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Abstract
Testing Human Resource Management (HRM)’s effect on organisational performance has been 
a core part of HRM research over the past 25 years. Whereas pioneering studies in the field 
neglected the mechanisms explaining this relationship, treating it as a ‘black box’, in the last 
decade the focus has been on examining the mediators of this relationship. Most recently, a series 
of reviews has been more critical of the field, particularly highlighting its diversity and underplaying 
of employee involvement, a concern central to its inception. This paper assesses these mediation 
studies in the light of these concerns, which provide criteria by which I summarise them and 
assess the extent to which they have advanced the field. The analysis demonstrates that the main 
problems of the black-box studies remain: the misalignment of the use of additive indexes and the 
theory of synergistic relationships, confusion over analysis methods, inadequate justification of 
the selection of practices in the empirical investigations, and under-representation of employee 
involvement. The researchers continue to present the field as a unified one. However, since the 
majority of studies are centred on high-performance work systems, there is a clear schism across 
them between these studies and those centred on high-involvement management. The paper 
reinforces the importance of this distinction, on the basis that a high-performance work system is 
a technology, a set of sophisticated personnel practices, whereas high-involvement management 
is a managerial philosophy or orientation towards fostering employee involvement. The paper 
concludes by suggesting ways of overcoming the recurring problems in HRM–performance 
research, and how these vary between the two perspectives.
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Introduction

Assessing the relationship between human resource management (HRM) and organisa-
tional performance has been a core part of the HRM field during the past three decades. 
A research stream developed from the mid-1990s that was based on quantitative, cross-
sectional studies regressing performance against measures of the combined use of human 
resource practices. Initial reviews led to a widespread acceptance that a positive relation-
ship is well established (Becker and Gerhart, 1996; Becker and Huselid, 1998; Dyer and 
Reeves, 1995; Wall and Wood, 2005; Wood, 1999a). The main issues remaining were 
thought to be what mechanisms explain this? Diversity in the practices across the studies 
was observed by the initial reviewers but was not presented as a serious problem. Nor 
was the diversity of methods of constructing the composite measures of HRM. The 
impression conveyed was of a stream making good progress, with the time being right to 
explore potential mediators of the relationship. Calls for such mediation studies have 
indeed been followed and they have dominated the research in the past decade, supersed-
ing the black-box studies that opened up the field (e.g. Bonias et  al., 2010; Paul and 
Anantharaman, 2003; Takeuchi et al., 2007).

However, more recent reviewers of the area have been less sanguine about the stream, 
questioning in particular whether it is as homogeneous as portrayed by past reviewers. 
They have highlighted the diversity in ‘the different ways to combine practices in HR 
systems’ (Boon et al., 2019: 2499) and how these entail ‘different assumptions about the 
relationships between the components of HRM system concerning a specific outcome’ 
(Hauff, 2019: 2). Such diversity is more fundamental than the diversity in practices as the 
various methods of combining the practices imply different notions of the relationship 
between HRM and performance. For example, a measure based on the total use of prac-
tices implies a linear relationship between practices and performance, which may not fit 
the theoretical suppositions of authors who assume synergies between practices or who 
see the practices as reflecting an underlying orientation that can be measured by a reflec-
tive latent variable. The object of study, HRM, may not then be consistent across the 
studies. Wood (2020), in particular, argues that we need to distinguish between high-
performance work systems and high-involvement management, which have frequently 
been treated as synonymous. This reflects his previous differentiation between the com-
plementary-practices, synergy and orientations perspectives (Wood and De Menezes, 
2008). In the complementary perspective the use of the complete set of best-in-class 
practices produces the highest performance, under the synergy perspective practices 
enhance the performance of each other so performance increases disproportionately with 
the addition of practices, and under the orientations perspective an underlying manage-
rial philosophy explains the performance effects and the adoption of practices reflects 
this philosophy (Wood and De Menezes, 2008).

A consequence of the diverse methods and practices across the studies, Boon et al. 
(2019) conclude, is that all we can presume from the studies is that ‘investments in some 
broad set of HR practices yields returns’ (p. 2516). Since the identification of the prob-
lems behind this have mainly been based on the initial black-box literature, any fresh 
assessment of where we are in this research stream should focus on studies exploring 
mediators. This paper offers such an assessment, evaluating what we can conclude about 
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potential mediators and whether the mediation studies have overcome the problems of 
the black-box studies. Or, are they similar to the black-box studies, apart from confront-
ing the black-box problem?

I open with a summary of the concerns expressed in these reviews, in order to identify 
the criteria that I use to evaluate the mediation studies. The next section reports a system-
atic review of the mediation studies, focusing on these criteria and the extent to which 
they have developed beyond the black-box studies. This shows that many of the prob-
lems of the black-box studies – in particular the diversity across them and their neglect 
of involvement – are reproduced across the mediation studies. The final section draws 
out the importance of acknowledging both this continuity and the schism between the 
high-involvement management and high-performance work systems perspectives and 
suggests ways in which the problems in the field can be addressed.

Concerns about the HRM–performance research stream

The focus of the stream

The HRM–performance research stream emerged from two concerns: the advantages of 
the holistic use of sophisticated HRM practice, and an assumed need for employee 
involvement in an increasingly competitive world (Wood, 2020). The first concern, the 
need for holistic methods, was a reaction firstly to management’s use of HR practices 
that were not necessarily the most advanced ‘textbook’ practices, and secondly to their 
use in a piecemeal or ad hoc way. Emphasis was placed on how the systemic use of state-
of-the art practices should result in superior performance because of their mutually rein-
forcing nature. The second concern, for employee involvement, was a reaction to low 
workforce involvement and commitment associated with the dominance of Taylorist 
control methods. Employee involvement is required to reverse these methods, through 
designing (a) good-quality jobs with autonomy and variety and (b) mechanisms by which 
employees can be involved in the wider organisation and contribute to continuous 
improvement. The former, the job or role involvement, is the bedrock of Lawler’s (1986) 
high-involvement management and Walton’s (1985) high-commitment management, but 
their distinctiveness was in highlighting the additional value of wider organisational 
involvement, which is focused on improvement-oriented voice.

A narrative developed in which the two concerns were linked, so that the modernisa-
tion of HRM involved a more strategic approach to personnel management than tradi-
tional methods, in which employee involvement and development are central (Wood, 
2020). It was envisaged that practices enhancing the abilities, motivation and opportuni-
ties for participation would maximise performance, and this notion was increasingly 
regarded as the AMO model of the HRM–performance relationship, following Bailey’s 
(1992) lead. He concluded that motivation alone could not yield high performance, since 
workers must have the necessary skills and access to participatory organisational struc-
tures to optimise its effects.

Initial reviewers of the stream, in making light of the variability of practices across the 
studies, assumed in effect that the studies covered a sufficient range of practices to rep-
resent the AMO dimensions. However, the coverage of practices often was not 
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comprehensive and involvement (O) practices have been showed to be neglected (Wood 
and Wall, 2007). When the diversity in the methods of combining the practices to create 
a measure of the HRM system was observed, these were treated as substitutes and as 
measuring the same object, a complement of mutually-reinforcing practices. This again 
is deficient. The significance of these different modes of combining human resource 
practices is a at the heart of the concerns expressed in the recent reviews (Boon et al., 
2019; Hauff, 2019; Wood, 2020).

The problems of the stream

I will now summarise the main points of these recent reviews and their implications for 
the next steps in the field.

1.	 The emphasis across the studies has been on the systemic concern that ignited the 
stream, rather than the involvement one so the narrative coupling them is mis-
leading; it should be acknowledged that the field is not homogeneous and high-
performance work systems and high-involvement management should be 
decoupled (Wood, 2020).

2.	 The synergistic relationship between practices is a ‘fundamental assumption’ 
(Boon et al., 2019: 2498) of the area but additive indexes have been the predomi-
nant method of measuring this system; these can measure a complementary the-
ory of the practices, whereby each practice is the best in class and fills a gap left 
by the others, but their use will not measure a synergistic one.

3.	 Measurement and statistical techniques – additive composite measures, multipli-
cative indexes, principle component analysis, cluster analysis, latent reflective 
analysis, and latent formative analysis – have readily been treated as alternative 
ways of measuring the same system or synergistic effects; but their nature and 
utility varies (Hauff, 2019). Additive methods and formative scales can be used 
in the testing of complementary theory, multiplicative indexes (and not cluster 
analysis) for testing synergistic relationships, latent reflective scales (distinct 
from principle component analysis) for testing an orientation theory (Wood and 
De Menezes, 2008).

4.	 The variety of methodologies and practices used in the studies means that they 
may not be capturing the same construct (Boon et al., 2019; Boselie et al., 2005; 
Hauff, 2019); it is especially important to dissociate the notion of a philosophy 
from a system, which is a set of complementary, or potentially synergistic, prac-
tices (Wood, 2020).

5.	 Measures of the practices often mix descriptive and evaluative (or even irrelevant) 
items (Beijer et al., 2019) and may over-rely on managerial respondents for infor-
mation on them (Gerhart, 2012). A greater use of employees may increase the 
validity of the measurement, as they are closer to the implementation of the prac-
tices; however, if the aim is the actual or intended practice as ‘designed on paper’ 
(Beijer et al., 2019: 10) then managers’ accounts may be more appropriate.

6.	 The diversity of practices in the studies is especially significant if the HRM sys-
tem is measured by an additive or formative index, since these are defined by the 
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items included in them; if the aim is to cover all AMO dimensions then neglect 
of one or more of these means this is not achieved, while if high-involvement 
management is the target concept then the measure will be limited to involve-
ment practices and supports for these.

7.	 The theoretical foundation of the area is underdeveloped (Batt, 2002) and diverse 
(Fleetwood, and Hesketh, 2006) with AMO and resource-based theory being 
quite prevalent but their role is typically not precisely or convincingly 
demonstrated.

The AMO framework implies that skills, motivation, and opportunities to participate 
are the mediators, certain mechanisms can be inferred from labels such as ‘high-commit-
ment’ and ‘high-involvement’ (Patterson et al., 2010: 3), and explanatory mechanisms 
are suggested in introductions to the HRM–Performance studies. Yet, these are pointers 
to explanatory variables absent of well-developed theory(ies). Indeed, the labelling of 
studies as black-box in nature carries an association that the field lacks strong theory. We 
now examine the extent to which the mediation studies have overcome the failings of the 
black-box studies that I have identified.

A review of the mediation studies of the HRM–
performance relationship

The preceding discussion of concerns about the HRM–performance area provides crite-
ria by which we can critically evaluate the mediation studies. I will assess the studies in 
terms of five dimensions:

1.	 The extent to which they present a unified portrayal of the black-box studies as 
the benchmark for their distinctiveness.

2.	 The extent to which they adopt measurement and analysis procedures that fit with 
their underlying theory and object of study.

3.	 The extent of which they use evaluative or irrelevant measures within the set of 
practices and whether this is related to the use of employee respondents.

4.	 Whether diversity of practices continues and the neglect of involvement exists.
5.	 Whether the selection of mediators reflects the underlying theory and object of study.

Finding the studies

I conducted a search for the mediation studies using sources including PsycInfor, 
Business Source Premier, Sage Journals Online, and supplemented this by the reference 
lists of the articles unearthed in this search and of the recent reviews of the area. I used 
four criteria to select the studies to be evaluated. They had to be:

1.	 Published in reputable refereed journals, providing some quality assurance.
2.	 Concerned with multiple HRM practices.
3.	 Testing the relationship between HRM and economic performance measures 

such as productivity, profit or return on assets.
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4.	 Include a test of the mediating effect of one or more construct on the HRM–
economic performance relationship.

The first three are the same criteria used by Wall and Wood (2005) in their review of 
the black-box studies, which we will use when comparing them to the mediation 
studies.

I thus excluded studies that evaluated HRM’s effects on (a) performance solely via 
one or more individual practice (e.g. Khoreva and Wechtler, 2018; Vlachos, 2008), (b) 
both potential mediators and performance measures without testing for mediation (e.g. 
Wright et al., 2003), (c) non-economic or individual-level performance measures (e.g. 
Kazlauskaite et al., 2012; Rogg et al., 2001) or employee outcomes (e.g. Cafferkey and 
Dundon, 2015).

I used the search stream: (Human Resource Management or High-performance work 
systems or High-involvement management) and (organisational performance or eco-
nomic performance) and (mediation or mediator). No dates were entered in the search.

Assessing the studies

I will first identify the label the authors use for the HRM construct, then I will discuss 
their perspective on the research stream, their choice of measurement method for the 
HRM object, their use of evaluative statements and respondent, their selection of prac-
tices included in their HRM measure, the mediators in the analysis, concluding with the 
results of the studies. A summary of the 34 studies covering these issues is in the 
Supplemental Appendix available online. 

Terminology

‘High-performance work system’ is the most common label for the HRM object, used by 
19 of the 34 studies (56%). Other terms include those associated with high involvement 
(employee empowerment, high-involvement work practices, high-involvement manage-
ment) or high commitment (commitment-based/oriented HRM, high-commitment HR 
practices), which in some cases are treated as synonymous with high-performance work 
systems, as well as each other (Beltrán-Martín et al., 2008; Latorre et al., 2016). More 
idiosyncratic terms include AMO-maximisation system and performance- and mainte-
nance-oriented HR, which are both related to the concept of high-performance work 
system.

Striking is the increase, compared to the black-box studies, in the use of the label 
‘high-performance work system’ (or practices). Five of the 27 (19%) black-box studies 
used it (Wood and Wall, 2007) compared with the 19 of the 34 (56%) mediation studies. 
The emphasis in accounts of high-performance work systems is on the holistic concern 
underlying the research stream, rather than the involvement one. For example, Bonias 
et al. (2010) (p. 320) quote Zacharatos et al. (2005) as defining high-performance work 
systems as ‘a group of separate, but interconnected human resource practices that 
together recruit, select, develop, motivate and retain employees’. The neglect of involve-
ment is exemplified in similar definitions; for example, Raineri (2017) justifies his 
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preference for high-performance work systems on the basis that the practices ‘work in an 
interrelated manner when affecting employees’ performance’ through impacting not only 
on ‘employees’ motivational states but also .  .  . their knowledge and skills’ (p. 3150).

The accounts of the core concept are littered with references that imply a synergistic 
relationship between the practices and performance. Chow (2012) refers to a central 
‘concept of bundling with complementary relationships among HR practices’ that results 
‘in positive interactions and a synergistic effect that goes far beyond the effects of indi-
vidual practices’ (p. 3116). This is a rare reference to synergy, but the term ‘mutually 
reinforcing set of practices’ is commonly referred to, and in a way that implies interac-
tion effects amongst practices and conflates these with practices being complementary. 
Heffernan et al. (2016) for example, write, ‘The HRM debate has consistently advocated 
that mutually reinforcing or complementary HR practices would result in superior per-
formance than if practices were applied in isolation’ (p. 440). Similarly, references to the 
practices forming ‘coherent systems of practices’ (Beltrán-Martín et  al., 2008: 1013; 
Chow, 2012: 3116), and being ‘internally coherent’ (Messersmith et al., 2011; Raineri, 
2017) or ‘interconnected’ (Takeuchi et al., 2007: 1069) also imply that the greater effi-
cacy of practices when implemented with each other.

Some of the idiosyncratic labels are also defined, like high-performance work sys-
tems, in AMO terms. For example, Chen and Huang’s (2007) strategic human resource 
practices covers all AMO practices, as does how both Katou and Budhwar (2010) and 
Paul and Anantharaman (2003) use the term HRM. Farouk et al. (2016), also use the term 
HRM but define it in terms of the abilities dimension of AMO, as concerned with enhanc-
ing ‘employees’ knowledge, abilities and skills’ (p. 774). Standing more outside of the 
AMO framework, Gong et al. (2009) differentiate maintenance- and performance-ori-
ented practices, on the basis that the former are concerned with influencing employees’ 
motivation to remain in the organisation and the latter with employees’ motivation to 
perform. Finally, both Lopez-Cabrales et al. (2009), and Zhou et al. (2013) differentiate 
between collaborative HRM and knowledge-based HRM. Lopez-Cabrales et al. (2009) 
focus on HRM as fostering internal collaboration, while Zhou et  al. (2013) see it as 
involving external collaboration, as both are concerned with innovative performance.

Where the high-commitment terminology is used, it is defined in terms of AMO prac-
tices, akin to AMO-based designations of high-performance work systems (Allen et al., 
2013; Latorre et al., 2016). High-involvement management in one instance is similarly 
defined, as a set of ‘mutually reinforcing.  .  .HR practices that are intended to acquire, 
retain, involve, and motivate employers and to improve communication’ (Martínez-del-
Río et  al., 2012: 829). In three studies ‘high-involvement management’ is, however, 
adopted without the association with high performance work systems, as entailing both 
role- and organisational-involvement management, though empirically they do not 
always co-exist (Fernandez and Moldogaziev, 2013; Wood and Ogbonnaya, 2018; Wood 
et al., 2012).

The emphasis on the holistic approach to practices thus underlies the terminology in 
the majority of studies. Narratives combining this with the initial involvement concern 
are no longer prominent. The majority of accounts of high-performance work systems do 
not include involvement or refer to the O in equivalent terms to the A and M in AMO. 
Where O is mentioned, its connection to involvement may be diluted, and referred to as 
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the opportunity ‘to perform’ (Raineri, 2017: 3153), ‘to exert their best performance’ 
(Raineri, 2017: 3152), ‘to contribute’ (Zhang and Morris, 2014: 74), or to ‘express. .  . 
talents’ (Fu et al., 2015: 212), or just as ‘opportunity’ (Hauff et al., 2018). This is not dis-
similar to the black-box studies, where the majority of authors eschewed the term 
‘involvement’ in their HRM construct – it was used in only four of the 27 (15%) studies 
reviewed by Wood and Wall (2007). The mediation studies show a similar proportion; 
but the difference between the two groups lies in the use of high-performance work sys-
tems. The variety of terms used in the black-box studies was considerable, whereas there 
is more of a concentration on the high-performance work system in the mediation stud-
ies, at the cost of concern for involvement.

Perspective on the research stream

The black-box stream is presented throughout the mediation studies as united by the 
consistently positive relationships between holistic HRM constructs and measures of 
organisational performance. Zhang and Morris (2014), exceptionally, insert a rider that 
there are studies showing no relationship. No mediation study mentions the unevenness 
of results across performance measures in the same study, as chronicled by Wall and 
Wood (2005).

Naturally, the focus of the introductions to the past studies is on their lack of investiga-
tion of mediators. Authors present themselves as addressing calls to unlock ‘the black box’ 
(Farouk et al., 2016: 774), or investigate the ‘mediating mechanisms’ (Hauff et al., 2018: 
6) between HRM and performance. In some of the more recent studies authors have, under-
standably, referred to the emerging mediation studies (e.g. Heffernan et al., 2016).

The AMO framework is increasingly seen as a unifying force within the area in a size-
able proportion of the high-performance work systems studies. Hauff et  al. (2018), for 
example, write ‘though there is still no agreement on which HRM practices represent 
HPWPS [. . .], researchers usually refer to the AMO framework’ (p. 7). Their study covers 
all three of its dimensions. Elorza et al. (2011) go as far as saying ‘there is a consensus on 
the validity of a system based on the three ability, motivation and opportunity (AMO) 
dimensions’ (p. 1404). However, when applying AMO authors unwittingly show the lack 
of such a strong consensus, as they vary in the emphasis placed on each dimension.

Recognition of diversity across the black-box studies is limited mostly to references 
to the variety of practices and a lack of consensus about the required compaction, as if 
the matter is one of scholars not agreeing to agree (Beltrán-Martín et al., 2008; Hauff 
et al., 2018; Mansour et al., 2014). The existence of alternatives to the universal theory 
of the HRM–performance relationship – contingency and configuration theory – is 
acknowledged by a few authors (e.g. Riaz, 2016; Zhang and Morris, 2014), but in only 
two studies is a contingent factor (business strategy) tested as a moderator (Heffernan 
et al., 2016; Sun et al., 2007).

Authors also characterise the HRM–performance field in terms of its concentration on 
certain sectors or countries in order to signal the distinctiveness of their study. For exam-
ple, Hauff et  al. (2018) claim the literature concentrates on the USA, making their 
German study distinctive (p. 7). Similarly, Riaz (2016) considers that studies have con-
centrated on developed countries, adding to the value of her study in Pakistan (p. 422). 
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Bonias et al. (2010) mention the focus of black-box studies on manufacturing (which 
was true of the pioneering studies) as demonstrating the novelty of their hospital study. 
Additionally, Fu et al. (2015) highlight the lack of concern for innovation as an HRM 
outcome to justify their study of law firms.

The high-involvement management studies are exceptional. Not, however, because 
they highlight the diversity in the area; rather they see high-involvement management as 
distinctive so their authors do not dwell on reviewing the area (Fernandez and 
Moldogaziev, 2013; Wood et al., 2012).

Overall, the impression conveyed by the introductions to the prior literature in the 
mediation studies is of a unified field. They thus mirror the majority of the reviews of the 
black-box studies by underplaying any consequences of the diversity of practices.

Choice of HRM measure

Additive measures are used in the majority of studies (28 of 34, 85%, 17 out of 19, 90%, 
using the high-performance work system label), which is consistent with the black-box stud-
ies. In the majority of cases they are introduced with little or no discussion. This reflects the 
adoption or adaption in many cases (23 out of 34, 68%) of the indexes in black-box studies 
– for example the measures of Delery and Doty (1996), Huselid (1995), Snell and Dean 
(1992) and Zacharatos et al. (2005). In one case their distinctiveness relative to latent varia-
bles is acknowledged when Allen et al. (2013) state that their measure is ‘composed of sub-
stitutable components that are not caused by an underlying construct’. Justifications for using 
additive indexes, when given, typically refer to their regular use in the area. For example, 
Latorre et al. (2016) refer to their use as the ‘dominant approach in the literature’, on the 
assumption that ‘HRM is best viewed as a system. . .and the higher the presence of relevant 
practices, the stronger the consistent signals about the intentions underpinning them’ (p. 332). 
Some references are more specific, quoting in particular Becker and Huselid’s (1998) justifi-
cation that they are consistent with a unitary human resource system as a strategic asset, and 
fulfil the equifinality principle that practices can have an equal effect (p. 640). They suggest 
that medium levels of implementation of the system could have very different combinations. 
Consequently, such measures are seen as fulfilling the basic aim of the research to test whether 
the greater or more intensive use of a ‘system’ yields higher performance.

A variety of methods are used to arrive at the index. Principal component analysis is 
used, typically to support the unitary index, but no tests comparing these with models 
with two or more components have been made, despite widespread references to Huselid 
(1995), which included a two-component model to the data, as an exemplar study. 
Cronbach’s alpha was sometimes used, with little explanation, but appears to be being 
used to test the consistency of the items, and whether they can be taken to measure simi-
lar phenomena (Allen et al., 2013; Bartram et al., 2014).

Two authors refer to their measure as a formative scale (Gardner et al., 2011; Hauff 
et al., 2018). It is used to measure a system akin to an additive index but it differs from 
these as a statistical model underlies them so the fit of the model can be tested, as Hauff 
et al. (2018) do, through structural equation modelling.

Three studies use reflective latent variables and in ways that are aligned with their 
theory, which is centred on high involvement as a managerial philosophy. Fernandez and 
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Moldogaziev (2013) focus on Lawler’s four dimensions of high-involvement manage-
ment (p. 492), which they term empowerment following Lawler’s (Bowen and Lawler, 
1992) earlier work. Using similar items to Lawler, with US data, they measure each 
dimension using a latent variable. Taken together, they form a unidimensional measure 
of empowerment as a ‘multifaceted management approach’ (Fernandez and Moldogaziev, 
2013: 493). Wood et al. (2012) fit latent trait models to data on involvement practices and 
supports for these practices, and find that the two dimensions of high-involvement man-
agement – role- and organisational-involvement management – are discrete. The former 
is termed ‘enriched job design’ and the latter ‘high-involvement management’, but in a 
subsequent study Wood and Ogbonnaya (2018) use the terms role- and organisational-
involvement management, clarifying that they are both dimensions of a high-involve-
ment orientation. The results of the first study are replicated in the second, using similar 
data on British workplaces from two different time periods (2004 and 2011).

Beltrán-Martín et al. (2008) also use a latent scale to measure their high-performance 
work system concept. Partly defined by its practices, their conception implies an underly-
ing approach to management centred on eliciting ‘commitment to and involvement with 
the organisational goals so that people’s behaviour is self-regulated rather than controlled 
by sanctions and pressures’ (p. 1012). Katou and Budhwar (2010) similarly measure their 
HRM systems construct with latent measures. Their three-dimensional concept is assumed 
to represent the extent to which the firm has policies in the three areas corresponding to the 
AMO dimensions: resourcing and development, compensation and incentives, and involve-
ment. Allen et al. (2013), having stated they want to measure an additive index ‘not caused 
by an underlying construct’, curiously use a latent variable, to meet their ambition to create 
a ‘conceptually driven additive index of commitment-based HR practices’. They conduct a 
confirmatory factor analysis on their practice-data which fits well, then use the factor 
scores to compute their measure of commitment-based HR practices (p. 161).

Of those who did not measure high-performance work systems or high-involvement 
management, Lopez-Cabrales et al. (2009) measure their knowledge HRM and collabo-
rative HRM using an additive index. Gong et al. (2009) use principle component to vali-
date the discreteness of nine types of HR practices, which they then allocated on the basis 
of theory to maintenance- and performance-oriented HR.

No study uses a multiplicative index. Given the reference in the theory to how prac-
tices mutually reinforce each other, the misalignment between the synergistic theory and 
its testing using additive indices continues (Bartram et al., 2014; Chow, 2012). In a few 
cases, however, the authors present the additive index as correctly enabling the testing of 
a theory that the larger the number of practices used the greater the performance. For 
example, Latorre et al.’s (2016) use of an additive measure is consistent with their theory 
that increasing numbers of practices will enhance the consistency of messages given to 
employees, and this in turn will engender organisational commitment and performance.

Nature and source of data

The studies were included in the review on the basis of a focus on actual practices not 
evaluations of these. Descriptive questions on the practices, which involve the least 
amount of interpretation (Beijer, et al., 2019), include Hauff et  al.’s (2018) asking 
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managers about the extent to which they agree with statements such as, ‘employees work 
in semi-autonomous work groups’ and ‘compensation for employees are based on firm 
profits’, and Heffernan et  al.’s (2016) asking what proportion of employees ‘receive 
formal performance appraisals on a routine basis’ and ‘are administered attitude surveys 
on a regular basis’. The set of items used by Messersmith et al. (2011), drawn from Datta 
et al. (2005), to measure high-performance work system is the best example of one using 
the average scores on scales that are descriptive; examples of items include ‘one or more 
employment tests administered prior to hiring’ and employees are ‘provided financial 
performance information’. Other measures that exclusively use descriptive items have 
relied on asking managers to indicate 1 if they have a practice and 0 if they do not (Choi 
and Lee, 2011, Gardner et al., 2011, Wood et al., 2012; Wood and Ogbonnaya, 2018). 
Similarly, Latorre et al. (2016) using employees as respondents, ask for example ‘Have 
you received a formal performance appraisal during the past year?’ (p. 332).

Most studies despite their attention to actual practices, use a mixture of descriptive 
and evaluative items. For example, Beltrán-Martín et al. (2008) used evaluative ones 
such as ‘How extensive is the employee selection process for a job’ alongside descrip-
tive items like ‘what percentage of employees is covered by performance appraisal 
systems’ or ‘has received training this past year?’ Other examples of evaluative items 
include ‘Our compensations include high wages’ used in Takeuchi et al.’s (2007) index, 
which Beijer et al. (2019) class as low evaluative, Raineri’s (2017) ‘supervisors main-
tain open communication with employees’, and Hauff et al.’s (2018) ‘continuous train-
ing’. A high evaluative item is Takeuchi et  al.’s (2007) ‘training programmes are 
comprehensive’ and Riaz’s (2016) mirror of this, ‘selection is comprehensive’.

In these examples the demand for interpretation arises from the type of questions. 
Evaluative items in some cases, however, reflect underlying concepts that lack precision, 
the most notable one being selective recruitment (e.g. in Gong et al., 2009). The need for 
interpretation also arises from a desire to assess intensity or to create scales. For exam-
ple, Chow (2012) asked respondents to gauge practices on a five-point scale from very 
low to very high; the descriptions of practices did not make this a particularly easy task 
– for example she included using communication networks, reporting for information 
sharing, and pay incentives tied to job performance. A practice used by several authors 
was to ask employees on a five-point scale the extent to which they agree with a set of 
statements such as ‘employees have a feeling of personal empowerment with respect to 
work processes’, all of which use a mixture of descriptive and evaluative statements 
(Fernandez and Mondogaziev, 2013; Gong et al., 2009, Hauff et al., 2018; Liao et al., 
2009; Mansour et  al., 2014; Patel et  al., 2013 Takeuchi et  al., 2007). Raineri (2017), 
uniquely, presents what the respondent was asked to agree upon: ‘please indicate the 
extent of your agreement or disagreement about whether the practices has been used by 
your organization to manage employees .  .  . in the past three years’ (pp. 3161–3162). 
Several authors, also in order to get scales, used questions based on asking the proportion 
of staff are subject to practices such as ‘receive formal individual performance apprais-
als’ (Fu et al., 2015), the provision of ‘financial performance information’ (Heffernan 
et al., 2016) and receive ‘incentives depending on performance appraisals’ (Martínez-
del-Río et al., 2012).



94	 German Journal of Human Resource Management 35(1)

Finally, the inclusion of qualifiers in questions creates a need for evaluation. This is 
illustrated by the use of primarily in ‘when interviewing applicants, we primarily assess 
their ability to work with our current employees’ or almost in ‘job security is almost 
guaranteed to employees’ (Sun et al., 2007).

An additional problem in some studies is the use of items that are not practices. 
Bartram et al. (2014) and Bonias et al. (2010) follow Zacharatos et al. (2005) in including 
transformational leadership. While accounts of the workforce characteristics are used as 
Patel et al. (2013) and Raineri (2017) asked whether ‘great effort is taken to select the 
right person’, and Heffernan et  al. (2016) asked what proportion of employees ‘can 
expect to stay in this organisation for as long as they wish’ (p. 447).

Employees were respondents in ten studies, which makes them distinctive from the 
black-box studies. In four cases, employees were the sole respondent (Fernandez and 
Moldogaziev, 2013; Latorre et  al., 2016; Paul and Anantharaman, 2003; Raineri, 2017). 
Latorre et  al. (2016) even refer to their choice as following what is now ‘the standard 
approach of asking employees to report those [practices] they have experienced or knew 
were in place in their organization’ (p. 332). (Which my review has shown is not true.) 
Takeuchi et al. (2007) combined the managerial and employee responses to measure high-
performance work systems. Liao et al. (2009) conducted two tests of the performance effects 
of high-performance work systems using managerial and employee measures, and found 
that the mediation results were slightly different. Riaz (2016) tested two discrete mediation 
models, one with a management measure of high-performance work systems and human 
capital as the mediator, the other based on employee-level data on the same practices but 
with social exchange, relational coordination, and several employee-attitude measures as 
the mediators. All the mediators were significant. In three studies, the employee data was 
used to validate the managerial data (Allen et al., 2013; Bartram et al., 2014; Messersmith 
et al., 2011). In two studies managers and employees were used for different purposes. Choi 
and Lee (2013) used managers for the existence of practices and employees to assess effec-
tiveness and managers. Elorza et al. (2011) used managers to measure the actual system and 
employees the perceived system using the identical practices, and then assessed whether 
perceptions mediate the relationship between the actual system and productivity.

The aim when using employees was predominantly to measure the existence of prac-
tices, and descriptive items are no less prominent in these studies using employees than 
in the black-box studies. There is no sign that any greater use of employees, singularly or 
in conjunction with managerial respondents, has led to an increase in evaluative items in 
scales, not least as many of the evaluative items are in black-box studies. The problems 
of evaluative items are independent of the source of data, and are about the extent to 
which they can provide valid measures of actual or intended practices, rather than of 
their perceived effectiveness.

Selection of practices

Around three quarters of the studies (26 out of 34, 76%) include at least one practice 
from each of the AMO dimensions, regardless of whether they are consciously following 
the framework, as some do (e.g. Bonias et al., 2010; Hauff et al., 2018; Liao et al., 2009; 
Piening et  al., 2013; Raineri, 2017). Messersmith et  al.’s (2011) study is, however, 
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exceptional in including both types of involvement – role and organisational – when 
covering the full range of AMO dimensions in a measure derived from Datta et al. (2005). 
The majority of the other studies focus on skills- and/or motivation-enhancing practices 
(e.g. Beltrán-Martín et al., 2008). Choi and Lee (2013) uniquely exclude motivational 
practices. The coverage of involvement in studies focused on high performance work 
systems is largely confined to one or two practices and a key practice – idea-capturing 
schemes – is included in only four such studies, two of which use the same data set. In 
contrast they consistently include selective hiring, comprehensive training, and perfor-
mance-related pay. The studies focused on high-involvement management limit them-
selves to involvement practices and their supports, such as training in teamworking skills 
(Fernandez and Moldogaziev, 2013; Wood et al., 2012; Wood and Ogbonnaya, 2018).

Overall, 16 out of the 34 studies (47%) include at least one role-involvement practice in 
their HRM measure, while 27 (79%) include at least one organisational-involvement prac-
tice. Only 14 (41%) include both types. 25 (74%) include one or more supporting practice 
such as information sharing, appraisal, or employment security – indeed, some include 
only these (e.g. Chow, 2012). Compared with the black-box studies, a greater proportion 
include a measure of role involvement. Job autonomy or empowerment is measured in 14, 
while one includes ‘interesting and varied jobs’ (Latorre et al., 2016) and another ‘high 
quality work’ (Bonias et al., 2010). In contrast, the proportion with a measure of organisa-
tional involvement is slightly lower than for the black-box studies – 27 out of 34 (79%). 
Self-managed teams (or similar concepts like decentralised decision-making) are included 
in nine studies, idea capturing schemes in six, and participation in four.

The depth of coverage of involvement has not increased in comparison to the black-box 
studies. With the majority of studies having fewer involvement practices than they do for 
the other AMO dimensions and using rather general terms such as job design or participa-
tion. For example, Latorre et al. (2016) only include participation in decision- making in 
the eight practices that constitute their concept of high-commitment management. Elorza 
et al. (2011) and others align involvement activities such as participation, information shar-
ing alongside compensation practices within the motivational dimension of AMO (pp. 
1407, 1408). Some studies mention involvement, but do not measure it (e.g. Farouk et al., 
2016), while others barely mention it in their introduction but do measure it (Chen and 
Huang, 2007). Particularly noticeable is the absence, except in the high-involvement stud-
ies, of the distinctive bedrock status of role involvement and the importance of idea captur-
ing within organisational involvement. This continuing relative neglect of involvement 
reflects the increasing use of the label ‘high-performance work system’ (or practices) and 
the focus on the holism concern, as well as the use of measures from the black-box studies. 
A feature of the high-performance work system studies is their inclusion of selection tests, 
job analysis and formal job descriptions that are indicative of a personnel management that 
is more akin to the bureaucratic HRM than high-involvement management.

Choice of mediators

The range of mediators across the studies is large. They can be classified into two main 
types: psychological or behavioural mechanisms and organisational mechanisms. The psy-
chological mechanisms include organisational commitment, job satisfaction, perceived 
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organisational support, psychological empowerment, and organisational citizenship. 
Amongst the organisational mechanisms are human capital, social capital, social exchange, 
strategic orientation, relational coordination, and valuable and unique knowledge. It is 
noticeable that proactivity (Evans and Davis, 2014) continues to be neglected. Following 
Jiang et al. (2012), links between the O element in the AMO model and performance are 
treated as mediated by motivation.

Only three mediators figure in more than three studies: organisational commitment 
appears in ten studies, while job satisfaction and human capital both appear in nine. 
Employee involvement is a mediator in one study (Allen et al., 2013), while psychologi-
cal empowerment is used in four (Bartram et al., 2014; Bonias et al., 2010; Liao et al., 
2009; Messersmith et al., 2011), and related concepts involving proactive behaviour are 
mediators in four studies, innovativeness (Fernandez and Moldogaziev, 2013), innova-
tive work behaviour (Fu et al., 2015), creativity climate (Heffernan et al., 2016), and 
organisational citizenship behaviour (Messersmith et al., 2011. The others include: HR 
flexibility (Beltrán-Martín et al., 2008), knowledge acquisition and sharing (Chen and 
Huang, 2007), valuable and unique knowledge (Lopez-Cabrales et al., 2009), organisa-
tional culture (Chow, 2012), organisational ambidexterity (Patel et al., 2013) and rela-
tional coordination (Gittell et al., 2010).

Most studies have multiple mediators, with three having two-stage mediation paths. 
Fu et al. (2017) view the initial mediator – intellectual capital resources – as affecting the 
second mediator in the chain, organisational dexterity; while, Latorre et al. (2016) posit 
job security, organisational support and psychological contract as first-stage mediators 
which all influence a second-stage mediator, job satisfaction. Fernandez and Moldogaziev 
(2013) posit that empowerment’s mediating effect is through both innovation and job 
satisfaction. This array of mediators all adds to the variety in the field. Attending to the 
mediators has not brought the standardisation that Boselie et al. (2005) anticipated would 
follow a greater acceptance of the AMO framework.

Theory of mechanisms

No single theory dominates the underpinnings of the studies. Only four theories are used 
in more than two studies: AMO (8), social exchange theory (7), resource-based theory 
(4) and psychological empowerment (3). Of the theories, Boselie et al. (2005) identified 
as prevalent in the black-box studies – contingency theory, resource-based theory, and 
AMO – two still figure, but references to contingency theory are scarce and shallow 
(Riaz, 2016). Two studies focus on human capital (Lopez-Cabrales et al., 2009; Raineri, 
2017), and one on each of organisational ambidexterity (Fu et  al., 2017), innovation 
culture (Heffernan et al., 2016), organisational culture (Chow, 2012) and the knowledge-
based view of the firm (Chen and Huang, 2007). All of these have a similar focus to 
studies using resource-based theory, as they posit human capital or innovation as key 
mechanisms. Bartram et al. (2014) use social identity theory, while Gittell et al. (2010) 
term their underpinning theory ‘post-bureaucracy’, positing relational coordination as 
the mechanism explaining the link between high-performance work systems, or at least 
the O element of AMO, upon which they focus, and performance.
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Alongside the studies using psychological empowerment theory are two studies tak-
ing a wider view of the psychological needs being fulfilled. Gardner et al. (2011) under-
pin their work with self-determination theory which goes beyond job autonomy as it 
includes connectedness and competence. Wood et al. (2012) incorporate such a wider set 
of needs when identifying the mutual-gains theory of high-involvement management, 
arguing that the increased autonomy associated with role involvement may be less appli-
cable to organisational involvement, where needs for sociability, security, self-esteem 
and meaningfulness may be more significant.

Three studies (Choi and Lee, 2013; Farouk et  al., 2016; Paul and Anantharaman, 
2003) offer little in the way of a theory of their posited mechanism, as they construct 
their mediation chain mechanically on the basis of evidence of links between the HRM 
construct and (a) performance, and (b) the mediator, and between the mediator and per-
formance. Some authors build much of their argument on how individual practices may 
affect performance (e.g. Beltrán-Martín et al., 2008; Martínez-del-Río et al., 2012).

Where one of the four most popular theories is used, the mediators are aligned with 
theory, but there is no straightforward correspondence across the studies between theo-
ries and mediators. In the case of AMO, it is firstly used to define the elements of the 
high-performance system as containing skill-, motivation- and empowerment- or oppor-
tunity-enhancement practices. However, the three mediators do not directly correspond 
to each dimension in any study, that is, skills–human capital, motivation–job satisfaction 
and involvement–participation. Hauff et  al. (2018) perhaps get closest to this, using 
human capital and employee attitudes, but these are employed across the three groups of 
practices. Gardner et al. (2011), Fu et al. (2015) and Zhang and Morris (2014) differenti-
ate the three AMO dimensions, but apply their mediator to all groups, these being com-
mitment, innovative behaviour and a composite attitudinal and behavioural measure, 
respectively. In contrast, Fu et al. (2017) link the three AMO groupings to performance 
through three distinct mediators – human, social and organisational capital.

Resource-based theory is primarily used to identify the desired destination for high-
performance work systems – development of unique capabilities. Mediators are then 
defined by deducing how to achieve these. Lopez-Cabrales et al. (2009) use valuable and 
unique knowledge as the mediator. Other authors, though using the terminology of 
unique capabilities, soften the claim that HRM practices can produce unique (rather than 
distinctive) human capital by implying that their contribution is to produce a highly com-
petent workforce which is adaptable, flexible and capable of innovation. Consequently, 
mediators of the high-performance work systems–performance link in such studies 
include HR flexibility (Beltrán-Martín et al., 2008) and human capital (Mansour et al., 
2014; Raineri, 2017; Riaz, 2016; Takeuchi et al., 2007).

Social exchange theory is applied on the basis that high-performance or -commitment 
work systems provide benefits to employees, who then feel obliged to respond with posi-
tive attitudes and behaviour, thus fulfilling their side of the psychological contract 
(Latorre et al., 2016). Benefits are assumed to include input in decision making, skill 
development, and fair reward systems, which by implication meet employees’ needs 
(Elorza et  al., 2011). Allied to this theory is the notion that HRM practices signal to 
employees not just what the organisation can offer, but also that management will be 
interested in their welfare, reciprocate their commitment, and act fairly. This creates ‘a 
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sense of obligation’ which employees reciprocate with behaviours aligned with organi-
sational goals (Sun et al., 2007: 559). Consistent with the theory, the mediators included 
in studies following social exchange theory are either direct measures of social exchange 
(Riaz, 2016; Takeuchi et al., 2007) or are centred on affective commitment (Elorza et al., 
2011), involvement, job satisfaction and psychological-contract fulfilment (Latorre 
et al., 2016), or organisational citizenship behaviour (Sun et al., 2007). In one case psy-
chological empowerment is the mediator (Messersmith et al., 2011).

Finally, in the case of psychological empowerment theory, the mechanism explaining 
the HRM–performance link is the fulfilment of needs for intrinsic satisfaction and worker 
autonomy. Such need-fulfilment will be positively associated with affective commit-
ment, job satisfaction, internationalisation of task goals, persistence of effort and initia-
tive (Bonias et al., 2010; Fernandez and Moldogaziev, 2013; Gardner et al., 2011; Liao 
et  al., 2009). Need-fulfilment is not, however, restricted to empowerment-enhancing 
practices, and the predominant use of psychological empowerment is in studies of high-
performance work systems (Bartram et al., 2014; Bonias et al., 2010; Liao et al., 2009; 
Messersmith et  al., 2011) In using job satisfaction as mediator, the high-involvement 
studies are assuming it fulfils key needs that go beyond autonomy or competence 
(Fernandez and Moldagaziev, 2013; Wood et al., 2012; Wood and Ogbonnaya, 2018).

Some studies, positing multiple mediators, use more than one theory. Four studies com-
bine resource-based theory with social exchange theory (Mansour et al., 2014; Messersmith 
et  al., 2011; Raineri, 2017; Takeuchi et  al., 2007). Martínez-del-Río et  al. (2012) use 
resource-based theory and AMO. Riaz (2016) offers the most comprehensive study, includ-
ing mediators reflecting resource-based, social exchange and relational coordination, and 
motivational theories, namely, human capital, social exchange, relational coordination, and 
job satisfaction and organisational citizenship behaviour. She and others who use multiple 
theories treat them as complementary, presenting them as an integrated set of hypotheses.

Only two studies test theories against each other. Wood et al. (2012) focus on involve-
ment, contrasting mutual-gains theory, which assumes high-involvement management 
benefits both employees and employers, with two other theories: a conflicting outcomes 
approach and a counteracting effects theory. In the former, high-involvement manage-
ment increases the intensity of work – a type of management by stress – and its positive 
effect on anxiety mediates its relationship with performance gains. In the latter, the posi-
tive effect of high-involvement management on performance is again at the expense of 
employee well-being, but this does not explain the positive effect – the mediation effect 
is in the opposite direction, so that increased anxiety reduces the performance effects.

More limited in scope, Gardner et al. (2011) set out alternative possibilities for one of 
the three AMO dimensions they explore, skill-enhancing practices. Their effect on volun-
tary turnover, they hypothesise, may be either to bind people into the organisation, meaning 
commitment may mediate the practice-performance link, or to make them more employa-
ble in the labour market, meaning affective commitment may not explain the relationship.

Results

The results of the studies are uniformly positive – HRM constructs are related to perfor-
mance and hypothesised mediations are confirmed in all studies. Where multiple 
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mediations are posited, in some cases a mediator is found not to be significant. Elorza 
et al. (2011) found the mediation path through commitment reduced absenteeism but did 
not increase productivity. For one of Gong et al.’s (2009) types of HRM – performance- 
oriented HR – affective commitment mediated its relationship with performance, but the 
other, maintenance-oriented HR, was related to commitment but not performance. In 
studies differentiating between subsystems of high-performance groupings, results differ 
between the subsystems (Liao et al., 2009; Raineri, 2017). Fu et al., (2017), for example, 
found human capital mediated skill-enhancing practices, social capital mediated motiva-
tion- and opportunity-enhancing practices, and organisational capital mediated opportu-
nity-enhancing practices.

Wood et  al.’s (2012) tests of competing theories found role- and organisational-
involvement management to be discrete dimensions of high-involvement management, 
and that mutual-gains theory applied to role-involvement management as increasing job 
satisfaction, explained its performance effects. Additionally, organisational-involvement 
management was related to performance but was not mediated by job satisfaction or 
anxiety–comfort. Neither of the conflicting-outcomes or counteracting-effects mediation 
theories were supported.

The other study posing alternative theories (Gardner et al., 2011) found support for a 
positive relationship between skill-enhancing-practices and turnover, independent of any 
effect on commitment. This suggests such practices increase employability.

Overview

This analysis of the mediation studies in the HRM–performance research stream has 
revealed that they treat the black-box studies as a homogeneous set, have not been par-
ticularly conscious of the need to correct past misalignments of hypotheses and tests, and 
vary greatly in the practices emphasised in discussions and included in measures. There 
has been no greater proliferation of evaluative items compared with the black-box stud-
ies, even though employees have been used in more studies.

Through addressing the mediators of the HRM–performance relationship, the studies 
have developed the field. But, while the selection of mediators may reflect some theoreti-
cal underpinning, the theoretical foundation of the field has not altered substantially – 
social exchange theory’s increased prominence is perhaps the most significant change. 
Given the variety of mediators and the ubiquity of positive mediating effects, we have, 
unfortunately, no means to assess which mediators or theories are more telling than 
others.

The review has revealed a crystallisation around the holism concern and the concept 
of high-performance work systems. Perceptions of diversity continue to be largely con-
fined to the practices used in studies, which is seen as reflecting a lack of consensus over 
practices included in the high-performance work system. The deeper problems of the 
black-box studies have been reproduced in many studies: misalignment between the use 
of additive indexes and theory of synergistic relationship, confusion over analysis meth-
ods, under-representation of involvement practices, and inadequate justification of prac-
tice selection (partly reflecting the use of measures from black-box studies). The rare 
studies centred on high-involvement management, in contrast, are more consistent with 
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the theory. They measure a coherent approach to management centred on employee 
involvement using involvement practices or supports for these, and use an appropriate 
statistical method, latent variable statistical analysis.

Discussion

The early reviewers of the black-box studies highlighted the consistency in their results 
– positive associations between their HRM system and performance – and effectively 
considered this to trump the diversity in their approaches. We could view the mediation 
studies in the same way, interpreting Boon et al.’s (2019) conclusion that all we know is 
‘investments in some broad set of HR practices yields returns’ as only meaning that more 
work is needed to identify the HRM set’s critical ingredients and their joint effects, and 
that we need greater standardisation to kick-start the stream’s next phase (p. 2516). The 
implication of my review is that this prescription needs extending to the standardisation 
of theory, but more fundamentally it has reinforced the importance of Wood’s (2020) 
identification of the divide between the high-involvement and high-performance work 
system perspectives. This implies differentiation not standardisation.

Rescuing high-involvement management from its Cinderella status first requires 
acknowledgement of its distinctiveness – that in AMO terms, the O is the fulcrum of 
high-involvement, while the A and M are its supports, whereas, assuming involvement is 
not neglected, the high-performance work systems perspective gives the O equal status 
to the A and M. The next step for the high-involvement management perspective is the 
reestablishment of role involvement’s bedrock status in high-involvement management, 
and of the complementary role of organisational involvement. In the high-performance 
work systems perspective, inclusion of involvement practices within the set of best prac-
tices is required to rectify a relative neglect of the O.

However, the differences go beyond the emphases placed on types of practices. High-
involvement management entails a set of principles that guide not just the design of prac-
tices, but also reactions to key events and everyday leadership behaviours. The practices 
must be consistent with these principles, but their precise nature may vary. The properties of 
practices, and not just its effect (as is the case in a synergistic model), will be transformed 
when they are designed to reflect a high-involvement orientation and to fit with each other.

The high-performance work systems approach, in contrast, is a technocratic method-
ology that posits a preformed set of practices, the extent of their adoption determining 
performance, through aligning the recruitment and subsequent behaviours of employees 
with the strategic goals of the organisation. High-performance work systems are defined 
by their constituent practices – in Sun et al.’s (2007) terms they ‘are defined by their 
combination of single practices that collectively affect organizational performance’ (p. 
580). If the concept is to make sense, practices must be assumed to be best in class, each 
practice playing a unique role that others do not. The practices are not altered by being a 
part of a system, construction of which involves implementing practices simultaneously, 
with no process of unification through their design. It is possible, but not inevitable, that 
the effects of practices are enhanced by the effect of others – that synergy exists.

The two perspectives therefore involve different theories of performance. High-
involvement management implies that the enactment of the approach explains the 
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performance effect – the principles explain performance, not the practices. In contrast, in 
the high-performance work systems perspective, performance effects are the direct result 
of using a set of practices in a coherent way.

I will now draw out the implications for developing HRM research of acknowledging the 
distinction between high-performance work systems and high-involvement management.

Implications for mapping the HRM–performance field

The analysis suggests homogeneous portrayals of the research stream are misplaced. 
Firstly, within both the black-box studies and the mediation studies there are sufficient 
studies focused on high-involvement management to identify them as a distinctive group 
(De Menezes and Wood, 2006; Fernandez and Moldogaziev, 2013; Guerrero and Barraud-
Didler, 2004; Vandenberg et al., 1999; Wood, 1999b; Wood and Albanese, 1995; Wood 
and De Menezes, 1998, 2008). Secondly, we can distinguish studies of high-performance 
work systems by the set of practices included. This is consistent with Lepak et al. (2006) 
differentiation of types of high-performance work system according to their aims. We can, 
for example differentiate a commitment-based high-performance work system from an 
involvement-based one on the basis that the former is dominated by motivational prac-
tices such as job-security guarantees, and the latter by involvement practices such as idea-
capturing schemes. However, it is important to differentiate both from high-involvement 
management, as they are forms of high-performance work system.

While studies continue to use the high-commitment management concept, it is not 
clear it is distinctive. Its use in the mediation studies is closer to the high-performance 
work systems concept than to high-involvement management as it is conceived as cover-
ing the range of AMO practices, though not necessarily measured comprehensively 
(Allen et al., 2103: 164). Walton’s original formulation of it is, however, akin to Lawler’s 
high-involvement concept as it places job design as the building block of participation, 
and high-involvement management is a better term for his approach. Treating Walton’s 
and Lawler’s concepts as the same may encourage users of the high-commitment man-
agement term to clarify its referent: is it high-involvement management or a commitment 
type of high-performance management?

Similarly, we can question the use of Human Resource Management to refer to a set of 
high-performance practices in mediation studies (Farouk et  al., 2016; Paul and 
Anantharaman, 2003). Since all organisations have human resource systems, it does not 
define a particular approach, and the term is best used generically to describe all personnel 
management approaches or systems. Other terms in the HRM–performance stream may 
have specific uses, but can be connected to high-performance work systems. For example, 
in Gong et  al.’s (2009) differentiation between maintenance- and performance-oriented 
systems, the former help maintain the workforce and have no effect on performance, while 
the latter do have such an effect and are therefore the high-performance work practices.

Implications for correcting past errors

The problems identified in the black-box studies have, as we have seen, been duplicated 
in the mediation studies: the misalignment of tests and theory, the misspecification of 
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measures of the system, the variety of practices and neglect of involvement. The impor-
tance and method of correcting them, however, differs between the high-involvement 
and high-performance work systems perspectives.

The errors are less evident in the high-involvement studies. Involvement is not 
neglected, and using practices as manifest variables to construct latent variables that 
identify and measure the underlying orientation means the measurement model is aligned 
with the object of study. Similarly, regressing performance against such measures is an 
appropriate test of the hypothesised performance premium resulting from adherence to it 
– the principles determine performance in high-involvement management. Moreover, the 
logic of the methodology used by Wood and his colleagues is that high-involvement 
management may not always be an identifiable phenomenon, and that its manifested 
form may change. Adopting such a methodology requires assessing whether a set of 
involvement practices are correlated, as if they are not, no associations exist that could 
be explained by the assumed common factor of a high-involvement orientation. The next 
step is to test whether the model structure is consistent with the correlation matrix of the 
practices included, rather than the principal component analysis approach of starting 
with an examination of these correlations (Bollen, 2007: 227). If a model can be fitted, 
the resulting latent variable scores can be used as a reflective scale that measures high-
involvement management to assess its association with organisational performance in 
regression models.

In contrast, misalignments remain in the high-performance work system studies, aris-
ing from a conflation of the nature of the system with its performance effects, and the 
stress on synergistic relationships that are not tested in the empirical analysis of the sys-
tem. Inconsistency between the use of additive indexes and the conception of the prac-
tices as synergistic and mutually reinforcing is perpetuated.

One can either adjust the theory or develop appropriate tests for it. My outline of the 
theory identified the system as a combination of best practices with independent effects 
that cohere to form a sophisticated personnel management system. Using more practices 
leads to better performance. Any exponential performance effect means it is dispropor-
tionately greater the closer one gets to the perfect system, as may be case if its effect is 
through signalling that the employer cares for employees.

Rather than continuing to use indexes of the high-performance work system based on 
the number of practices used or average scores on the extent of use of each practice, we 
can treat the system as a formative latent construct (Bollen and Lennox, 1991), and test 
whether a particular set does indeed form a system. We would thus be using latent model-
ling as a diagnostic tool, much as Wood and his colleagues use latent reflective models.

However, if the theory is not adjusted and the emphasis remains on how practices 
reinforce and strengthen each other’s effect, examination of the interaction effect of pairs 
or even larger combinations of practices is required. Assessing the existence of an expo-
nential relationship between the index of practice-use and performance (as in Godard, 
2001) is not sufficient: it reveals a non-linear relationship that may be consistent with 
theories other than the synergistic one, such as signalling theory to which I referred 
above. It is unlikely that all combinations of practices will have significant interaction 
effects, meaning abductive reasoning would be required to decide on the status and 
nature of the high-performance management system.
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One objection to this approach is the claim that use of multiplicative indices or interac-
tions to test synergies will mean that the overall measure will be zero if a single HRM prac-
tice is not in place (Chadwick 2010; Delery, 1998; Hauff, 2019). This is mistaken. 
Considering the case of two practices measured dichotomously, each is included as a main 
effect and then the interaction between each will yield scores of 1 or 0 – 1 where both prac-
tices are used and 0 if none or one is used. This is what is required to compare the situation 
where both exist against where one or none exist. If we expand the model to include six 
practices, for example, we have a six-way interaction where a value of 1 means all six prac-
tices are in place, and 0 means less than six are in place. All other, smaller, combinations will 
also need to be in the model, otherwise different combinations of practices will be conflated. 
For example, for a three-way interaction, the three combinations of two-way interactions 
and the three main effects must be included alongside the three-way interaction itself.

Implications for the choice of practices

Many of the mediation studies make reference to the lack of consensus over high-perfor-
mance work practices as if it is a matter of personal choice rather than theory. Most 
authors do not justify their selection of practices. In some cases, the AMO framework is 
espoused to identify practices, but even then, as we have seen, not all dimensions are 
covered. In contrast, in the high-involvement management studies, Lawler’s (1986) 
framework is used to identify involvement practices.

A key issue is the level of specificity. As practices in the high-involvement manage-
ment perspective reflect an orientation, the exact ones included will not alter the meaning 
attributable to the underlying construct, assuming they relate to involvement. But the 
practices require a high degree of specificity. For example, in Wood and De Menezes’ 
(2008) study, the specification for their measure of attitude surveys includes the stipula-
tion that employees receive feedback, so the survey feedback method – rather than the 
more general attitude survey – is the practice included in the study. In contrast, perhaps 
mistakenly, Wood and De Menezes did not seek the same level of detail for employee 
appraisal by asking whether appraisal is a two-way discourse or for development rather 
than monitoring purposes, which would be more consistent with the high-involvement 
approach (Pichler et al., 2020).

The practices included in high-involvement studies can vary. If the practices reflect a 
common underlying variable in statistical terms, they are substitutable, although they 
may not be functional substitutes. To capture the distinctiveness of high-involvement 
management and differentiate between role-involvement and organisational involvement 
practices, the measures designed and pretested for Britain’s 2004 workplace employ-
ment relations survey used by Wood et  al. (2012) offer a good starting point. The 
organisational-involvement practices concerned with the idea-capturing schemes are 
particularly important, as its frequency of inclusion in studies across the field is low 
(Posthuma et  al., 2013), and they can be assumed to be a key element in nurturing 
employees’ proactivity. Gittell et  al.’s (2010) emphasis on cross-functional practices, 
which aid relational coordination, should be incorporated in the design of some of the 
measures, as it is at the right level of specificity – but defining such practices must ensure 
the outcome of relational coordination is not built into them.
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The inclusion or otherwise of payment systems in the supporting practices is a moot 
point. Guerrero and Barraud-Didler (2004) included them in their black-box high-
involvement study, but Wood’s various studies found variable pay for performance was 
not correlated with core high-involvement practices. In theory, individualised systems 
are antithetical to such practices, and should display a negative correlation with them. 
However, they may coexist with high-involvement management, since managements 
may be reluctant to change pay systems when developing high-involvement manage-
ment, as this may add conflict when the aim is to foster harmony (Wood, 1996). Collective 
forms of performance pay (e.g. based on team or organisational performance) may, how-
ever, act as supports to involvement, and be related to it.

The choice of practices is crucial in the case of the high-performance work systems 
perspective, as they define the object being measured. However, the level of specifica-
tion need not be high. The theory implies that they will have a level of sophistication and 
intensity. For example, all organisations carry out selection, but the implication is that it 
is done in a detailed and professional way, following the most advanced procedures. 
Similarly, organisations pay their employees, but in high-performance work systems the 
key is the link between pay and performance, individual or collective. The restoration of 
involvement into the high-performance work systems arena would require similar prac-
tices to those used in high-involvement management models, but the degree of specific-
ity may be lower. For example, it may be sufficient to include formal appraisal in a 
high-performance work systems model.

Intuitively, as Cappelli and Neumark (2001) assert, to have any genuine meaning a 
high-performance work system must operate through a set of practices that have ‘already 
been identified as associated empirically with superior performance on some dimension’ 
(p. 738). However, this causes a problem if the synergistic effects are strong, as simple 
correlational analysis of an individual practice’s effects on performance may produce 
weak results in the absence of the supporting practices. More significantly, there is a 
chicken-and-egg problem: we have to choose practices ahead of our inductive process in 
order to test their effects.

Boon et al. (2019) specify six core practices on which future studies might concentrate 
– training and development, incentive compensation, performance evaluation, selection, 
job design and participation/autonomy – on the basis of popularity in the studies of the 
performance and antecedents of HRM. These may not therefore predict performance, and 
there is a tension between treating frequency of appearance in past studies as the criterion 
for selecting domains for coverage in future work and the authors’ message of a lack of 
clarity and under-theorisation of the focal concept(s) in the studies. Nonetheless, Boon 
et al.’s six practices cover all three dimensions of AMO, and two are involvement prac-
tices and we might expect that if such a set of practices is used consistently, a firmer pic-
ture of their right to be designated as high-performance work systems may emerge.

Implications for the nature and source of information on practices

Assuming that the research stream will continue to use practices as their manifest variables, 
the priority in both perspectives should be on descriptive statements of practices. Avoiding 
questions that require evaluations or go beyond practices is a priority. Evaluative 
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statements may have a role in analysis if they are treated as measuring precisely what they 
are: assessments of practices. Accordingly, the significance of the call for a greater use of 
employees for acquiring information on practices depends firstly on whether the aim is to 
gain accounts of practices or evaluations of practices and secondly the perspective.

Managers’ accounts of whether a practice is used are appropriate for high-involve-
ment management. All employees in the workplace are treated as subject to this manage-
rial orientation, although variations in implementation will exist. Employees’ perceptions 
of management’s approach and practices are different constructs from managerial orien-
tations under this perspective. They are employees’ judgements on the extent to which 
management is encouraging involvement in their jobs or the wider organisation. 
Nevertheless, employees’ accounts of organisational involvement practices – using the 
referent shift approach to composing the organisational-level practice measures (Chan 
1998) – have been used (Fernandez and Moldogaziev, 2013; Vandenberg et al., 1999). 
But employees may have limited knowledge of some practices.

Similarly, in the case of high-performance work practices, if the aim is to measure man-
agement’s intended system, managers’ accounts are relevant. However, if it is to measure 
the actual system, then the argument for data from employees (as in Bonias et al., 2010; 
Latorre et al., 2016) may be more salient; it would allow for differences in the relevance of 
practices to individual employees. This is especially important if managers heed the sug-
gestion of Becker and Huselid (2006) that they might vary their use of practices across 
occupations. If we use these practices to construct an organisational-level system measure 
– the direct compositional approach (Chan, 1998) – then we are assuming that the con-
structs have equivalent meanings at different levels, that is isomorphism between the indi-
vidual- and organisational-level constructs. We need, however, to test this assumption to 
guarantee that we have a valid measure of the organisational-level system (Wood et al., 
2019). Multilevel factor analysis is the appropriate method for such a test (Tay et al., 2014).

Evaluative statements, such as managers’ judgements about effective implementation of 
practices or employees’ perceptions of the value of them, are best considered as potential 
moderators of the relationship between HRM and any mediators, regardless of which per-
spective is taken (Wood, 2020). Choi and Lee (2013) use this approach, justifying it on the 
basis of social exchange theory. Focusing on the A in AMO, they argue that if high-perfor-
mance work practices are perceived to aid job accomplishment, employees will feel obliged 
to reciprocate with high performance to a greater extent. The effects of high-performance 
work practices on job satisfaction, their mediator, will be higher where they are perceived as 
effective, which their tests supported. To give another example, performance-related pay 
may be used, but if it is perceived as targeting outcomes out of employees’ control (e.g. 
profit when it is heavily affected by exchange rates), employees’ approach to it will limit its 
motivational impact. A similar argument might apply to employees’ perceptions of the genu-
ineness of management’s high-involvement orientation. If, for example, employees are 
sceptical that their ideas will be implemented or rewarded fairly, this will reduce the orienta-
tion’s capacity to increase potential mediators such as proactivity or job satisfaction.

Implications for aligning mediators to theory

Across the mediation studies there is some relationship between the mediator and a the-
ory – for example, human capital is widely linked to resource-based theory. But, the 
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theoretical justification for mediators remains underdeveloped, and it is here that future 
effort appears most required. The starting point must be that the theories relevant to the 
two perspectives are different.

In the high-involvement management perspective, the object being mediated is the 
involvement orientation, not the practices themselves. Empowerment or involvement is 
the mechanism explaining any performance effects. As Fernandez and Moldogaziev 
(2013) state, an association is expected with employees’ actual empowerment, which 
they define as a ‘motivational construct akin to a state or mind or set of cognitions’. The 
cognitive dimension is important, as high-involvement management is more than enhanc-
ing people’s energy and motivation levels (as in the vogue for staff engagement). Wood 
et al. (2012) see high-involvement management as ‘concerned with the development of 
broader horizons among all workers, so that they can think of better ways of doing their 
jobs, connect what they do with what others do, and react effectively to novel problems’ 
(p. 421). Measuring such concepts is required through capturing employees’ usage of the 
discretion in their jobs and of organisational-involvement mechanisms. This is distinct 
from any evaluation (or reporting) by employees of involvement practices or manage-
ment’s intentions. The three mediators prominent in the high-involvement studies – job 
satisfaction/well-being (Wood et  al., 2012; Wood and Ogbonnaya, 2018), innovative-
ness/proactivity (Fernandez and Moldogaziev, 2013) and relational coordination (Gittell 
et al., 2010) – are all significant effects of employee involvement. They align with the-
ory, although psychological empowerment – which has thus far been used only in high-
performance work systems studies – may also be considered a mediator.

The intentions entailed in the high-involvement orientation, and the autonomy and 
psychological empowerment associated with it, foster innovation and proactivity while 
enhancing the fulfilment of the three basic needs as defined by self-determination theory 
– autonomy, competence and relatedness. Employee well-being, a mediator in Wood 
et al.’s (2012, 2018) studies, is distinct from job satisfaction. High-involvement manage-
ment will influence well-being, not just through need fulfilment but also via other pro-
cesses such as increasing employees’ self-efficacy and self-esteem. While well-being has 
predominantly been associated with pleasure and need-satisfaction within HRM, Wood 
(2020) suggests the meaningful dimension of happiness associated with a sense of pur-
pose should also be explored. Organisational-involvement management may have a 
greater effect on this than does role-involvement management, and its effect on well-
being is greater than that on need-satisfaction. It is also more likely to affect innovative-
ness or proactivity (Evans and Davis, 2015) and relational coordination. The enhanced 
coordination in the organisation arises from employees connecting what they do with 
what others do, developing shared understandings, and helping or learning from each 
other (Wood and Ogbonnaya, 2018). Consideration of reciprocal relationships between 
this triad of possible mediators – proactivity, satisfaction/well-being and relational coor-
dination – may be fruitful. For example, the autonomy provided by role-involvement 
management may contribute to improved coordination of activities. Alternatively, the 
improved coordination derived from organisational-involvement management may 
increase employees’ social satisfaction and well-being.

Possible negative effects of high-involvement management, highlighted by Wood 
et  al. (2012), must be considered. Organisational-involvement management was 
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associated with higher anxiety levels in one of their studies, but this did not explain its 
association with performance, nor reduce its effect. Nonetheless, should such anxiety 
occur in other cases – for example because it leads employees to question their own 
competence and psychological security – it may reduce the observed performance effect.

Finally, since involvement does not inevitably follow high-involvement management; 
mediated relationships may be moderated by constraints on its realisation or facilitators 
of it, such as the qualifications and motivations of employees and line managers. For 
example, even where top management is pursuing high-involvement management, indi-
vidual line managers may be leading in ways that are antithetical to it and curtailing the 
discretion of their subordinates.

In the high-performance perspective, if the theory is that the totality of practices influ-
ences performance, the total set of practices is the object whose effect is being mediated. 
An explanation is required for the effect of their combined use over and above the effect 
of each practice. The social exchange theory of the performance effects, more prominent 
in the mediation than the black-box studies, is perhaps the most relevant. Applying signal-
ling theory, HRM practices have a symbolic effect through conveying the employer’s 
concern for employees, and this leads to a ‘a mutual bond’ (Riaz, 2016: 425) and an equi-
table social exchange relationship between employee and employer (Liao et al., 2009; 
Messersmith et al., 2011). The psychological contract is then based on ‘reciprocal obliga-
tions’. Meditators consistent with this theory are measures of social exchange, as used by 
Riaz (2016) and Takeuchi et al. (2007), and organisational commitment, the most preva-
lent across the high-performance studies (Elorza et al., 2011; Hauff et al., 2018; Mansour 
et al., 2014; Messersmith et al., 2011). Other mediators used in conjunction with social 
exchange theory are employee involvement (Allen et al., 2013), psychological empower-
ment, and job satisfaction (Messersmith et al., 2011; Riaz, 2016). The added value of the 
wholesale use of practices may also result in a qualitative change in the performance of 
individuals, in particular their willingness to exercise extra-role behaviour, and this is 
captured by organisational citizenship behaviour, as in Sun et al. (2007).

The focus in the high-performance mediation studies thus far has been on mediation 
chains constituted of one mediator, or of independent mediators if more than one is 
included. Potential causal links between them may exist, akin to those suggested when 
discussing the triad of mediators in the high-involvement literature, so sequential, medi-
ated processes should be examined. Examination of potential negative effects might 
include excessive workloads, as examined in the high-performance work systems–
employee outcomes literature (Boxall and Macky, 2014).

Finally, if high-performance practices have synergistic effects, they are likely to be 
specific to each combination of practices. For example, the interaction between apprais-
als and training might be explained by more targeted training and organisation-specific 
skills (Wood, 2020: 14), and a three-way interaction including this pair and performance-
related pay might be similarly explained, with the addition that the payment system 
enhances employees’ motivation to apply the training and utilise the skills in ways that 
enhance the fulfilment of organisational goals. It is necessary to specify the elements of 
a mediation chain that are moderated by another practice. For example, if the interaction 
of training and performance-related pay has a positive effect on labour productivity 
through human capital, is it that training’s relationship with human capital is stronger in 
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organisations with performance-related pay, or is it that the effects of human capital on 
performance will be stronger in such organisations?

Conclusion

The problems across the black-box studies of the HRM–performance identified by recent 
reviewers have been largely reproduced in the studies examining the mediators of this 
relationship. Their introductions have continued to present the studies as heterogeneous, 
with the exception of the diversity in the practices included in the measures. The majority 
focus on the value of using multiple practices and a holistic approach to HRM. This has 
been at the expense of the issue of employee involvement which was central to the mod-
ernisation of HRM that impelled the research area. The studies focusing on high-involve-
ment management are in some respects more developed than those on high-performance 
work systems. This reinforces the call to treat these as distinct. The diversity in the 
HRM–performance literature reflects substantive – and not just methodological – differ-
ences between studies. Acknowledgement of this needs to be the starting point for the 
next phase, and different routes in all aspects of the research process – the theory and 
research questions, research design, and analysis procedures – will be required depend-
ing on the perspective.

The two perspectives also imply different routes for policy. The high-involvement 
approach suggests that management should adopt a particular orientation and recruit and 
develop managers accordingly, ensuring that they have the ability to design and operate 
practices that reflect this orientation. The high-performance systems perspective implies 
that a specific set of practices must be adopted. It is a literal, evidence-based approach, 
suggesting a formulaic methodology for the management of employees, and not the 
adoption of certain values as required by high-involvement management.

The high-performance systems perspective may on the surface be easier for manage-
ment to adopt, as high-involvement management entails managers internalising a value 
set and the forensic design of practices to a high degree of specificity. On the other hand, 
the nature of high-involvement management is more assured and theoretically grounded.
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