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Purpose: This study outlines and tests a high commitment model of human resource (HR) practices and
its association with outcomes through a path including employee perceptions and attitudes, thereby
seeking a new way of opening the so-called ‘black box’ between human resource management (HRM)
and performance.
Methodology: Data were collected through a questionnaire survey with responses from 835 Spanish
workers from three sectors (services, education and food manufacture). In order to test hypotheses, we
conducted a path analysis.
Findings: High commitment HR practices were related to employee performance through the mediating
effect of perceived organizational support, a fulfilled psychological contract and job security, as key
features of the employment relationship, and job satisfaction.
Research implications/limitations: This study highlights the roles of high commitment HR and a social
exchange model that places a positive employment relationship at the centre of the link between HRM
and performance. In so doing, it supports a causal chain from input (HR practices) to perceptions (the
employment relationship), attitudes (job satisfaction) and performance (employee behaviour). However,
it is based on self-report and cross-sectional data, and hence future research should obtain independent
performance data and should ideally be longitudinal.
Originality/value: This study is novel in its analysis of how high commitment HRM affects performance
through the employment relationship within a social exchange analytic framework. As such, it offers an
alternative, albeit complementary view of the HRM — performance link to the more dominant AMO
(ability, motivation and opportunity) model.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

(Boselie, Dietz, & Boon, 2005; Combs, Liu, Hall, & Ketchen, 2006).
However, the studies noted a failure to fully consider the process

Recent decades have seen a burgeoning of research and writing
on human resource management (HRM). It has been argued that for
the field to progress, we need good theory about the nature of HRM,
relevant outcomes and the relationship between HRM and out-
comes (Guest, 1997). Much of the research attention has focused on
the relationship between HRM and performance, and their out-
comes concluded that there is evidence of a positive association
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whereby HRM and outcomes might be linked. Subsequent research
has begun to explore this linkage process, dominated by the use of
the AMO model that explores how human resource (HR) practices
affect the ability (A), motivation (M) and opportunity to contribute
(0O) of employees. Some studies have shown evidence to support
the mediating role of these variables (Jiang, Lepak, Hu, & Baer,
2012:; Subramony, 2009).

Despite the significant focus of the AMO model on employee
behaviour, this approach fails to explain the process whereby HR
practices affect employee behaviour. In order to understand this, as
Wright and Gardner (2003) have argued, we need to incorporate
the role of employee perceptions and employee attitudes. The an-
alytic framework that may be best able to incorporate perceptions
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and attitudes and link them to performance is social exchange
theory (Blau, 1964). Drawing on signalling theory (Suazo, Martinez,
& Sandoval, 2009), it proposes that HR practices signal to em-
ployees what the organization has to offer; and the norm of reci-
procity (Gouldner, 1960) that lies at the heart of social exchange
theory proposes that employees will feel obliged to respond with
positive attitudes and behaviour, mediated by perceptions of the
signals from the organization. This study therefore presents an
alternative route to that offered by the AMO model to explain the
relationship between HRM and performance. It seeks to comple-
ment rather than contradict the AMO model, but it is based on
distinctly different assumptions about the core aims of HR prac-
tices. Furthermore, it responds to calls to place employees at the
centre of the analysis of the HRM — performance relationship.

There has been a steadily growing body of research exploring
employee perceptions of HRM. For example, Nishii, Lepak, and
Schneider (2008) and Van de Voorde and Beijer (2015) studied
employees' perceptions of HRM and the attributions they make
about management motives for utilizing HR practices. Social ex-
change theory focuses more specifically on the employment rela-
tionship and the implied exchanges in that relationship. In so doing
it draws attention to different perceptions and their impact. Three
sets of perceptions closely associated with social exchange form the
focus of this study, namely perceived organizational support (POS),
the psychological contract and job security. The proposition is that
these perceptions determine whether there is a positive employ-
ment relationship and it determines levels of satisfaction, motiva-
tion and performance. It is these issues and this process of linking
HRM and performance that is explored in this study. The first part
of this study explains why we need to study employees' individual
perceptions of high commitment HR practices and how these can,
in turn, develop perceptions of organizational support, fulfilment of
the psychological contract and higher job security, which we
characterize as central features of a positive employment rela-
tionship from an employee perspective. We then consider how
those perceptions are related to job satisfaction and employees’
performance. Subsequent sections set out the methodology for the
study, report the findings and discuss the implications of the
results.

2. Theoretical background

Since interest grew in finding the relationship between HRM
and performance, stimulated in particular by the seminal paper by
Huselid (1995), descriptions of HR practices have often been pref-
aced by words that imply their aims. The most commonly used are
high performance HR, high commitment HR and high involvement
HR. The terms high performance HR or even high performance
work systems (HPWS) have tended to dominate the literature,
reflecting the particular interest in those practices most likely to
lead to high performance. However one of the early influential
studies by Walton (1985) emphasized the need to move from an
approach based on control to one based on commitment, implying
the need for a distinctive set of HR practices. This has been followed
up in subsequent research and writing (see, for example, Pfeffer,
1998; Wood & Albanese, 1995). The case for high involvement HR
practices has been outlined by Boxall and Macky (2009). Both the
high involvement and more particularly the high commitment
approaches to HRM imply that performance needs to be based on a
positive employment relationship. As such, they can be differenti-
ated from the AMO model that has as its main focus those HR
practices that improve employee performance, leaving aside any
concern for the employment relationship.

The aim of this study is to explore the effect of high commitment
HRM on employee performance and to test a model explaining how

it has an impact. The underlying assumption of this model,
reflecting the ideas of Walton and others, is that the organization
needs to develop a positive reciprocal relationship with employees
with the aim of achieving mutual benefits. Again, this can be con-
trasted with the AMO model, where the focus is on organizational
benefits, particularly on performance outcomes, to the neglect of
employee concerns. It is reflected in reviews raising questions
about how far an approach based on the concept of high perfor-
mance HR practices can result in both high performance and high
employee well-being (Godard, 2004; van de Voorde, Paauwe &
Veldhoven, 2012). Our proposition is that a high commitment
approach to HRM is more likely to lead to mutual benefits reflected
in both high satisfaction and high performance and resulting from a
positive social exchange.

Social exchange theory has been widely used as an explanatory
framework in organizational behaviour and employment relation-
ships (see, for example Coyle-Shapiro & Conway, 2004). The central
argument is that if an organization provides, or at least offers,
something that employees value, they will reciprocate by offering
in return something that the organization values. A classic example
is the psychological contract (Rousseau, 1995), which has been
defined as ‘an individual's belief regarding the terms and condi-
tions of a reciprocal exchange agreement between the focal person
and another party’. A psychological contract emerges when one
party believes that a promise of future returns has been made, a
contribution has been given and thus, an obligation has been
created to provide future benefits (Rousseau, 1989, p.123). Rousseau
and Greller (1994) showed how HR practices signal the content of
the psychological contract and Guest and Conway (2002) showed
how these practices can help communicate the content of the
psychological contract. In line with exchange theory, the psycho-
logical contract is concerned with mutual promises and obligations,
and studies have consistently shown that where organizations keep
their promises there is higher trust and lower intention to quit the
organization (Zhao, Wayne, Glibkowski, & Bravo, 2007).

While the employment relationship can be considered at a va-
riety of levels, the decline of collective activity in many countries
has shifted the focus to the relationship at the individual level
(Guest, 2004). One manifestation of this is the growing interest in
the concept of I-Deals (Rousseau, 2005), defined as idiosyncratic
deals that individual employees negotiate for themselves with their
employer. Reflecting this focus, there have been calls to pay more
attention to employee attitudes and perceptions in seeking to un-
derstand the effect of HR practices (Kehoe & Wright, 2010; Piening,
Baluch, & Ridder, 2014). A number of features of the employment
relationship are likely to be particularly salient in promoting
mutual benefits over the long term. Of them, POS, fulfilment of the
psychological contract and job security are particularly salient and
have been previously analysed within the context of exchange
theory. The basis for this claim and the resulting hypotheses are
elaborated below.

2.1. Influence of HR practices on POS, the psychological contract and
job security

POS has been defined as ‘beliefs by employees about their or-
ganization that might contribute to the perception that the orga-
nization values their contributions and cares about their well-
being’ (Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchison & Sowa, 1986; p.501).
We expect high commitment HR practices to be associated with
POS, because they signal a sense of caring for the well-being of
employees. Several studies have highlighted the association be-
tween specific high commitment HR practices and POS. For
example, Liu (2004) found that employee perceptions of pay level,
career development opportunities and work-family support were
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positively related to their POS, while Allen, Shore, and Griffeth
(2003) found that perceptions of participation in decision mak-
ing, growth opportunities and fairness of rewards/recognition were
consistently and positively related to POS. In line with signalling
theory (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004), we expect that the presence of
more high commitment HR practices will be positively associated
with POS.

H1. High commitment HR practices will be positively associated
with perceived organizational support.

As already noted, social exchange theory lies at the heart of the
psychological contract with its assumptions of mutual promises
and obligations. We might therefore expect that a richer set of
promises, reflected in high commitment HR practices will lead to
what employees perceive as a potentially positive psychological
contract and if it is fulfilled, then it will result in both high satis-
faction and, through the norm of reciprocity, an appropriate
behavioural response from employees. There is extensive evidence
about both the antecedents and consequences of the psychological
contract (for a review, see Conway & Briner, 2005). HR practices
have been identified as key antecedents of the psychological con-
tract (Rousseau & Greller, 1994), a finding confirmed by Turnley and
Feldman (1999), Guest and Conway (2002) and supported in the
wider review by Conway and Briner (2005). In addition to shaping
the content of the psychological contract, HR practices have been
shown to affect the likelihood that the organization will fulfil its
promises and commitments to employees (Whitener, 2001). Most
studies have indicated that it is the fulfilment of the psychological
contract rather than the content that affects employee reactions.
Within our analytic framework, one reason for this is that HR
practices that are in the public domain offer a clearer signal of
intended behaviour and by implication are more explicit. As a
result, the organization is more likely to feel obliged to address
them by fulfilling the inherent promise. We therefore offer the
following hypothesis:

H2. High commitment HR practices will be positively associated
with greater fulfilment of the psychological contract.

High commitment HRM implies a long-term employment
relationship and important feature of this for employees will be
their sense of employment security. Indeed, some authors have
gone so far as to suggest that a promise of employment security is a
central feature of a high commitment approach (see, for example,
Pfeffer, 1998). A sense of job security is likely to promote trust and
therefore a greater willingness to reciprocate within the employ-
ment relationship. While a promise of job security may not be an
essential element within the set of HR practices, signals of concern
for both short- and long-term well-being of employees in the
content of HR practices, which is more likely to be a feature of high
commitment HRM, should enhance the sense of job security.

It has been suggested that increases in flexible working practices
and the need to achieve rapid organizational change have resulted
in increased job insecurity (Cappelli, 1999). Within a number of
European countries, and notably Spain, a sizeable minority of
workers are employed on temporary contracts. However, organi-
zations have choices about how far to pursue HR policies that create
high security. For example, Guest (2000) argued that one of the
goals of HRM should be to enhance employees’ commitment and
that this could be best achieved through HR practices that promote
job security and fair treatment. In contemporary organizations,
enhancing employee perception of job security is likely to be a key
element of the psychological climate to improve employee
commitment to the organization. There is evidence that certain HR
practices can enhance the sense of job security. For example,

Kammeyer-Mueller and Liao (2006) showed that in the context of
downsizing the use of HR practices, such as participation and
communication, increased perceived job security, while training
and development enhanced perceptions of employability. It
therefore seems that high commitment HR practices could enhance
perceived job security among employees. We therefore propose
that.

H3. High commitment HR practice will be positively associated
with perceived job security.

2.2. High commitment HR practices and job satisfaction

The social exchange model proposes that if the organization
offers something that is perceived as positive, it will in turn receive
a positive affective reaction. Therefore, high commitment HR
practices that imply a number of positive outcomes for employees
will be expected to result in higher levels of job satisfaction. Evi-
dence in support of this comes from research by, for example, Guest
and Conway (1999), who were able to show that the presence of
more HR practices, as reported by workers, was associated with
higher levels of satisfaction. In addition, Garrido, Pérez, and Antén
(2005) found that there was a relationship between HR practices
and job satisfaction among Spanish sales managers. Our argument
is that the presence of relevant HR practices is a source of satis-
faction in itself, because of the positive signals they provide.
However, it may additionally be mediated by interpretation and
perceptions of those practices as they relate to other aspects of the
exchange relationship. We develop that argument below. However,
for the present scenario, we simply hypothesize as follows:

H4. High commitment HR practices will be positively associated
with job satisfaction.

2.3. Relationships between POS, the psychological contract and job
security and job satisfaction

High levels of POS are likely to create a positive impact and,
according to social exchange theory, increase the probability of a
reciprocal response. Eisenberger et al. (1986) addressed the psy-
chological processes underlying consequences of POS. Specifically,
this theory supported the view that POS should contribute to
overall job satisfaction by meeting socioemotional needs,
increasing performance—reward expectancies and signalling the
availability of aid when it is needed. This support could generate a
positive attitude to their jobs, making employees feel satisfied.
Many studies have found that organizational support is positively
related to job satisfaction and these are brought together in
Rhoades and Eisenberger's (2002) meta-analysis, which indicated
that POS was related to a range of behaviours and attitudes,
including job satisfaction. Hence, we hypothesize that.

H5. POS will be positively associated with job satisfaction.

Psychological contract theory describes how the reciprocal
socioemotional bond between employee and employer depends on
the kind of promises made to the employee, the obligations
required in return and the extent to which the promises are fulfilled
(Rousseau, 1995). Higher fulfilment implies a positive exchange,
generating a positive affective response from employees. Studies
have generally confirmed that a fulfilled psychological contract is
related to satisfaction and commitment (Conway & Briner, 2005).
Therefore, again on the basis of social exchange theory, we hy-
pothesize that.
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H6. Fulfilment of the psychological contract will be positively
associated with job satisfaction.

A guarantee of job security could be interpreted by employees as
a signal of the organization caring about their well-being and is
therefore likely to generate a positive exchange and enhance the
employment relationship. Job security is generally conceived as an
antecedent of job satisfaction, and has been related to job satis-
faction in numerous studies (Buitendach & De Witte, 2005;
Hellgren, Sverke, & Isaksson, 1999). Meta-analyses by Sverke,
Hellgren and Naswall (2002) and Chen and Chan (2007) confirm
this relationship. Therefore, we hypothesize that.

H7. Perceived job security will be positively associated with job
satisfaction.

It has been widely suggested that high commitment HR practices
affect outcomes through employee perceptions, attitudes and,
therefore, behaviour (Appelbaum, Bailey, Berg, & Kalleberg, 2000;
Wright & Gardner, 2003). Within our social exchange framework
and the emphasis on the employment relationship, we have high-
lighted the role of perceptions of organizational support, the psy-
chological contract and employment security. We have reviewed
the literature showing that HR practices are antecedents and job
satisfaction is a consequence of these perceptions. It is therefore
likely that they will act as partial mediators of the relationship be-
tween HR practices and job satisfaction. We therefore hypothesize:

H8. Perceived organizational support, fulfilment of the psycho-
logical contract and job security will be partial mediators of the
relationship between HR practices and job satisfaction.

2.4. Relationship between job satisfaction and employee
performance

The relationship between job satisfaction and performance has
always been controversial. Early reviews, such as that by laffaldano
and Muchinsky (1985), found a small positive relationship (0.17).
More recent evidence suggests a stronger relationship at the indi-
vidual level between job satisfaction and performance (Harrison,
Newman, & Roth, 2006), and an extensive meta-analysis by
Judge, Thoresen, Bono, and Patton (2001) reported a correlation
between job satisfaction and job performance of 0.30.

In addition to questions about the strength of any association,
there has also been uncertainty about the causal relationship.
Schneider, Hanges, Smith, and Salvaggio (2003), in a longitudinal
study at unit level, concluded that the evidence was as strong in
support of the performance — satisfaction link as the satisfaction —
performance link. Estreder and Adell (2005) also found a reciprocal
relationship between job satisfaction and employee performance in
a sample of Spanish teachers. Thus, the causal direction of the job
satisfaction—performance relationship remains unclear in the
literature. Our model builds on exchange theory which proposes
that employees must first perceive and react positively to man-
agement offers before responding with their own behaviour. The
logic is therefore that job satisfaction precedes the behavioural
response. As a result, we test a chain model of
input—perception—attitude—behaviour. Thus, we hypothesize that:

H9. Job satisfaction will be positively associated with employee
performance.

Following the logic of exchange theory and building on the ev-
idence about the relationship between POS, a fulfilled psychological
contract and job security and job satisfaction (see Conway & Briner,
2005; Aselage & Eisenberger, 2003), we again follow the percep-
tions—attitude—behaviour chain to propose:

H10. Job satisfaction will mediate the relationship between per-
ceptions of organizational support, fulfilment of the psychological
contract and job security and performance.

Previous research at the individual level on the relationship
between HRM and performance has explored a range of organiza-
tionally relevant outcomes, including labour turnover and organi-
zational citizenship behaviour as well as individual job
performance. Much less attention has been paid to absenteeism, yet
in many organizations, high levels of absence can pose serious
problems. Furthermore, we would expect within the social ex-
change model that those feeling obliged to reciprocate what is
offered by the organization would be motivated to attend at work if
at all possible. By contrast, those who are not impressed by what
the organization is offering, and who as a result perceive a lack of
organizational support and believe that the organization is not
keeping the promises reflected in the psychological contract are
likely to be more dissatisfied.

Absenteeism is a withdrawal behaviour that has potentially
damaging consequences for both the individual and organization
(Berry, Lelchook & Clark, 2012; Koslowsky, 2009). While early
studies of the relationship between absenteeism and job satisfac-
tion at the individual level produced only weak and inconsistent
findings (Chadwick-Jones, Brown, & Nicholson, 1982; Hackett &
Guion, 1985), researchers have generally suggested that dissatis-
faction increases absenteeism (Roelen, Koopmans, Notenbomer, &
Groothoff, 2008; Tett & Meyer, 1993). In a meta-analysis by
Harrison et al. (2006), which analysed the relationship between job
attitudes and withdrawal behaviour, job satisfaction was negatively
related to absenteeism. As a result, we hypothesize:

H11. Job satisfaction will
absenteeism.

be negatively associated with

We proposed that POS, a fulfilled psychological contract and job
security are related to job satisfaction and that job satisfaction is
negatively related to absenteeism. As one of our aims is to test the
employee perceptions in the casual chain of HR practi-
ces—perceptions—attitudes—behaviour, we also propose:

H12. Job satisfaction will mediate the relationship between
perceived organizational support, fulfilment of the psychological
contract and job security and absenteeism.

Drawing these hypotheses together, the main goal of this study
is to explore a distinctive model based on social exchange theory
that places a positive employment relationship at the heart of the
analysis to examine linkages in the HRM — performance relation-
ship. We do this in the context of a high commitment model of
HRM, which implies a concern for employee well-being; and we
undertake analysis at the individual level. It is this concern for
employee well-being within a high commitment HR model that
encourages the kind of reciprocation from employees that can
usefully be understood in the context of social exchange theory.
Furthermore, through this approach, we place employees and their
perceptions, attitudes and behaviour at the heart of the analysis.
The hypotheses outlined above provide the basis for testing this
model in the context of the variables we have used to operation-
alize it. The following section sets out how we conducted the study
and the methods used to measure the constructs.

3. Method
3.1. Sample

The sample was composed of 835 Spanish employees. The
average tenure was 7.77 (SD = 8.99) years, the average age was 34
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(SD = 9.52) years and 51% were females. The sample was deliber-
ately broad being drawn from three quite different sectors to take
account of different contexts and potentially different approaches
to HRM and the employment relationship. A total of 328 employees
worked in 10 companies engaged in food production, where many
jobs require relatively low skills; 245 employees worked in 10
companies in the retail sector and represent the growing service
sector with moderate skill levels. Finally, 262 employees worked in
20 educational organizations representing predominantly profes-
sional skills. A distinctive feature of employment in Spain is the
high proportion of temporary workers and in this sample it was
33%, which is broadly representative of the national picture at the
time of data collection. This is likely to have a bearing on job se-
curity. Despite the range of employment contexts, the educational
level of the sample was high; 67% of employees had an under-
graduate qualification, while 33% had qualifications at high school
level or lower.

3.2. Procedure

Following an extensive pilot study to validate our measures, we
contacted organizations from the three sectors first to gain access
and then to explain to the head of the HR department of each or-
ganization the purpose of the study and to request their partici-
pation. Upon agreement, employees filled in the questionnaires
under the supervision of the researchers. In exceptional cases,
employees mailed their questionnaires in a sealed envelope.
Confidentiality was guaranteed, and participation was voluntary.

3.3. Measures

3.3.1. Control variables

Type of contract. Employees were asked to indicate if they had a
permanent contract with their organization. The response range
was Yes = 1; No = 0.

Sector. Data were gathered from three different sectors
(Manufacturing = 1; Retail service = 2; Education = 3). In order to
control for the effect of sector, two dummy variables
(manufacturing and service) were created with education as the
reference sector.

3.3.2. Independent variables

3.3.2.1. HR practices. There has been much debate about the best
way to measure HR practices and from whom accounts of the
practices should be obtained. While there has been an extensive
debate about bundles of practices, the dominant approach in the
literature has been to provide an additive account of the number of
practices present. Underlying this is the assumption that HRM is
best viewed as a system (Becker & Huselid, 1998) and that the
higher the presence of relevant practices, the stronger the consis-
tent signals about the intentions underpinning them (Bowen &
Ostroff, 2004). There is also an increasing view that employees
are the best source of information about the implementation of HR
practices since HR managers, particularly those at senior levels are
often not in a position to know what is happening on the ground
(Wright & Boswell, 2002). We therefore adopted the standard
approach of asking employees to report those that they had expe-
rienced or knew were in place in their organization and counting
the number on which they gave a positive response.

Following a thorough review of the literature and after the pilot
study, eight high commitment HR practices were identified. They
consisted of four standard HR practices found in many surveys,
including training and development, provision of merit pay, use of
performance appraisal and provision of interesting/varied jobs. In
addition, the following four items more specifically related to

employee well-being were included: an environment free of
harassment, equal opportunities and support with nonwork re-
sponsibilities and participation in decision making. An example is:
‘Have you received a formal performance appraisal during the past
year?’ The response range was 1 = No; 2 = Yes; 3 = [ don't know.
The measure is scored by taking a count of the ‘yes’ responses and
can therefore range from 0 to 8.

3.3.3. Mediating variables

Perceived organizational support. POS was measured with a
shortened four-item version of the Eisenberger, Fasolo, and Davis-
LaMastro (1990) scale. A sample item is ‘My organization really
takes care about my welfare’. Responses ranged from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Psychological contract. The psychological contract was measured
with a list of 15 promises that might be made by employers to
employees based on a review of psychological contract measures
and modified in the pilot study (Isaksson et al., 2003). Employees
were asked to indicate whether they believed their employer had
made a promise to them with respect to each of the 15 items and if
so, to what extent that promise had been fulfilled using a five-point
scale as follows: 0 = no promise; 1 = yes, but promise not kept at
all; 2 = yes, but promise only kept a little; 3 = yes, promise half
kept; 4 = yes, and promise largely kept; and 5 = yes, and promise
fully kept. An overall mean score for psychological contract fulfil-
ment was computed based only on those items on which the
employee said that a promise had been made.

Job security. Job security was measured using the four-item scale
of De Witte (2000). An example item is ‘I think I might lose my job
in the near future’. Responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree).

Job satisfaction. Job satisfaction was measured with four items,
which were developed by Price (1997). A sample item was ‘Most
days I am enthusiastic about my job’. Responses ranged from
1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree.

3.3.4. Dependent variables

Employee performance. Employee performance was assessed
using six items based on a measure developed by Abramis (1994).
An example was ‘We now list some questions concerning your last
working week. In your own judgement, how well did you fulfil the
following tasks ... Perform without mistakes?’ The scale of re-
sponses ranged from 1 (very badly) to 5 (very well).

Sickness absence. Research on absence suggests that it is the
number of incidents of absence rather than the number of days lost
that is the best indicator of subjective accounts of absence (Berry
et al., 2011). We therefore measured it with a single item asking
‘How often have you been absent from work due to your state of
health over the last 12 months?’ The scale of response ranges from
1 = never; 2 = once; 3 = twice or thrice; 4 = four or five times; and
5 = more than five times.

3.4. Data analysis

Means, standard deviations, internal consistency and correla-
tions among the organizational variables were estimated. We also
calculated the percentage of each ‘yes’ response of each HR prac-
tices: training and development (72.5%), provision of merit pay
(26.8%), use of performance appraisal (37.5%), interesting/varied
jobs (31.7%), an environment free of harassment (21.8%), equal
opportunities (44.1%), support with nonwork responsibilities
(37.5%) and participation in decision making (67.1%).

In order to test for common method variance effects on our
results, we carried out Harman's single-factor test (see Podsakoff,
MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). Hypotheses were tested by
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means of path analysis using LISREL 8.80. Since we used continuous
observed variables, we performed maximum likelihood (ML) esti-
mations (e.g. Joreskog, 1993).

Different indices were addressed to test model fit. We had used
Xz that indicates the probability that the measurement matrix has
the form implied by the model. However, this index is sensitive to
sample size (e.g. Joreskog, 1993). Another critical characteristic of
the chi-square test statistic is the fact that it evaluates whether or
not the analysed model holds exactly in the population. Thus, the
use of other fit indices (such as the RMSEA, AGFI, GFI and NNFI) has
been suggested as an alternative test of model fit (e.g. Marsh, 1994).

We examined incremental and absolute fit indices: nonnormed
fit index (NNFI) (Tucker & Lewis, 1973), comparative fit index (CFI)
(Bentler, 1990), goodness-of-fit index (GFI) and adjusted goodness-
of-fit index (AGFI), as proposed by Joreskog and Sorbom (1984). All
these indices have a range from 0 to 1 with 0.90 being the recog-
nized cut-off value (West, Finch, & Curran, 1995). Root mean square
error of approximation (RMSEA) was examined to synthesize the
standardized residuals. RMSEA > 0.10 is generally unacceptable
(Steiger, 2000). In addition, we also examined the standardized root
mean square residual (SRMR), whose cut-off value is close to 0.08
(Hu & Bentler, 1999).

We applied structural equation modelling (SEM) to test for
mediation, as this approach is more suitable for our study than
Baron and Kenny's (1986) approach (see James, Mulaik, & Brett,
2006). As recommended by many researchers (e.g. MacKinnon,
Lockwood, Hoffman, West, & Sheets, 2002), we tested the signifi-
cance of the mediated effects as an additional step in the mediation
analysis. The empirical critical value for the 0.05 significance level
corresponds to 0.97 rather than 1.96, because they use different
distributions (further information in MacKinnon et al., 2002).

In order to compare nested models, we computed the Sator-
ra—Bentler scaled chi-square difference test (Satorra & Bentler,
2001). In addition, we compared values of NNFI and CFI to iden-
tify any difference between models. Little (1997) considered a dif-
ference not larger than 0.05 between NNFI values as negligible.
Regarding differences between CFI values and based on the results
of simulation work, Cheung and Rensvold (2002) suggested that
decreases in fit >0.01 might be important. Chen (2007) suggests
that when the RMSEA increases by < 0.015, one can also claim that
it supports the most constrained model.

4. Results

Means, standard deviations and correlations are shown in
Table 1. Because all our variables were provided by the same source
(employees), we carried out Harman's single-factor test using
exploratory factor analysis of the variables to check for problems of

dimensions explaining 64.67% of variance and reducing the likeli-
hood of common method variance. We controlled for the effect of
sector and type of contract in the model, but we do not include
them in the single-factor test, as they are dummy variables.

Test of the overall model. The hypotheses were tested using a
path analysis. As can be observed in Table 2, the hypothesized
model (Model 1) did not adequately fit the data (%2 (10) = 69.98,
p = 0.00, y2/df = 7 > 5). Then, we compared it with other models to
check mediating effects (see Table 2) and also, we carefully ana-
lysed each model to test partial mediating effects. Doing so, we
found that model 8 was significantly different and also fitted the
data. (%% (9) = 32.13, p = 0.00, %?/df = 3.57 < 5; RMSEA = 0.056
(0.036—0.078); NNFI = 0.938; CFI = 0.988; GFI = 0.992;
AGFI = 0.948 SRMR = 0.025). In fact, we performed y? difference
test (sz =37.85; Adf = 1; p > 0.001) and the NNFI, CFl and RMSEA
values obtained for the proposed model and the model (path:
psychological contract performance; model 8) was significantly
different (ANNFI = 0.069; ACFI = 0.024 and RMSEA = 0.03).

Tests of hypotheses. Higher experience of high commitment HR
practices was significantly and positively associated with POS
(Hypothesis 1 was confirmed), a more fulfilled psychological con-
tract (Hypothesis 2 was confirmed), with greater job security
(Hypothesis 3 was confirmed) and with higher job satisfaction
(Hypothesis 4 was confirmed). POS, a more fulfilled psychological
contract and higher job security were all positively and significantly
associated with job satisfaction (Hypotheses 5, 6 and 7 were
confirmed). POS, higher psychological contract fulfilment and
higher job security all partially but significantly mediated the
relationship between high commitment HR practices and job
satisfaction (Hypothesis 8 was supported). Job satisfaction was
positively and significantly related to employee performance
(Hypothesis 9 was supported). Contrary to expectations, there was
a direct relationship between fulfilment of the psychological con-
tract and performance; as a result, this relationship was partially
rather than fully mediated by job satisfaction. Nevertheless, the
relationship between POS, job security and performance was fully
mediated by job satisfaction (Hypothesis 10 was therefore only
partially confirmed). Job satisfaction was significant and negatively
related to sickness absence (Hypothesis 11 was also confirmed).
These results, together with percentage of explained variance can
be observed in Fig. 2.

For a fuller test of hypothesis 10, we compared models by means
of the Satorra-Bentler scaled chi-square difference test. Results
showed that model 8 was the preferable one (see Table 2). More-
over, it tested the fully significant mediated effect of job satisfaction
for the relationships between: organizational support and perfor-
mance (z' = 7.35), job security and performance (z’ = 4.54), orga-
nizational support and sickness absence (z’ = 2.90, job security and

common method variance. This resulted in eight different  sickness absence (z° = 2.48) and psychological contract and
Table 1
Means, standard deviations and Pearson correlations.
Variables M SD 1 2 4 5 6 7 8 9
1. Manufacturing 0.31 0.46
2. Retail/services 0.29 046 —0.44**
3. Type of contract 0.67 0.47 -0.04 —-0.11**
4. HR practices 3.38 1.96 0.12** 0.12** 0.00
5. Job security 3.92 0.96 0.18** ~0.05 0.38** 0.24** (0.84)
6. POS 3.33 0.92 0.20™* 0.01 -0.13** 0.48** 0.21** (0.84)
7. Psychological contract 4.32 0.52 0.04** -0.07 —0.06 0.09** 0.09** 0.25**
8. Job satisfaction 4.00 0.85 0.24** 0.00 —-0.11** 0.38** 0.27** 0.61** 0.28** (0.82)
9. Employee performance 3.88 0.52 0.10* 0.03 —-0.02 0.26** 0.21** 0.33** 0.32* 0.44** (0.79)
10. Sickness absence 1.76 0.95 0.08* —0.10** 0.09* —0.02 0.02 -0.13* —0.08* —-0.11** —0.06

Notes: * p < 0.05 ** p < 0.01; dummy variables were correlated by t-Kendall correlations; Notes: * p < 0.05 ** p < 0.01. Cronbach's alpha values on the diagonal (where

appropriate).
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Table 2
Goodness-of-fit indices of the examined models.
XZ df RMSEA 90% interval RMSEA NNFI CFI GFI AGFI SRMR

Model 1 69.98 10 0.086 0.067—0.105 0.869 0.964 0.980 0.909 0.041
Proposed model
Model 2 75.31 11 0.085 0.067—0.103 0.872 0.961 0.978 0912 0.043
Plain model (no HR practices)
Model 3 71.69 9 0.090 0.073-0.111 0.831 0.966 0.982 0.887 0.037
Job security—sickness absence
Model 4 68.74 9 0.090 0.071-0.11 0.839 0.968 0.982 0.890 0.020
Psychological contract—sickness absence
Model 5 67.22 9 0.089 0.070—0.11 0.843 0.969 0.983 0.894 0.037
POS—sickness absence
Model 6 59.92 9 0.083 0.064—0.104 0.862 0.972 0.984 0.904 0.035
Job security—performance
Model 7 62.57 9 0.086 0.067—-0.107 0.853 0.971 0.983 0.897 0.034
POS—performance
Model 8 3213 9 0.056 0.036—0.078 0.938 0.988 0.992 0.948 0.025

Psychological contract—performance

sickness absence (z' = 2.74), following MacKinnon et al. (2002).
Thus, as noted above, Hypothesis 10 was partially confirmed and
Hypothesis 12 was confirmed; job satisfaction fully mediated the
relationship between POS, fulfilment of the psychological contract
and job security and sickness absence. Fig. 1.

5. Discussion

This study has sought to make several contributions to the
literature. First, it adopts an explicitly high commitment approach
to HRM in contrast to the dominant approach that focuses on HR
practices designed to ensure high performance (Jiang et al., 2012).
There is inevitably some overlap between these approaches and
this study included items such as training and development and
merit pay that are likely to appear in high performance models.
However, it included additional items addressing more employee-
centred issues such as work—life balance, promotion of equal op-
portunities and policies to avoid bullying and harassment.

Second, this study has sought to determine the so-called ‘black
box’ linking HRM and performance and does so by focusing
distinctively on the role of the employment relationship and on a
framework linking employee perceptions, attitudes and behaviour
of employees. Employees are therefore placed at the centre of the
study.

Third, the study utilizes social exchange theory as the main
analytic lens through which to explore the employment relation-
ship. Building on signalling theory (Suazo et al. 2009), HR practices
are seen as signals of the organizations’ intentions, and it is pro-
posed that the way they are perceived by employees is reflected in
key features of the employment relationship including POS, a

CONTRACT

JOB
SECURITY SICKNESS
COMMITMENT ABSENCE
HUMAN ORGANIZATIONAL JOB
RESOURCE > SUPPORT >
SATISFACTION
/ EMPLOYEE
PSYCHOLOGICAL PERFORMANCE

fulfilled psychological contract and a sense of job security. These
are identified as centrally important issues in building a long-term,
high trust employment relationship of the sort that is likely to
encourage reciprocation on the part of employees (Guest, 2004). A
first stage in this reciprocation is a positive attitudinal reaction,
reflected in job satisfaction. The second is reciprocal behaviour in
the form of stronger job performance. It is these linkages that are
tested with the empirical data and in doing so, we go beyond
previous work that examines elements of this model, but does not
use the full linkage model and does not focus so clearly on the
employment relationship (see, for example, Gould-Williams &
Davies, 2007; Hui, Lee, & Rousseau, 2004).

This model was tested and broadly supported. More specifically,
more HR practices were associated with higher levels of POS, psy-
chological contract fulfilment and job security. These partially
mediated the relationship between HR practices and job satisfac-
tion; job satisfaction, in turn, was associated with higher perfor-
mance. However, one element of the proposed model was not
supported. There was a direct link between a fulfilled psychological
contract and performance. A possible explanation for this is that the
psychological contract is a particularly powerful example of ex-
change theory and fulfilment of promises by the organization cre-
ates a strong sense of obligation to respond in various ways
including higher performance.

The broad support for a high commitment HR approach and for
the social exchange focus on the employment relationship has been
found in the context of Spain with its high proportion of temporary
employees. The correlations in Table 1 give no indication that
temporary staff feel particularly disadvantaged; indeed, on some
items, they are distinctly more positive than the permanent staff. It

Fig. 1. Hypothesized model.
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JOB
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0.10%** 2
: R?*=0.27 0.16%%* SICKNESS
ABSENCE
COMMITMENT v 016 R2=0.02
HUMAN ORGANIZATIONAL JOB 0,135
RESOURCE 0 20*; SUPPORT > SATISFACTION
PRACTICES : R’=0.30 0.41%* R2=0.40
I EMPLOYEE
0.02% 0.09%* 4 0.24** %] pERFORMANCE
PSYCHOLOGICAL 0.2 ] #kx R?=0.20
CONTRACT
R?=0.01
U.Z l EEE3
0.03*

Notes: *p <0 .10 ** p <0 .05 *** p <0.01; control variables: type of contract and sector.

Fig. 2. Structural Equation Modelling outcomes.

is also notable in the same table that there are differences across
the sectors. Future research should therefore take account of sec-
toral factors in exploring both the adoption and impact of high
commitment HR practices.

Overall, the findings lend support to the argument that a high
commitment approach to HRM built around a positive employment
relationship and a strong social exchange can explain significant
variations in employee satisfaction, employee performance and
absence. The link to sickness absence is particularly interesting as
previous research has generally revealed only very weak associa-
tions between satisfaction and absence (Johns, 1997) and our
question asked about sickness absence rather than absence due to
all causes, which might often provide a better indicator of felt
obligation or motivation to attend.

6. Limitations and further research

Although this study outlines and explores a novel approach to
high commitment HRM, it has a number of weaknesses that might
be addressed in future research First, because we asked each
employee about his/her perceptions, attitudes and behaviours to
test an implied causal chain, we used questionnaires to collect all
our data, raising possible problems of common method variance. In
order to show discriminant validity, we performed Harman's
single-factor test. In addition, common method variance is seldom
avery severe issue to invalidate research findings (e.g. Doty & Glick,
1998). Moreover, Spector (2006) argued that the seemingly auto-
matic criticism of cross-sectional self-report data as being inflated
is simply unfounded. If common method variance were a serious
problem as some argue, then we should expect to see all variables
measured with the same self-report survey exhibiting systemati-
cally inflated correlations. In our individual-level data, however,
this was not the case. Nevertheless, we recognize that common
method variance is a potential limitation and that, allied to this,
collecting performance data through self-report can risk a positive
bias in responses. We therefore suggest that future research should
ideally use multiple sources of information. HR practices could be
collected from managers, although care should be taken to allow
for overstating their implementation. Performance data could be
collected from supervisors, although the distribution of ratings will
often be highly skewed. In addition, absence data could be collected
from organizational records.

Second, our study was cross-sectional, limiting the ability to
establish causality. Our model was therefore based on theoretical
assumptions derived from social exchange theory, and this resul-
ted, for example, in the logic of assuming in this case that

satisfaction precedes performance. Therefore, we suggest that
future research should replicate our study with longitudinal data to
establish the causal ordering of the data. However, it should be
noted that even with longitudinal data, it can be difficult to
establish causality unless there is information about when HR
practices were introduced.

Third, we chose to use absence as an outcome measure, because
it can serve as an indicator of both performance and well-being.
Future research may wish to explore alternative individual-level
performance-related indicators, but there are few obvious candi-
dates beyond organizational citizenship behaviour and labour
turnover and the latter can require data collection over quite long
periods.

Finally, we deliberately set out to explore links between HRM
and performance at the individual level. A fuller multilevel analysis
to account for organizational-level factors and organizationally
relevant outcomes would enrich our understanding of the impact
of the type of high commitment approach we have explored in this
study.

7. Conclusion

In conclusion, our study has tested and found support for a
model of high commitment HRM that is positively associated with
key features of the employment relationship at the individual level
and which, within the framework of exchange theory, are associ-
ated with higher employee job performance. In reporting these
findings, we go beyond the traditional approach to the study of the
relationship between HRM and performance to focus on a specific
and rather different process, whereby HRM is linked to
performance.
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