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INTRODUCTION

During the last several decades, many scholars and practitioners have paid attention 
to the importance of managing human resources, because HRM practices can enhance 
individual and organizational performance and encourage employees to improve their 
attitude and behavior. Evidence has accumulated demonstrating a positive association 
between HRM practices and organizational performance (Becker & Gerhart, 1996; 
Delery & Doty, 1996; Huselid, 1995; Huselid, Jackson, & Schuler, 1997). In addition, 
empirical studies have shown the positive influence of HRM practices on employees' work 
attitudes (Gong, Chang, & Cheung, 2010; Gould-Williams, 2003; Herrbach, Mignonac, 
Vandenberghe, & Negrini, 2009).

While previous studies point to the impact that HRM practices can have on employees’ 
attitudes toward both work and organizational performance, several scholars (Wall & 
Wood, 2005; Wright & Gardner, 2003) have suggested that the relationship between 
HRM practices and organizational outcomes might be more complicated than is typically 
depicted. However, the tendency of previous studies to limit their explorations solely to 
the relationship between either HRM practices and organizational performance or HRM 
practices and employees' work attitudes creates a hole in our understanding of the manner 
in which HRM practices influence organizational outcomes, a hole that this paper will 
attempt to fill.

Relatively few studies have explored the mechanism by which employees' attitudes 
toward the workplace are related to HRM practices and organizational performance. Some 
scholars have referred to this as the “black box” problem (Gould-Williams & Mohamed, 
2010; Tremblay, Cloutier, Simard, Chenevert, & Vandenberghe, 2010; Wright, Gardner, & 
Moynihan, 2003). Using social exchange theory, this study explores how HRM practices 
change employees' work attitudes, leading employees to reciprocate in positive ways 
toward achieving organizational goals (Settoon, Bennett, & Liden, 1996; Wayne, Shore, 
& Liden, 1997). For example, when organizations provide training and development 
opportunities, rewards, and demonstrate managerial concern for employees' well-being, 
employees become prosocially motivated and have stronger feelings of obligation toward 
the organization (Kuvaas & Dysvik, 2009).

Studies that have explicitly incorporated employees' work attitudes into analyses of 
the relationship between HRM practices and organizational performance in public sector 
organizations are also relatively rare. Using the 2011 Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey 
(FEVS), conducted by the U.S. Office of Personnel Management (OPM), this study focuses 
on HRM practices and their effect on public sector organizations. This study advances 
prior HRM research in public administration in two ways. First, we address the mediating 
effects of three types of work attitude, organizational commitment, organizational 
citizenship behavior, and job involvement, on the relationship between HRM practices and 
organizational performance. Although several studies have examined the mediating effects 
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of job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and organizational citizenship behavior, 
little is known about the mediating effect of job involvement. Second, few studies have 
explored the mediating mechanism in public administration (see, however, Messersmith, 
Patel, Lepak, & Gould-Williams, 2011). Focusing on U.S. federal agencies, this study tests 
the effects of HRM practices on organizational performance.

In terms of the layout of the paper, we first review relevant HRM theories. Second, we 
review relationships between HRM practices and organizational performance, exploring 
the nature of the HRM practices–attitudes linkage. Third, we examine the effect of HRM 
practices on organizational performance and mediating impacts of employee attitudes. 
Finally, empirical findings and their implications are discussed.

HIGH-PERFORMANCE WORK SYSTEM AS HRM PRACTICE

“High-performance work system” and “high-commitment” HRM practices can have 
a positive impact on organizational performance (Arthur, 1994; Gould-Williams, 2003; 
Huselid, 1995; Wood & De Menzies, 1998). Both approaches share the view that HRM 
practices should be designed to motivate employees and enhance employees' capacity. They 
differ in that HPWS is broader in scope, since it emphasizes the competitive advantage 
gained by such human resource (Wood, de Menezes, & Lasaosa, 2003). In this study, we 
focus on HRM based on HPWS, because of its breadth in connecting practices that recruit, 
select, develop, motivate, and retain employees.

Previous research has shown that HPWS maximizes employee contributions toward 
competitive advantage (Becker & Huselid, 1998; Huselid, 1995). HPWS theorists 
assume that HPWS contributes to improvements in employee performance through three 
interrelated, causal routes: a) developing employee skills and abilities; b) increasing an 
employee’s motivation for discretionary effort; and c) providing employees with the 
opportunity to make full use of their knowledge, skills, and other attributes in their jobs 
(Macky & Boxall, 2007). In their meta-analysis, Combs et al. (2006) conclude that HPWS 
is designed to enhance employees’ skills, commitment, and productivity, which positively 
relates to organizational performance. 

Empirical research on HPWS is almost exclusively limited to the private sector. 
Though organizational performance and individual productivity are major concerns for 
human resource managers in both the public and private sectors, relatively few studies 
have explored the effect of HRM practices in the public sector. The studies of Gould-
Williams (2003) and Kim (2012) are important exceptions. Gould-Williams’ study shows 
that use of specific HR practices in local government organizations in the United Kingdom 
is associated with a greater degree of workplace trust, job satisfaction, commitment, 
effort, and perceived organizational performance. Focusing on U.S. state government IT 
employees, Kim's study reveals that promotion and advancement opportunities, training 
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and development, supervisory communications, pay and reward satisfaction, and family-
friendly policies are all significant variables affecting turnover intention. 

While many studies have enumerated various practices facilitating HPWS, there 
is not one fixed list of generally applicable practices that fully encapsulates HPWS. 
While an exhaustive list has proven elusive, some exemplary practices that have been 
identified are selective recruitment and selection, extensive training and development, 
regular performance appraisals, performance-contingent rewards, high levels of employee 
involvement, decentralized decision making, and employment security (Datta, Guthrie, & 
Wright, 2005; Snape & Redman, 2010; Zacharatos, Barling, & Iverson, 2005). In this study, 
seven HPWS-based HRM practices are investigated: selection, training and development, 
performance-related rewards, performance appraisal, communication, empowerment, and 
participation in decision making.

HRM AS A BLACK BOX

Over the past twenty years, there has been a considerable expansion in theory and 
research about human resource management and performance. A number of studies 
reported that HRM practices are positively associated with organizational performance 
(Arthur, 1994; Delery & Doty, 1996; Huselid, 1995). Some scholars criticize previous 
studies by pointing out that the key role of employees and the importance of employees’ 
perceptions and behavior in understanding the relationship between HRM practices and 
organizational performance were neglected (Guest, 2011). Insufficient understanding of 
employee attitudes and behavior leaves partly unexplained the process whereby HRM 
practices may play a role in organizational performance. There is a growing awareness 
of the need to explore the “black box” containing the links between HRM practices and 
organizational performance. For example, Boselie, Dietz and Boon (2005: 77) note:

‘Black box’ studies conceptualise employees’ perceptions and experience as the 
primary mediating variable, and the ‘signaling’ effects of HRM are understood to 
forge a psychological contract between the employer and employees that shapes 
these perceptions and experience.

Messersmith et al. (2011) explore the idea of the black box and seek to identify the 
role of organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and individual levels of psychological 
empowerment in understanding the link between HPWS and organizational performance. 
Their survey of employees and managers in local governments in Wales led to the finding 
that “the effects of HPWS may partially operate through a path connecting employee 
attitudes to discretionary employee behaviors and ultimately to unit-level performance” 
(Messermith et al. 2011: 1114). They further find that mediating factors may function to 
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influence the level of organizational citizenship behavior, which then yields increased 
department performance. While their results are suggestive of the role played by mediating 
factors on the efficacy of HPWS in achieving increased performance, their focus on local 
governmental units in the United Kingdom leaves room for research to explore similar 
mediating relationships in public sector organizations organized on a larger scale, a question 
that this study addresses.

Figure 1. Theorized relationships

HRM PRACTICES AND OUTCOMES
 

There is strong evidence that HRM practices influence employee perceptions of 
organizational support. In this study, we draw upon social exchange theory to conceptualize 
the effect of HRM practices on employees' work attitudes. According to the theory, the 
relationship between an organization and its employees may be identified as involving 
social exchange or: "imperfectly specified terms and a norm of reciprocity, such that 
discretionary benefits provided to the exchange partner are returned in a discretionary 
way in the longer term" (Snape & Redman, 2010: 1224). Additionally, the inducement-
contribution logic that employees will reciprocate beneficial HRM practices with positive 
work attitudes, which will enhance performance (Kuvaas, 2008), leads scholars to assume 
that HRM practices influence organizational performance by changing employees' work 
attitudes.

In the HRM field, organizations play a key role in creating positive social exchanges. 
When organizations offer skill-development efforts, employees become motivated to 
expend effort to benefit the organization (Kuvaas & Dysvik, 2010), and HRM practices 
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such as appreciation, investment, and recognition help to foster a sense of a being a party 
to a social exchange rather than simply an economic one (Settoon et al., 1996; Shore & 
Shore, 1995). Formative performance appraisals also encourage employees to feel that the 
organization wishes to invest in improving their skills (Tremblay et al., 2010). Employee 
participation in the decision-making process sends a strong message that employees are 
valued organizational assets, which leads to a positive social exchange (Snape & Redman, 
2010). In short, employees feel obligated to reciprocate in ways such as a positive work 
attitude when they receive positive and beneficial actions from the organization (Settoon et 
al., 1996). Consequently, employers may reap higher performance from employees.
 In this study, work attitudes are characterized as organizational commitment, organizational 
citizenship behavior, and job involvement, all of which are regarded as predictors of 
improved performance. 

Work Attitudes and Performance

Measures of work attitude included in this study relate to organizational commitment, 
organizational citizenship behavior, and job involvement, all of which are regarded as 
predictors of improved performance. Appelbaum, Bailey, Berg, & Kalleberg (2000) 
showed that U.S. organizations using HPWS perform better in terms of higher productivity 
and higher-quality outputs, and employees in these systems are more likely to be 
committed to their jobs. Other research has repeatedly shown that HRM practices are 
related to organizational commitment among employees in general (e.g., Gould-Williams 
& Mohamed, 2010; Meyer & Smith, 2000).

Several studies have shown that employees receiving supportive HRM practices have 
higher levels of organizational citizenship behavior (Becker & Huselid, 1998; Gong et 
al., 2010; Snape & Redman, 2010), defined as "individual behavior that is discretionary, 
not directly or explicitly recognized by the formal reward system, and that in aggregate 
promotes the effective functioning of the organization" (Organ, 1988: 4).

Job involvement has various definitions across different studies, including (a) the 
importance of an individual’s work for his or her total self-image; (b) the degree to which 
the employee perceives his or her job performance as central to his or her self-concept or 
self-esteem, and; (c) the cognitive state of an individual’s psychological identification with 
the job (Boon, Arumugam, Safa, & Bakar, 2007). Previous research has revealed that HRM 
practices are positively associated with job involvement (Boon et al., 2007; Wilkinson, 
Redman, Snape, & Marchington, 1998).

Consistent with previous HRM research, this study assumes that HRM practices based 
on HPWS are positively associated with employees' work attitudes. Therefore, we put forth 
the following hypotheses: 

H1:  There is a positive relationship between HRM practices and employees' 
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organizational commitment.
H2:  There is a positive relationship between HRM practices and employees' 

organizational citizenship behavior.
H3:  There is a positive relationship between HRM practices and employees' job 

involvement.

MEDIATING EFFECTS OF WORK ATTITUDE

When employees regard their relationship with an organization as a social exchange, 
they are more likely to be satisfied with their job, committed to their organization, feel a 
sense of personal accomplishment in their work, and assist coworkers. This process is likely 
to lead to positive synergies among employees and, as a result, improved performance. 
Thus, the effect of HRM practices on organizational performance may be mediated by 
employees' work attitudes that stem from a positive social exchange. 

 There is evidence that organizational commitment is positively associated with 
measures of organizational performance (e.g., Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002; Meyer, 
Stanley, Herscovitch, & Topolnytsky, 2001). Committed workers identify psychologically 
with their employer and feel a stronger attachment to the organization. Consequently, 
they are more likely to expend discretionary effort towards achieving organizational ends 
(Appelbaum et al., 2000). Employees who are committed to their organization can also be 
expected to show less counterproductive behavior than those less committed, which leads 
to improved performance (Wright et al., 2003). In addition, previous research indicates 
that job involvement is a good predictor of job performance (Keller, 1997). Podsakoff 
and Mackenzie (1997) found that an individual’s organizational citizenship behavior was 
related to quality and quantity aspects of his or her work group’s performance.

H4:  There is a positive relationship between HRM practices and organizational 
performance.

H5:  The relationship between HRM practices and organizational performance is 
mediated by employees' work attitudes.

METHODS

Data and Analytic Method

This study used data from the 2011 Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS), 
conducted by the U.S. Office of Personnel Management (OPM), to test the hypotheses. The 
2011 FEVS was administered to full-time, permanent employees of departments and large 
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agencies and the small/independent agencies in the U.S. federal government. A total of 
266,000 employees responded, a response rate of 49.3% (FEVS 2011).1 In order to test the 
hypotheses outlined earlier, we used ordinary least squares regression analysis. 

HRM and Work Attitude Measures

In general, selection, training and development, performance-related rewards, 
performance appraisal, communication, empowerment, and participation in decision 
making have been examined as HRM practices in previous research on HPWS. We 
therefore identified seven HRM practices that are consistent with HPWS, resulting in the 
list contained in Table 1. 

 We focused on three work attitudes: organizational commitment, organizational 
citizenship behavior, and job involvement. Organizational commitment refers to the 
individual’s identification with an organization. In this study, organizational commitment 
was measured using a normative commitment scale, which is similar to Lee and Whitford 
(2008) and Caillier (2012). The scale included the following items: “I recommend my 
organization as a good place to work,” “In my organization, leaders generate high levels of 
motivation and commitment in the workforce,” and “I have a high level of respect for my 
organization’s senior leaders.” The reported scores were averaged for the items, and the 
Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .86. Organizational citizenship behavior is the voluntary 
action of individuals in an organization that promote its effectiveness (Organ, 1988). These 
types of behavior include working beyond the job description, being a good team member, 
not being disruptive, and participating in organizational activities. This study used two 
items to measure organizational citizenship behavior: "The people I work with cooperate to 
get the job done" and "Employees in my work unit share job knowledge with each other." 
The scores for the scale were averaged, and the Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .73. Job 
involvement refers to the extent to which the job is central to the employee’s identity (Lawler 
& Hall, 1970). Following Caillier (2012), two items were used to measure job involvement: 
"My work gives me a feeling of personal accomplishment” and “I like the kind of work I 
do.” The scores for the scale were averaged, and the Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .79.

Organizational Performance Measure

The dependent variable in this study is organizational performance. This is a subjective 
performance measure involving employee assessment rather than a more objective 
measure. Although Meier and O’Toole’s study (2013) points out the problem in measuring 
subjective performance in public management, a number of public management studies 
have used subjective measures of organizational performance (Brewer, 2005; Choi & 
Rainey, 2010; Pandey, Coursey, & Moynihan, 2004; Pitts, 2009). With regard to subjective 
measures and objective measures of organizational performance, Boyne and Walker (2002) 
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Table 1. Item Descriptions and Reliability Coefficients

Variable α Mean SD Domain
Selection 3.24 1.118 1-5

• My work unit is able to recruit people with the right skills
Training and development .812 3.62 .940 1-5

•I am given a real opportunity to improve my skills in my organization.
•My training needs are assessed.
•Supervisors/team leaders in my work unit support employee development.

Performance-related rewards .835 3.03 1.032 1-5
•Promotions in my work unit are based on merit.
•Awards in my work unit depend on how well employees perform their jobs.
•Pay raises depend on how well employees perform their jobs.

Performance appraisal 3.77 1.119 1-5
•My performance appraisal is a fair reflection of my performance

Communication .859 3.61 .934 1-5
•Discussions with my supervisor/team leader about my performance are worthwhile.
•My supervisor/team leader provides me with constructive suggestions to improve my job performance.
•Managers communicate the goals and priorities of the organization.
• Managers promote communication among different work units (for example, about projects, goals, 
needed resources).

Empowerment 3.31 1.093 1-5
•Employees have a feeling of personal empowerment with respect to work processes.

Participation in decision making 3.46 1.072 1-5
•How satisfied are you with your involvement in decisions that affect your work?

Organizational commitment .861 3.54 .994 1-5
•I recommend my organization as a good place to work.
•In my organization, leaders generate high levels of motivation and commitment in the workforce.
•I have a high level of respect for my organization's senior leaders.

Organizational citizenship behavior .729 3.88 .866 1-5
•The people I work with cooperate to get the job done.
•Employees in my work unit share job knowledge with each other.

Job involvement .789 4.08 .850 1-5
•My work gives me a feeling of personal accomplishment.
•I like the kind of work I do.

Performance .763 3.90 .733 1-5
•The skill level in my work unit has improved in the past year.
•How would you rate the overall quality of work done by your work unit?
•The workforce has the job-relevant knowledge and skills necessary to accomplish organizational goals.
•Overall, how good a job do you feel is being done by your immediate supervisor/team leader?
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found that there are strong connections between subjective and objective measures of 
performance, with the correlation often as high as 80 percent. Consistent with a previous 
study (Choi & Rainey, 2010), the measure of organizational performance was developed by 
using principal components factor analysis with varimax rotation, with the items listed in 
Table 1.

Control Variables

This study includes six control variables: sex, race, age, tenure, workload, and physical 
condition. The sex variable is coded 0 when a respondent is female and 1 when male. 
The race variable is coded 0 when a respondent is non-minority and 1 for minority. Age is 
represented by an ordinal-level measure, where 0 = 29 and under, 1 = 30–39, 2 = 40–49, 3 
= 50–59, and 4 = 60 or older. Tenure is also represented by an ordinal variable, where 0 = 
up to 3 years, 1 = 4 to 5 years, 2 = 6 to 10 years, 3 = 11 to 20 years, and 4 = more than 20 
years. Workload was measured by the question "My workload is reasonable." In addition, 
physical condition was measured by the question "Physical conditions (for example, noise 
level, temperature, lighting, cleanliness in the workplace) allow employees to perform their 
jobs well." These items were scaled from 1 (very poor) to 5 (very good).

RESULTS

All variables of this study were measured based on self-reported responses that came 
from the 2011 FEVS, which can lead to common method bias in that the overall positive 
attitude of survey respondents may affect all of their responses (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). 
When independent and dependent variables are measured by the same survey data, the 
regression coefficients can be inflated. To examine the seriousness of common method 
bias, we used Harman's single-factor test. In this single-factor test, common method bias is 
assumed to exist if (1) a single factor emerges from unrotated factor solutions, or (2) a first 
factor explains the majority of the variance in the variables (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). If 
only one factor is retained and it explains most covariance, the bias is serious. In this study, 
the biggest factor explains 40 percent of the covariance among the measures, which means 
that common method bias is not a serious concern.

Both the reliability and validity of the measures were examined. Cronbach's coefficient 
alpha (α) was used to assess the reliability of the measures. Each scale demonstrated 
satisfactory reliability (α exceeding 0.70). Table 1 and Table 2 provide the means, standard 
deviations, and correlations of the variables used in the study. To examine the effect of 
HRM practices on work attitudes and organizational performance, we used ordinary least 
squares (OLS) multiple regression analyses. Table 3 presents the regression results. Overall, 
the independent variables explained a significant degree of variance in the dependent 
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variable, with the explanatory variables explaining 71 percent of variance in organizational 
commitment, 40 percent of variance in organizational citizenship behavior, 36 percent of 
variance in job involvement, 69 percent of variance in organizational performance (without 
OC, OCB, and JI), and 73 percent of variance in organizational performance (with OC, 
OCB, and JI). From the variance inflation factor (VIF) tests on all models, the highest 
VIF value is 3.792. Thus, multicollinearity does not appear to be a problem. This study 
includes a sizable number of observations, and with such a large number of observations, 
meaningless variations within variables may be statistically significant (Caillier, 2013). 
Therefore, care is needed when interpreting the results of this study, as is the case in any 
study that relies on a large sample size.
 In the model of organizational commitment, the R2 was .705, and a statistically significant 
association was noted between all HRM practices. It is worth noting that that performance 
appraisal has a negative impact on organizational commitment. Participation in decision 
making, communication, and empowerment led to higher levels of organizational 
commitment. The finding of the effect of performance appraisal on organizational 
commitment was not consistent with H1.

Hypothesis 2 proposed that HRM practices are positively associated with organizational 
citizenship behavior. As expected, all HRM practices had positive and significant impacts 
on organizational citizenship behavior and H2 was supported. Communication was the 
most powerful predictor. Interestingly, employees who perceived high degrees of selection 
and rewards reported higher levels of organizational citizenship behavior. 

In the model of job involvement, though all HRM practices significantly related to job 
involvement, rewards had a negative effect, in partial support of H3. The R2 was .355. 
Employees who perceived high degrees of training and development reported the highest 
level of job involvement. 

In this study, HRM practices showed positive and significant effects on organizational 
commitment, organizational citizenship behavior, and job involvement, except for 
performance appraisal's effect on organizational commitment and rewards' effect on job 
involvement. The independent variables with the highest regression coefficient on the 
dependent variable vary. Communication was the most powerful predictor of organizational 
commitment and organizational citizenship behavior, whereas training and development 
had the highest regression coefficients on job involvement. 

Hypothesis 4 proposed that HRM practices are positively associated with organizational 
performance. Not surprisingly, all HRM practices had positive and significant impacts on 
organizational performance at the .001 level. The R2 was .686, and H4 was supported. 

 Hypothesis 5 predicted that the relationship between HRM practices and organizational 
performance is mediated by employees' work attitudes. Following the procedure 
recommended by Judd and Kenny (1981), we tested the mediation of work attitudes 
using three steps. In models 1, 2, and 3, HRM practices were significantly associated with 
organizational commitment, organizational citizenship behavior, and job involvement. 
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Table 3. OLS Regression Analyses

Model 1 
(OC)

Model 2 (OCB) Model 3
(JI)

Model 4 
(Performance)

Model 5 
(Performance)

β(SE) β(SE) β(SE) β(SE) β(SE)
Sex -.030***

(.002)
036***
(.003)

-.021***
(.003)

-.003**
(.002)

-.010***
(.002)

Race -.002
(.002)

-.063***
(.003)

-.002
(.003)

-.043***
(.002)

-.026***
(.002)

Age .006***
(.001)

.005**
(.002)

.079***
(.002)

.006***
(.001)

.001
(.001)

Tenure -.036***
(.001)

.044***
(.001)

.022***
(.001)

.003**
(.001)

-.007***
(.001)

Workload .034***
(.001)

.007***
(.001)

.031***
(.001)

.017***
(.001)

.011***
(.001)

Physical condition .039***
(.001)

.047***
(.001)

.052***
(.001)

.026***
(.001)

.009***
(.001)

Performance appraisal -.017***
(.001)

.002
(.002)

.067***
(.002)

.033***
(.001)

.030***
(.001)

Selection .066***
(.001)

.164**
(.002)

.017***
(.002)

.162***
(.001)

.116***
(.001)

Empowerment .218***
(.001)

.116***
(.002)

.184***
(.002)

.141***
(.001)

.090***
(.001)

Participation .174***
(.002)

.018***
(.002)

.164***
(.002)

.033***
(.001)

.011***
(.001)

Training and 
development

.057***
(.002)

.106***
(.003)

.227***
(.003)

.151***
(.002)

.109***
(.002)

Performance-related 
rewards

.127***
(.002)

.138***
(.002)

-.022***
(.002)

.099***
(.001)

.059***
(.001)

Communication .333***
(.002)

.192***
(.003)

.024***
(.003)

.358***
(.002

.290***
(.002)

OC .051***
(.002)

OCB .258***
(.001)

JI .053***
(.001)

R2 .705 .398 .355 .686 .731
Number of Cases 216,865 216,812 216,847 216,865 216,794
Note: OC=organizational commitment, OCB=organizational citizenship behavior, JI=job involvement; 
          **p< .01, ***p < .001
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In Model 4, HRM practices significantly related to organizational performance. Then, 
in Model 5, organizational commitment, organizational citizenship behavior, and job 
involvement significantly related to organizational performance. The effect of HRM 
practices diminished after controlling for the mediating effects of organizational 
commitment, organizational citizenship behavior, and job involvement. The results showed 
that these work attitudes significantly mediated the relationship between HRM practices 
and organizational performance. Surprisingly, organizational citizenship behavior had the 
highest regression coefficient on organizational performance.

Finally, with regard to the control variables, ceteris paribus, the results showed that 
female employees tended to have higher levels of organizational commitment and job 
involvement, whereas they showed a lower level of organizational citizenship behavior. 
Older workers had higher levels of work attitude than others. Organizational tenure was 
significantly and positively associated with organizational citizenship behavior and job 
involvement. Physical condition was a predictor of work attitude and organizational 
performance. 

DISCUSSION

Previous research in public administration has focused on individual impacts of HRM 
practices on outcomes including job satisfaction, organizational commitment, turnover 
intention, performance, and so on. The purpose of this study was to examine the underlying 
mechanisms through which HRM practices affect organizational performance, by peering 
into the “black box.” In particular, this study focused on individuals’ work attitudes as 
mediators between HRM practices and organizational performance. Using social exchange 
theory, this study conceptualized and tested a model that provides insight into the linkages 
between HRM practices and organizational performance.

This study found positive associations between employees’ perceptions of HRM 
practices and work attitudes. Overall, HRM practices had positive impacts on organizational 
commitment, organizational citizenship behavior, and job involvement. In particular, results 
showed that participation in decision making, empowerment, and communication were 
powerful predictors of organizational commitment and job involvement. Though HPWS 
consists of several concepts, the core idea is that HPWS provides employees with the 
autonomy and discretion needed to meet the demands of the modern workplace. Among 
various practices based on HPWS, participation in decision making, empowerment, 
and communication are close to autonomy and discretion, which lead to higher levels of 
organizational commitment and job involvement. Training and development, which is 
defined as a planned learning experience designed to bring about permanent change in an 
individual's knowledge, attitudes, or skills (Noe, 1986), was the strongest predictor of job 
involvement. Consistent with previous research, a successful training and development 
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program creates more favorable employee attitudes and helps employees with personal 
development and job involvement (Cherrington, 1995).

However, contrary to expectations, performance appraisal was negatively associated 
with organizational commitment. In addition, its effect on organizational citizenship 
behavior was not significant. A possible explanation is that even though employees are 
given meaningful feedback on their performance, the feedback itself reduces organizational 
commitment. When organizations focus on individual performance, employees may 
regard performance appraisal as a subtle form of control (Gould-Williams & Mohamed, 
2010). In addition, Oh and Lewis' study (2009) found that among U.S. federal government 
employees, performance appraisal systems linking extrinsic rewards to performance are 
less effective for employees who are intrinsically motivated. In the same vein, Nichoff 
and Moorman (1993) argued that performance appraisal as organizational control reduces 
employees’ autonomy and self-responsibility. In short, performance appraisal that focuses 
attention on task accomplishment could constrain extra-role behaviors that characterize 
organizational citizenship.

Interestingly, the finding regarding the relationship between performance-related 
rewards and job involvement does not support our expectation. Previous studies have 
highlighted the importance of rewards in job involvement (Boon et al., 2007; Wilkinson 
et al., 1998). Employees value rewards, which leads to increased motivation. Therefore, 
employees are more involved in their jobs. Contrary to this intuitive relationship between 
rewards and performance, our finding shows that performance-related rewards are 
negatively associated with job involvement. This finding is consistent with the results 
of O’Driscoll and Randall's study (1999), in which they distinguished between intrinsic 
rewards and extrinsic rewards. Intrinsic rewards included the degree of challenge in the 
job, opportunities to use skills and abilities, and the amount of freedom respondents had 
in deciding how to perform their work. Intrinsic rewards had a positive influence on job 
involvement. By contrast, extrinsic rewards included pay and fringe benefits, opportunities 
for promotion or advancement, and praise for job performance. Extrinsic rewards did not 
significantly predict job involvement. With regard to the relationship between performance-
related rewards and job involvement, employees may consider performance-related 
rewards as inhibiting elements of job security; therefore performance-related rewards have 
a negative influence on job involvement.

Findings related to performance appraisal and performance-related rewards constitute 
a significant contribution in the present study. Many previous studies have explored 
incorporating HPWS as a single package, because HPWS provides employees with 
the autonomy and discretion needed to meet the demands of the modern workplace. 
Therefore, HPWS can encourage employees to engage in the prosocial behavior that helps 
organizations to meet goals and objectives (Messersmith et al., 2011; Snape & Redman, 
2010). However, our findings revealed that some practices of HPWS might have different 
outcomes. We encourage future research to explore the viewpoint that HPWS should be 
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studied both as a complete package and as individual practices.
This study also contributes to exploring potential individual attitudinal and behavioral 

mediators that operate in the black box between HRM practices and organizational 
performance. Of the three variables hypothesized as mediators in the relations between 
HRM practices and organizational performance, the strongest evidence for mediation 
was obtained for organizational citizenship behavior. Although we also found evidence 
that organizational commitment served as a mediator, the link between organizational 
commitment and organizational performance was slight. However, findings revealed that 
the mediating effect of organizational citizenship behavior was strong. Podsakoff and 
MacKenzie (1997) suggested several reasons that organizational citizenship behavior 
might influence organizational performance: a) by enhancing coworker productivity, b) 
by freeing up resources for more productive purposes, c) by reducing the need to devote 
scarce resources to purely maintenance functions, d) by serving as an effective means 
of coordinating activities between team members and across work groups, and e) by 
enhancing an organization's ability to adapt to environmental changes.

From our findings we can derive several practical implications. The results from this 
study may also be helpful to managers who may need to justify the adoption of HPWS. 
For example, managers can show that the adoption of HPWS has tangible benefits with 
regard to individual employees’ work attitudes, such as more organizational commitment, 
organizational citizenship behavior, and job involvement. All of these outcomes can lead 
to increased organizational performance. However, our findings related to performance 
appraisal and performance-related rewards alert managers to the dangers of simply adopting 
HPWS as one package. For example, when employees feel as if performance appraisal 
is utilized as a control mechanism, it can lead to decreased organizational commitment. 
In addition, extrinsic rewards have no influence on job involvement, and performance 
appraisals relying on extrinsic rewards fail to influence intrinsically motivated employees.

In addition to the inability of extrinsic rewards to motivate many employees, the 
counterproductive impact of performance appraisals found in this study may be the result 
of the lack of perceived fairness of the appraisal process itself. As Tang and Sarsfield-
Baldwin (1996) found in their study of two hundred Veteran’s Administration (VA) 
employees, the perceived fairness of performance appraisals depended on aspects of both 
distributive and procedural justice. Distributive justice dealt with the perception employees 
had regarding the fairness and equity associated with pay and promotion satisfaction. 
Procedural justice was composed of five factors: the two-way nature of communication, 
fairness of the process, supervisor trustworthiness, comprehension of the appraisal process, 
and the existence of clear expectations regarding work performance (Tang & Sarsfield-
Baldwin, 1996: 27). Tang and Sarsfield’s finding indicating that fairness is essential in 
performance appraisal procedures was echoed in a recent study of Malaysian civil servants, 
which stressed that “civil servants will be satisfied with their performance when they feel 
that their performance appraisal is fair” (Salleh et al., 2013: 126). These studies suggest that 
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one possible rationale behind our finding regarding the negative reactions to performance 
appraisals demonstrated in this study might be a perceived lack of fairness in the process 
on the part of employees. This possibility leads us to recommend that organizations seeking 
to implement HPWS in an effort to increase their performance do so in a transparent 
manner, and take the time to effectively communicate with employees about work-related 
expectations and the mechanisms the appraisal process will use in evaluating performance.

CONCLUSION

This study is one of the few studies to have evaluated the intermediate linkages between 
HRM practices and organizational performance in the context of the public sector. Our 
results indicate that HRM practices can stimulate organizational performance directly 
as well as enhance organizational performance indirectly by affecting work attitudes. In 
addition, the results reveal that organizational citizenship behavior as a mediator plays 
an important role in improving organizational performance. Our study thus contributes 
to a better understanding of the black box phenomenon that links HRM practices to 
organizational performance. However, some limitations certainly do exist.

 First, the current study is cross-sectional, so measuring HRM and performance at 
the same time-point is problematic. Because survey respondents have a tendency to 
maintain consistency in their responses, independent and dependent variables are affected 
by common method bias, which inflates the relationships among variables (Podsakoff & 
Organ, 1986). Therefore, causality cannot be deduced from the results. In light of this, future 
research should adopt a longitudinal design to uncover the dynamic influence of HPWS on 
overall performance. Second, the measures for work attitudes were not perfect. Although 
these measures are consistent with some of the underlying principles, they do not totally 
capture what it means for employees to be committed, involved, or to exercise discretion. 
Finally, we were able to obtain only subjective measures of relative performance. Although 
Wall et al. (2004) recently demonstrated the convergent, discriminant, and construct 
validities of subjective measures of relative performance, this type of measure does not 
reflect an exact effect of HRM practices. Future research should develop more rigorous 
measures of work attitudes and more independent, "objective" measures of performance.

NOTES

    1. The 2011 FEVS was conducted to collect data on federal employees’ perceptions about how 
effectively agencies were managing their workforces. The sample of the 2011 FEVS was a 
probability sample; that is, each employee in the target population had a known, non-zero 
probability of selection. Employees were grouped into 1,114 sample subgroups corresponding 
to agency, subagency, and supervisory status reporting requirements. A total of 560,084 
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employees were invited to participate from 83 agencies. These agencies make up 97 percent of 
the executive branch workforce (FEVS, 2011).
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