 
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displayed decreased negative perceptions towards i- deals, even if  these arrangements 
imposed burdens upon them. One participant in O1 articulated this by stating:

‘But generally, the team’s perspective was such that each of  us considered the situation 
in terms of  our own benefit. The thinking was: “If  this employee received this special 
term, then I could get the same too.” Even if  it was negative, even if  productivity 
decreased, we looked at it from our own good and took it as a positive. [Because] the 
same accommodation can be made for me too.’  (P5, co- worker)

These findings again reflect the self- interest perspective of  justice perceptions, wherein 
co- workers are more amenable to overlooking the negatives associated with i- deals, 
driven by the prospect of  receiving similar arrangements.

Recognition of  i- deal burdens. Our analysis showed that when i- dealers openly recognized 
the burdens imposed by these arrangements, expressed appreciation towards co- 
workers, and offered support, it positively influenced co- workers’ interpersonal justice 
perceptions (Greenberg et al., 2004) and created positive perceptions of  i- deals. Our 
findings were consistent in O1 and O2; however, this did not emerge as a theme 
in O3. We attribute this disparity to the prevalence of  financial i- deals in the third 
organization. Participants in O3 largely framed their responses based on experiences 
with financial i- deals. As discussed above, financial i- deals were primarily linked to 
indirect consequences in the form of  psychological burdens. Consequently, there were 
no narratives describing experiences concerning the direct burdens imposed by i- 
deals in this case. However, many positive sentiments were expressed by O1 and O2 
participants, emphasizing the importance of  recognizing the burdens that i- deals can 
place on co- workers. When i- dealers were sensitive to co- workers’ additional burdens 
caused by i- deals and recognized these troubles, co- workers expressed feelings such 
as ‘This relaxes my tension’ (P2, co- worker) or ‘at least this shows that one values a 
co- worker’ (P31, co- worker). These narratives highlight that when i- dealers openly 
acknowledge and show support towards the burdens that i- deals create, they can 
positively influence co- workers’ overall perceptions of  i- deals.

A Framework of  Co- workers’ Fairness- Induced Perceptions of  i- deals

Building on these findings, we develop an emergent theorization of  how i- deal im-
plementation and co- workers’ related justice perceptions shape their (overall) percep-
tions of  i- deals. We present a flow chart in Figure 1 that synthesizes the narratives 
from our interviews, providing a visual summary of  how the factors influencing co- 
workers’ fairness perceptions of  i- deals result in either positive or negative (overall) 
perceptions of  i- deals.

As depicted in the flow chart, each factor (depicted within rectangles) associated with i- deal 
implementation triggers a specific type of  justice perception, resulting in (depicted with 
solid arrows) either positive or negative perceptions of  i- deals. Two factors (depicted within 
ovals) emerged as contextual factors influencing (depicted with dotted arrows) the factors asso-
ciated with i- deal implementation. One such factor is the relationship between i- dealers 
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and their managers, which plays a significant role in shaping co- workers’ views on the 
i- dealers’ deservingness of  their deals and co- workers’ belief  in negotiating similar i- 
deals in future. The other is work interdependency, which significantly influences how 
co- workers experience the consequences of  i- deals.

Furthermore, Figure 1 illustrates how the interaction (depicted with dotted arrows) of  cer-
tain factors associated with i- deal implementation may alter the anticipated negative 

Figure 1. A framework of  co- workers’ fairness- induced perceptions of  i- deals.
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or positive (overall) perceptions of  i- deals. For instance, when co- workers have no 
interest in the resources involved in an i- deal, the lack of  opportunity to negotiate a 
similar arrangement does not necessarily result in negative perceptions. Conversely, 
the anticipation of  negotiating similar arrangements in future can offset potential 
negative perceptions arising from the burdens associated with i- deals. This divergence 
in co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals can be attributed to the self- interest aspect of  
justice perceptions. When co- workers have no personal stake in the allocated out-
come, they are less concerned about the outcome fairness and are less likely to scru-
tinize its procedural fairness (Greenberg, 1990; Skitka et al., 2003). Conversely, when 
co- workers see a personal benefit in the outcome, they become more willing to over-
look its potential downsides (Skitka et al., 2003).

Another layer of  complexity emerges when considering the deservingness of  i- 
dealers and managerial communication. Our findings indicate that when co- workers 
perceive i- dealers as ‘undeserving’ of  their arrangements, even managerial explana-
tions fail to mitigate negative perceptions of  i- deals. This observation resonates with 
the principles of  informational justice, which indicate that when individuals consider 
provided information as insincere, they are likely to deem it inadequate (Shapiro 
et al., 1994).

Overall, our study shows how key factors associated with i- deal implementation 
influence co- workers’ fairness perceptions of  i- deals, resulting in positive and nega-
tive (overall) perceptions of  i- deals. Our findings reveal complex interactions among 
these factors, suggesting that co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals are influenced by how 
different aspects of  i- deal implementation and various related justice concerns are 
managed, which can either mitigate or exacerbate co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals. 
Contextual factors also play a crucial role, indicating that organizational context sur-
rounding i- deal implementation significantly influences co- workers’ justice percep-
tions and perceptions of  i- deals.

DISCUSSION

Theoretical Implications, Future Research, and Limitations

Our study makes several contributions to the literature. First, we theorize how i- deal 
implementation and co- workers’ related justice perceptions shape their (overall) per-
ceptions of  i- deals. Prior empirical work on co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals has 
primarily focussed on immediate equity or social comparison perceptions triggered by 
i- deals (Huang and Tang, 2021; Kong et al., 2020; Marescaux et al., 2019; Ng, 2017; 
Zhang et al., 2020), which does not fully capture how co- workers’ perceptions of  
i- deals are shaped (Garg and Fulmer, 2018). In contrast, our study shifts the atten-
tion towards i- deal implementation and related justice perceptions, encompassing 
procedural, distributive, informational, and interpersonal justice perceptions. This 
approach provides a more comprehensive view of  how co- workers’ perceptions of  
i- deals are formed.
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Moreover, by demonstrating how key factors related to i- deal implementation shape 
co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals, we expand upon previous theoretical research 
(Gachayeva et al., 2023; Garg and Fulmer, 2018; Marescaux et al., 2021; Rousseau 
et al., 2016), adding empirical rigour and deepening the understanding of  these 
perceptions.

Furthermore, our findings demonstrate that the interactions among these factors can mit-
igate or exacerbate co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals, indicating that specific triggers for 
fairness perceptions of  i- deals do not always result in anticipated negative or positive (overall) 
perceptions. For instance, we found that when co- workers have no interest in the resources 
involved in an i- deal, the lack of  opportunity to negotiate a similar arrangement does not 
necessarily result in negative perceptions. Conversely, the anticipation of  negotiating similar 
arrangements in future can offset potential negative perceptions arising from the burdens 
associated with i- deals. These findings provide novel insights into the roles of  similar op-
portunities (Lai et al., 2009; Rousseau et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2020) and i- deal- related 
burdens (Marescaux et al., 2019; Rousseau et al., 2016) in shaping co- workers’ perceptions 
of  i- deals that have been explored in previous research. Moreover, when co- workers perceive 
i- dealers as ‘undeserving’ of  their arrangements, even managerial explanations fail to mit-
igate negative perceptions of  i- deals. This finding extends previous theoretical work on the 
importance of  i- dealers’ deservingness in shaping co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals (Garg 
and Fulmer, 2018; Marescaux et al., 2021) by offering new insights into how this factor in-
teracts with other aspects of  i- deal implementation. The interactions among these factors 
suggest that co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals are influenced by how different aspects of  
i- deal implementation and related justice concerns are managed, highlighting the impor-
tance of  investigating co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals considering their implementation 
through the lens of  organizational justice. Future research could further this line of  enquiry 
by investigating the combined effects, including mediation and moderation among these 
factors, to deepen our understanding of  their impact on co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals. 
We encourage quantitative methods, particularly field experiments, to further investigate 
this line of  enquiry. Understanding these effects can reveal how different aspects of  i- deal 
implementation work together to shape co- workers’ (overall) perceptions of  i- deals.

Our second contribution is investigating the relatively unexplored territory of  i- 
deal communication, thereby addressing a notable empirical lacuna in the extant 
i- deal literature (Simosi et al., 2023). Numerous calls have been made for research on 
how the secrecy versus transparency of  i- deals shapes co- workers’ perceptions (Liao 
et al., 2016; Marescaux et al., 2021; Simosi et al., 2023). Our findings reveal that i- deals 
are not as confidential as often desired or presumed. This discovery adds empirical 
rigour to prior assertions suggesting that co- workers are likely to possess some degree 
of  awareness of  i- deals (Garg and Fulmer, 2018; Marescaux et al., 2021; Rousseau 
et al., 2016). It also supports the theoretical assertion that the communication of  
i- deals may play a critical role in shaping co- workers’ perceptions of  these arrange-
ments (Conway and Coyle- Shapiro, 2016; Gachayeva et al., 2023; Liao et al., 2016; 
Marescaux et al., 2021). Our findings broaden the theoretical understanding of  how 
co- workers perceive i- deals and provide actionable insights for organizations to mit-
igate negative perceptions through proactive communication strategies. These find-
ings open several promising avenues for future research. One area to explore is the 
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effects of  various managerial communication strategies on co- workers’ perceptions 
of  i- deals. We encourage conducting experimental studies to manipulate the level 
and type of  i- deal disclosure (e.g., full transparency, partial disclosure, and complete 
confidentiality) and measure resulting fairness perceptions of  i- deals. Additionally, 
qualitative studies involving in- depth interviews in various contexts could uncover 
the nuances of  how such communications are received and interpreted by co- workers 
and how this affects their perceptions of  i- deals. Another promising avenue for inves-
tigation is exploring the long- term consequences of  co- worker awareness of  i- deals 
on workplace dynamics, such as team cohesion, trust in management, and overall 
workplace morale. Longitudinal studies could track changes in these dynamics over 
time, while mixed- method approaches combining quantitative surveys and qualitative 
interviews could provide deeper insights into the reasons behind these changes.

We also extend i- deal literature by employing a qualitative approach, which is rela-
tively uncommon in i- deal research, particularly the research on co- workers’ percep-
tions of  i- deals. By integrating the perspectives of  all stakeholders involved in i- deal 
implementation in an inductive multiple- case study, our research offers critical insights 
into fairness perceptions associated with i- deals. Our qualitative approach is particularly 
relevant given our focus on perceptions of  i- deals, enabling a thorough understanding of  
individual experiences and their interpretations, making our findings vivid and relatable 
(Bluhm et al., 2011). Furthermore, the qualitative case study method is an increasingly 
critical tool for examining HR differentiation practices, as the implementation of  differ-
entiated workforce practices in organizations is not yet well- understood and necessitates 
illustrative and detailed evidence (Becker et al., 2009). In this regard, our study provided 
rich evidence that deepens the understanding of  how differentiated workforce practices 
are implemented and perceived in organizations. Future qualitative research could ex-
pand this understanding by exploring how various factors related to i- deal implementa-
tion and contextual influences shape co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals across different 
organizational settings.

Finally, our study offers significant insights into the broader debates on workforce 
differentiation practices (Huselid and Becker, 2011; Joseph et al., 2017). Given that all 
HR differentiation practices can potentially reduce perceptions of  fairness (Schmidt 
et al., 2018), our research highlights the critical role of  fairness perceptions in success-
fully implementing these practices, extending beyond i- deals. Our findings demon-
strate that managing various aspects of  i- deal implementation concerning third- party 
justice concerns is crucial for fostering positive co- worker perceptions of  these ar-
rangements. This perspective supports previous arguments in SHRM literature that 
organizations can fully realize the benefits of  HR differentiation practices only if  
they effectively manage employees’ fairness perceptions (Joseph et al., 2017; Schmidt 
et al., 2018). Additionally, it underscores that adopting an organizational justice per-
spective can be a strategic approach to successfully implementing HR differentiation 
practices (Karriker, 2007; Novelli et al., 1995). This demonstrates that, even though 
justice literature often views fairness as a reactive construct, organizational justice can 
play a proactive role in strategic HRM approaches (Greenberg and Wiethoff, 2003). 
Our study opens avenues for further investigation into strategies organizations can 
employ to effectively manage employees’ fairness concerns in the context of  HR 
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differentiation. Specifically, future research can explore how principles of  organiza-
tional justice can be integrated into HR policy development to enhance the perceived 
fairness of  differentiation practices.

Our study also has some limitations. Our study’s first limitation is the absence of  a tem-
poral dimension in our theorizing about co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals in association 
with i- deal implementation. We adopt a synthetic approach to i- deal implementation, 
focussing on key characteristics rather than the sequential stages (Eisenhardt, 2021). A 
quantitative longitudinal study would be more advantageous for capturing the evolving 
nature of  the i- deal implementation and its consequent effects on co- workers’ percep-
tions over time. This approach could allow for more robust conclusions about the causal 
relationships between the different stages of  i- deal implementation and their subsequent 
effects on co- workers’ perceptions.

Furthermore, we used a qualitative study to examine co- workers’ fairness perceptions 
of  i- deals. As with most qualitative studies, we used snowball sampling to recruit partic-
ipants, and only interested participants participated. However, our participants repre-
sented a range of  occupations, had varying organizational tenures, and brought diverse 
experiences related to i- deals. This diversity alleviated initial concerns about self- selection 
bias, contributing to the variety and richness of  our data and confirming that our sample 
was sufficiently heterogeneous.

We also cannot determine how much our findings can be generalized to other or-
ganizational settings. However, our study employed an inductive multiple- case study 
design, strategically selecting cases where i- deals were prevalent and where suffi-
cient similarities and differences between cases could aid in robust theory- building 
(Eisenhardt, 2021; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Given the careful methodologi-
cal design, our findings offer valuable insights that should be highly relevant in vari-
ous organizational contexts.

Practical Implications

Our study offers significant implications and actionable insights for practice. To begin 
with, our findings suggest that co- worker perceptions of  i- deals significantly depend 
on their implementation, which must be managed carefully considering related fair-
ness concerns. By providing empirical evidence on how various factors associated 
with i- deal implementation influence co- workers’ fairness perceptions, our study 
guides managers and i- dealers in anticipating and more effectively managing poten-
tial backlash.

First, it may be beneficial for managers to aim for greater consistency in i- deal nego-
tiations. Although i- deals are inherently tailored to individual needs and every i- deal is 
unique, they often revolve around similar resources, such as flexible work opportunities, 
financial incentives, task assignments, or development opportunities. This clustering of  
requests around common resources can help managers identify patterns in employee 
needs, guiding more consistent decision- making when granting i- deals. Maintaining de-
tailed records of  i- deals, including the type of  request and its status (approved or denied), 
can support the fair treatment of  similar employee requests. It also provides a solid foun-
dation for justifying decisions when necessary, ensuring consistency in i- deal negotiations. 
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Such transparency and record- keeping could mitigate perceptions of  bias, often at the 
root of  fairness concerns related to i- deals.

Second, the deservingness of  i- dealers emerged as one of  the most prominent themes 
in our research. Managers should ensure that i- deals, particularly development, task, 
and financial i- deals, are based on visible contributions such as skills, performance, and 
expertise. Establishing a mutual understanding of  acceptable needs, particularly for flex-
ibility i- deals, is also essential. Taking these factors into account when allocating i- deals 
can help in two ways: It reduces the likelihood of  perceived unfairness and demotivation 
among team members, and it aids individuals in evaluating their chances to negotiate 
similar arrangements, thus reducing potential disappointment and perceptions of  unfair-
ness when their contributions or needs criteria are not met.

Another substantial practical implication of  our research centres on the complex 
roles that secrecy and transparency play in implementing i- deals. Managers should 
navigate this delicate balance with care, as each approach has advantages and draw-
backs. While secrecy may alleviate immediate concerns and prevent potential back-
lash, it carries long- term risks. Specifically, secrecy can enable informal channels, 
such as workplace gossip, to shape the framing and interpretation of  i- deals and 
may also cultivate perceptions of  systemic inequality. Additionally, in highly interde-
pendent work environments, keeping i- deals confidential is challenging. Conversely, 
transparency fosters a sense of  procedural fairness but may not be effective in all 
circumstances, especially when co- workers view the i- deal recipient as ‘undeserving’. 
Therefore, managers should carefully consider disclosure strategies and the influence 
of  informal communication channels when implementing i- deals. By tailoring their 
approach to the unique organizational context and setting the right tone about i- deals 
(e.g., the purpose, criteria, and conditions of  i- deals) in their organizations, they can 
better manage the i- deal implementation and co- worker perceptions of  i- deals over 
time, making the most of  the insights provided by our research.

Finally, i- deals can burden others, especially in interdependent work environments. 
Before implementing i- deals, managers should evaluate the level of  interdependency 
in their work settings, focussing on those i- deal types that might affect the workload. In 
highly interdependent environments, managers must consider the potential direct im-
pacts of  i- deals on other team members, perhaps redistributing workloads or providing 
additional resources to alleviate these effects. Additionally, our research shows that when 
i- dealers proactively recognize and address potential burdens their arrangements might 
place on others, it positively impacts co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals, highlighting the 
critical role of  i- dealers in enhancing both the fairness and overall effectiveness of  i- deals 
in the workplace.

CONCLUSION

To conclude, for i- deals to be an effective tool, organizations must manage them carefully. 
A crucial aspect of  successful i- deal implementation lies in addressing the justice concerns 
of  other employees. This research presented an emergent framework explaining how i- 
deal implementation can shape co- workers’ fairness perceptions of  these arrangements, 
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inducing positive and negative perceptions of  i- deals. We encourage future research to 
extend the understanding of  co- workers’ perceptions of  i- deals, building on the insights 
offered in this study.
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