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The Application of the Multilevel Paradigm  
in Human Resource Management–Outcomes 
Research: Taking Stock and Going Forward

Riccardo Peccei
King’s College London

Karina Van De Voorde
Tilburg University

The authors provide a systematic evaluation of the emerging multilevel paradigm in human 
resource management (HRM) research focusing, in particular, on multilevel mediation analyses of 
the HRM-outcomes relationship. They first distinguish different types of multilevel models and 
then identify a number of best practice theoretical and methodological criteria for the conduct of 
multilevel research derived from the literature. These criteria are used to analyze and evaluate all 
multilevel mediation studies ( N = 46) of the HRM-outcomes relationship published in 11 core 
management and HRM journals in the 2000 to 2016 period. The results suggest that progress in 
the application of the multilevel paradigm has been slow and uneven and that the new paradigm 
has not as yet taken firm root in the field of HRM. On the basis of this evaluation, the authors 
identify key areas for improvement in the application of the multilevel approach to the analysis of 
the HRM-outcomes relationship. In the process, they highlight important ways in which the further 
development of a multilevel perspective can enhance both strategic and employee-centered HRM 
research by contributing to a fuller substantive understanding of the processes and mechanisms 
through which HRM systems affect outcomes of interest at different levels of analysis.
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Over the past quarter of a century, there has been a rapid growth in multilevel theory and 
research in management designed to bridge the gap between micro (e.g., individual) and 
macro (e.g., organizational) phenomena and levels of analysis (Aguinis, Boyd, Pierce, & 
Short, 2011). The move from a single-level to a multilevel perspective has major implica-
tions for theory, measurement, and analysis (Kozlowski & Klein, 2000) and is therefore 
commonly thought to represent a fundamental paradigm shift in management research (Hitt, 
Beamish, Jackson, & Mathieu, 2007; Mathieu & Chen, 2010). The spread of the multilevel 
paradigm, however, has been uneven across different subdomains of management. In par-
ticular, the field of human resource management (HRM) has lagged behind other areas of 
management scholarship in this respect, with the dominant paradigm in HRM still being one 
that is rooted in a single-level perspective typically focusing on the individual or organiza-
tional level (Molloy, Ployhart, & Wright, 2011).

Despite the continuing dominance of single-level studies, however, there is little doubt 
that the multilevel paradigm is gaining in importance also in the area of HRM. Over the 
past decade or so, in response to growing calls for more multilevel theory and research in 
HRM (K. Jiang, Takeuchi, & Lepak, 2013; Lengnick-Hall, Lengnick-Hall, Andrade, & 
Drake, 2009; Lepak, Jiang, Han, Castellano, & Hu, 2012; Peccei, Van De Voorde, & Van 
Veldhoven, 2013; Wright & Boswell, 2002), an increasing number of studies have adopted 
a multilevel approach to explore how the influence of HRM unfolds across levels in orga-
nizations (K. Jiang et al., 2013). Particularly important in this respect, and the central 
focus of the present analysis, are multilevel mediation studies of the HRM-outcomes 
relationship designed to examine the mechanisms through which multiple human resource 
(HR) practices (i.e., HRM bundles and systems; Wright & Boswell, 2002) affect different 
dimensions of organizational performance, as well as a range of key employee-related 
outcomes. Although at the very heart of HRM scholarship, the analysis of the HRM sys-
tems-outcomes relationship, or HRM-outcomes relationship for short, and of the 
employee-related mediating mechanisms involved, has been dominated by a single-level 
perspective (Guest, 2011; Jackson, Schuler, & Jiang, 2014; K. Jiang, Lepak, Hu, & Baer, 
2012). The adoption of a multilevel approach, therefore, has the potential to make a sig-
nificant contribution to the further development of this core area of HRM research. As 
such, it is now essential, we believe, to stand back and critically review progress with a 
view to identifying possible areas for improvement in the application of the multilevel 
paradigm that can help to advance HRM-outcomes research.

Such an exercise will, we hope, help to address an important gap in the HRM literature. A 
number of recent theoretical, methodological, and empirical reviews of HRM-outcomes 
research have touched on multilevel issues (Gerhart, 2013; Jackson et al., 2014; K. Jiang 
et al., 2013; Lengnick-Hall et al., 2009; Lepak & Boswell, 2012; Lepak et al., 2012; Peccei 
et al., 2013). With the exception of the K. Jiang et al. (2013) study, however, none of these 
reviews focused specifically on multilevel analysis and the application of the new paradigm 
in extant HRM-outcomes research. But while Jiang and his colleagues proposed an elaborate 
multilevel model for the analysis of strategic HRM (SHRM), they provided only a fairly 
limited overview of extant multilevel research in the area. In the present study, we draw on 
the Jiang et al. review of multilevel research but extend and develop their analysis in a num-
ber of important ways. First, we extend their review by bringing the analysis up to date and 
covering a much larger and more varied set of studies in the area. Second, when critically 
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examining extant multilevel mediation studies of the HRM-outcomes relationship, we pay 
systematic attention not only to SHRM studies concerned with the relationship between HR 
systems and various aspects of organizational performance but also to studies that focus 
explicitly on the impact of HR systems on employee-related outcomes, including key atti-
tudes, behaviors, and dimensions of their well-being at work. Third, we examine the various 
studies involved in greater detail and explicitly assess them against a number of core theoreti-
cal and methodological criteria for the analysis of multilevel mediation derived from the lit-
erature. Finally, on the basis of this analysis, we identify a number of key multilevel issues 
that we suggest are central to a deeper understanding of the HRM-outcomes relationship and 
that therefore require systematic attention in future research in this area.

More generally, we have two broad aims in this study. First is to look back and consider 
what has and what has not been achieved in terms of the application of the new multilevel 
paradigm to the analysis of the HRM-outcomes relationship. To this end, we first identify a 
number of best practice theoretical and methodological criteria for the conduct of multilevel 
research derived from the literature (Chan, 1998; Chen, Mathieu, & Bliese, 2005; Croon, van 
Veldhoven, Peccei, & Wood, 2014; Dansereau & Yammarino, 2000; Fulmer & Ostroff, 2016; 
Kozlowski & Klein, 2000; Mathieu & Taylor, 2007; Preacher, Zyphur, & Zhang, 2010; Shen, 
in press; Tay, Woo, & Vermunt, 2014). We then use these criteria to evaluate extant multilevel 
mediation studies of the HRM-outcomes relationship with a view to providing a systematic 
critical overview of the current state of development, application, and contribution of the 
multilevel paradigm to HRM-outcomes research. The second aim is to look ahead and con-
sider how a multilevel perspective can contribute to the further development of HRM-
outcomes research. Specifically, on the basis of our evaluation of extant multilevel studies in 
the area, we identify key areas for improvement in the application of the multilevel approach 
to the analysis of the HRM-outcomes relationship. In the process, we highlight important 
ways in which the further development and explication of a multilevel approach can contrib-
ute to a fuller substantive understanding of the processes and mechanism through which HR 
systems affect key outcomes of interest at different levels of analysis.

The Emerging Multilevel Paradigm in HRM-Outcomes Research

Single-level versus multilevel models. When examining the development of the multi-
level paradigm in HRM, it is useful to start by distinguishing between two broad strands 
of HRM-outcomes research depending on whether the main focus is on the link between 
HRM and organizational performance outcomes or on the link between HRM and employee-
related outcomes. Specifically, the first and, historically, by far the most important and exten-
sive stream of HRM-outcomes research is in the area of SHRM. The core focus of SHRM 
is on the relationship between HRM and organizational performance—on the effect that 
sets or bundles of HR practices have on various aspects of both proximal and distal unit-
level performance (e.g., organizational turnover, productivity, service quality, and overall 
financial performance; Arthur, 1994; Becker & Huselid, 1998; Huselid, 1995). The second 
more recent but growing stream of HRM-outcomes research is more explicitly focused on 
employee outcomes. The primary concern of what for ease of presentation we refer to as 
employee-centered HRM (ECHRM) is not necessarily with the potential effect of bundles of 
HR practices on organizational performance as such. Rather, the core focus is on the impact 
that HR systems have on employee experiences, attitudes, and behaviors. The employee 
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outcomes of interest here include not only various dimensions of individual task and con-
textual performance (e.g., in-role and extrarole behaviors) but also, and increasingly, various 
aspects of employee psychological and health-related well-being (e.g., job satisfaction, posi-
tive affect, job stress, burnout; Godard, 2001; Guest, 1999, 2011).

A detailed discussion of these two main strands of HRM-outcomes research is beyond the 
scope of the present analysis. Interested readers are referred to a number of wide-ranging 
theoretical and empirical overviews of SHRM and ECHRM research published in recent 
years (Boselie, Dietz, & Boon, 2005; Guest, 2011; K. Jiang et al., 2013; Lengnick-Hall et al., 
2009; Wall & Wood, 2005; Wright & Gardner, 2003), including major meta-analyses of the 
HRM-performance relationship (Combs, Liu, Hall, & Ketchen, 2006; K. Jiang et al., 2012; 
Subramony, 2009) as well as qualitative reviews of ECHRM research focusing specifically 
on employee well-being (Peccei et al., 2013; Van De Voorde, Paauwe, & Van Veldhoven, 
2012). Here it is sufficient to note that HRM-outcomes research, whether in the SHRM or 
ECHRM tradition, has historically been dominated by single-level studies. Based on a mac-
roperspective, SHRM studies have concentrated primarily on the unit level, focusing on the 
impact of HR practices on different aspects of performance at the level of the group, estab-
lishment, or organization as a whole (K. Jiang et al., 2013). ECHRM studies, on the other 
hand, have focused primarily on the individual level, linking employee attitudes and behav-
iors with individual perceptions and experiences of HR practices (Peccei et al., 2013). 
Whether at the individual or unit level, however, the dominant single-level approach to the 
analysis of the HRM-outcomes relationship has evolved over time both theoretically and 
empirically. In particular, as reflected in the so-called black box debate in both SHRM (Guest, 
2011; Wright & Gardner, 2003) and ECHRM (Peccei & Van De Voorde, 2014), a key way in 
which standard single-level models in the area have been refined is through the development 
and testing of more elaborate models incorporating various types of employee-related medi-
ating mechanisms, such as human capital, perceived organizational support, empowerment, 
and organizational climate. Importantly, however, these more elaborate mediation models are 
all still focused either at the individual or at the unit level of analysis and, consequently, 
remain rooted in a single-level paradigm.

In this context, multilevel mediation models of the HRM-outcomes relationship can be 
seen not only as a further elaboration and refinement of standard single-level models but also 
as an important departure from such models. The distinguishing feature of these multilevel 
mediation models is that, in contrast to single-level models, they incorporate independent 
(HRM), dependent (outcome), and mediating constructs that are explicitly treated as residing 
at potentially different levels of analysis (e.g., individual and organizational). More gener-
ally, central to these multilevel models and to the multilevel perspective more broadly is the 
idea that “organizational entities reside in nested arrangements” (Mathieu & Chen, 2010: 
610). For example, individuals are nested in organizational subunits (e.g., work groups) that 
are, in turn, nested in organizations.

There are two main implications of such nesting. First, from a theoretical perspective, 
nested data structures mean that in order to understand phenomena at a given level of analy-
sis, it is often not sufficient just to focus on factors operating at that same level. Rather, it is 
necessary also to understand so-called cross-level relationships and to take into account fac-
tors at higher or lower levels that may influence focal constructs of interest residing at a dif-
ferent level (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). Micro-ECHRM research that focuses at the 
individual level, for example, tends to neglect contextual factors, such as unit-level HR 
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practices, that can influence and constrain the experiences, attitudes, and/or behaviors of 
individuals within those units. Equally, though, macro-SHRM research that focuses at the 
unit level may need to consider not only how unit-level HR practices affect the attitudes and 
behaviors of employees within these units but also how the attitudes and behaviors of 
employees within the units may, in turn, affect aspects of the unit’s performance (Kozlowski 
& Klein, 2000).

Second, and from a more purely methodological standpoint, because of the hierarchical 
nature of nested data, observations based on clustered data of these kinds may not be inde-
pendent, resulting in biased parameter estimates of interest (Kreft & de Leeuw, 1998). Until 
relatively recently, the main strategy for dealing with cross-level effects in hierarchically 
nested data was to opt for either aggregation or disaggregation. Aggregation involves aggre-
gating the lower-level variables in a model (e.g., individual job satisfaction) to a higher unit 
level of analysis and then using the aggregated variable (i.e., mean unit-level job satisfac-
tion), together with other higher unit-level variables in subsequent analyses (Hofmann, 
Griffin, & Gavin, 2000). Disaggregation, on the other hand, involves assigning to each 
lower-level entity in a nested structure (e.g., individuals within organizations) the corre-
sponding score of a higher-order unit-level variable (e.g., the HRM score of the organization 
in which the individual is employed; Hofmann et al., 2000). For a variety of reasons, both 
strategies are highly problematic (Kreft & de Leeuw, 1998; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). The 
preferred alternative to test more complex mediational relationships involving explanatory 
HRM, mediating, and outcome variables residing at different levels of analysis is to use a 
multilevel approach explicitly designed to capture cross-level effects in hierarchically nested 
data (Snijders & Bosker, 1999).

Types of HRM multilevel mediation models. Different types of multilevel mediation mod-
els of the HRM-outcomes relationship have been proposed and tested in the SHRM and 
ECHRM literature. Based on the work of Kozlowski and Klein (2000), Mathieu and Taylor 
(2007), and Preacher et al. (2010), these models can be broadly classified into different basic 
types depending on the direction of operation (“upward’’ and/or “downward”) of the key 
cross-level mediational processes involved. By convention, variables located and concep-
tualized at the lower (e.g., individual) and higher (e.g., unit) level in multilevel models are 
referred to as Level 1 and Level 2 variables, respectively. We start by considering the models 
used in SHRM research where the focus is on some form of organizational performance as 
the key outcome of interest.

The first broad type of multilevel mediation model used in extant SHRM-outcomes stud-
ies is what Croon et al. (2014) refer to as a 2-1-2 mixed mediation model. This type of model 
involves both downward and upward effects, such as the downward influence of a Level 2 
HRM variable (e.g., a system of HR practices at unit level) on a Level 1 variable (e.g., indi-
vidual employee job satisfaction) that, in turn, is hypothesized to have an upward effect on a 
Level 2 outcome variable (e.g., the quality of customer service in the unit). In practice, as we 
discuss more fully below, 2-1-2 models can vary considerably in terms of their complexity 
depending, for example, on the number and combination of Level 2 and Level 1 variables 
involved and the complexity of the mediation paths that are hypothesized. Irrespective of 
their complexity, however, underpinning 2-1-2 models is the idea, central to an important line 
of thinking in SHRM, that the way bundles of HR practices ultimately affect organizational 
performance is through people (Becker & Huselid, 1998; K. Jiang et al., 2013; Pfeffer, 1998; 
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Wright & Boswell, 2002). Specifically, based on a variety of theoretical arguments linked, 
for example, to the resource-based view (Den Hartog, Boon, Verburg, & Croon, 2013; Gong, 
Law, Chang, & Xin, 2009), human capital theory (Takeuchi, Lepak, Wang, & Takeuchi, 
2007), the behavioral perspective in HRM (Messersmith, Patel, Lepak, & Gould-Williams, 
2011), and the ability, motivation, and opportunity (AMO) framework (Raineri, in press), 
SHRM-related 2-1-2 type models focus on the Level 2 HRM–firm performance relationship 
and posit Level 1 employee attitudes and behaviors as key mediators of this relationship.

Importantly, however, as part of SHRM research, we also identified a type of mediation 
model that, while incorporating elements of a multilevel perspective, remained rooted in a 
single-level approach (Kozlowski & Klein, 2000). The distinguishing feature of what might 
be termed proto-multilevel (proto-ML) models of this kind is that although they are based on 
nested data, they adopt a simple aggregate approach of the type described above to the analy-
sis of multilevel data. That is to say, any lower Level 1 independent, mediator, or dependent 
variables in the analysis are simply aggregated to the unit level (Level 2) and then used as 
aggregate variables together with other higher-order unit-level variables in what can essen-
tially be thought of as single-level 2-2-2 type models. These aggregate-level 2-2-2 models 
are then tested using standard analytic techniques, rather than multilevel procedures. Unlike 
in standard single-level 2-2-2 studies, however, in proto-ML 2-2-2 studies, an explicit attempt 
is made to justify, theoretically and/or empirically, the aggregation of Level 1 variables to the 
unit level by reference, for example, to a variety of key aggregation statistics (e.g., rwg and 
intraclass correlation coefficients ICC1 and ICC2). Proto-ML 2-2-2 studies, in other words, 
combine a single-level approach with some elements of a multilevel perspective. It should be 
noted that, in practice, depending on a number of factors, such as the number of Level 2 units 
involved, the size of Level 1 samples, and the extent of within- and between-group variance 
in nested data, the results obtained using the simple aggregation procedures of proto-ML 
analyses can be similar to those obtained using a more explicit multilevel approach charac-
teristic of 2-1-2 models (Preacher et al., 2010). Nevertheless, the failure properly to take 
account of nesting in hierarchically structured data, as well as to distinguish within- from 
between-group variance in proto-ML models, makes the use of these models potentially 
more problematic (Croon et al., 2014; Preacher et al., 2010). This, together with the fact that 
in a number of key respects, proto-ML models remain rooted in a single-level paradigm, sets 
these models apart from 2-1-2 multilevel models and, therefore, justifies treating them as a 
separate category in the present analysis.

Apart from the mixed mediation and proto-ML models identified above, one other type of 
multilevel mediation model appears to have been used in extant SHRM research. This is an 
upward (1-1-2) mediation model used in a recent study that examined the relationship 
between employee perceptions of HR practices at Level 1 and unit performance (appropriate-
ness of care) at Level 2, as mediated by individuals’ perceptions of proactivity climate at 
Level 1 (Dello Russo, Mascia, & Morandi, in press).

In contrast to SHRM research, the main type of multilevel mediation model employed in 
extant ECHRM-outcomes research is a downward mediation model. Downward mediation 
examines the effect of a Level 2 HRM variable (e.g., a system of HR practices at unit level) 
on a Level 1 variable (e.g., individual employee customer-oriented behavior) as mediated 
either by another Level 1 variable (e.g., individual employee job satisfaction) or by another 
Level 2 variable (e.g., organizational climate for customer service). In other words, there are 
two main variants of downward mediation models that can be distinguished depending on 
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whether the mediator of interest is at Level 1 (i.e., a 2-1-1 model) or at Level 2 (i.e., a 2-2-1 
model; Mathieu & Taylor, 2007). As with 2-1-2 mixed mediation models, downward media-
tion models, whether of the 2-1-1 or the 2-2-1 variety, can differ considerably not only in 
their complexity but also in terms of the specific theories that underpin them. Depending on 
the specific focus of the model, the theories involved range, for example, from social 
exchange and self-determination theory (Kehoe & Wright, 2013; Shin, Jeong, & Bae, in 
press), to organizational justice theory (Kroon, Van de Voorde, & Van Veldhoven, 2009; Wu 
& Chaturvedi, 2009), to empowerment and climate theory (Oppenauer & Van De Voorde, in 
press; Takeuchi, Chen, & Lepak, 2009). Below, we use the main types of mixed, upward, and 
downward models identified above, including the proto-ML models, to classify extant mul-
tilevel mediation studies of the HRM-outcomes relationship.

Framework for the Evaluation of Multilevel Mediation Studies

Central to any systematic assessment of the application and development of the new mul-
tilevel paradigm in HRM-outcomes research is the identification of core theoretical and 
methodological criteria in terms of which to evaluate progress in this area. To this end, we 
start by presenting a set of best practice criteria for the analysis of cross-level mediation and 
the conduct of multilevel research more generally against which extant multilevel studies of 
the HRM-outcomes relationship can be evaluated. The framework we used for our analysis 
covers both conceptual/theoretical and analytic/methodological criteria. The criteria them-
selves were derived from the literature drawing, in particular, on the general multilevel work 
of Chan (1998), Kozlowski and Klein (2000), Dansereau and Yammarino (2000), Chen, 
Mathieu, and Bliese (2005), Croon et al. (2014), Tay et al. (2014), and Fulmer and Ostroff 
(2016), as well as on the more specific best practice recommendations for the analysis of 
multilevel mediation of Mathieu and Taylor (2007), Preacher et al. (2010), and Shen (in 
press). Before considering the proposed best practice criteria in greater detail, however, we 
believe a number of general points about the present framework should be noted.

First, it is important to bear in mind that the best practice criteria outlined below are neces-
sarily time dependent and relative and should be viewed accordingly. Because of the devel-
opment of relevant theoretical and methodological knowledge, for example, what might be 
considered to be best practice in multilevel research at one point in time may not necessarily 
be considered to be equally optimal at a later date. Moreover, for a variety of reasons, best 
practice recommendations may take time to diffuse and become widely accepted across a 
community of scholars (Hitt et al., 2007; Kuhn, 1962). In addition, it is important to recog-
nize that some areas of multilevel analysis, such as the analysis of upward 1-2 links, are still 
relatively underdeveloped (Shen, in press). Knowledge in these areas is still in relative flux 
so that best practice recommendations in these areas need to be treated with some caution.

Second, the criteria in the framework are interdependent in that conceptual/theoretical and 
analytic/methodological choices in multilevel analysis are closely interrelated. The type of 
multilevel model that is adopted and the way in which core constructs are conceptualized in 
such models, for example, have important implications not only for theory development but 
also for the type of analytical strategies and methodological approaches that are used to test 
cross-level hypotheses of interest. As we discuss more fully below, a key overall criterion for 
the evaluation of multilevel studies in fact is the extent to which there is an appropriate align-
ment between conceptual/theoretical and analytic/methodological elements of the research. 
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As highlighted by Wallace, Edwards, Paul, Burke, Christian, and Eissa, such alignment is 
important since “if there is a mismatch between the level of theory, measurement, and/or 
statistical analysis, empirical results may not be interpretable with regard to theoretical or 
methodological linkages among the constructs” (2016: 840).

The third, and related, general point to note is more technical in nature but has important 
implications for the theoretical understanding and analysis of multilevel mediation. The point 
in question concerns the importance, long noted in the general multilevel literature, of disen-
tangling between- and within-group effects in multilevel analysis (Dansereau & Yammarino, 
2000; Hofmann, 1997; Kreft & de Leeuw, 1998). Specifically, as emphasized by Preacher 
et al. (2010), central to the analysis of cross-level mediation effects is the recognition that 
while Level 2 constructs have only between components of variance, Level 1 variables typi-
cally have both between and within components of variance, with the between components 
corresponding to the mean group-level scores of the observed Level 1 variables. Therefore, for 
“any mediation model involving at least one level-2 variable, the indirect effect can exist only 
at the between level” (Preacher et al., 2010: 213). In a 2-1-1 design, for example, the indirect 
effect of an HR system (a Level 2 independent variable) on employee job performance (a 
Level 1 outcome variable) through individual job satisfaction (a Level 1 mediator) may func-
tion only through the between-group variance in the mediator and outcome variables. More 
generally, as we discuss below, this insight, based on a partitioning perspective (see also the 
within and between analytical approach; Dansereau & Yammarino, 2000), has important 
implications not only for construct conceptualization but also for the nature of theoretical 
explanations and for the analytic procedures used in multilevel mediation studies.

With these general considerations in mind, we now turn to the specific best practice crite-
ria we used to evaluate the various multilevel mediation studies of the HRM-outcomes rela-
tionship we examined. The main key best practices involved are summarized in Table 1.

Conceptual and theoretical criteria. The first set of dimensions of the framework (Cri-
teria 1a–1e) relate to the conceptualization of the Level 2 and Level 1 constructs included in 
multilevel mediation models. As emphasized by Kozlowski and Klein, “The first and fore-
most task in crafting a multi-level theory or study is to define, justify, and explain the level 
of each focal construct that constitutes the theoretical system” (2000: 27). In practice, this 
includes a number of specific steps, the first of which is to provide a clear definition of all 
main Level 2 and Level 1 constructs in the hypothesized model (Criterion 1a). Importantly, 
in line with the partitioning perspective emphasized above, this includes providing explicit 
definitions and conceptualizations of all main variables in the analysis. This covers not only 
directly assessed Level 2 and Level 1 model variables but also what, following Preacher et al. 
(2010), we refer to as Level 2 “derived between” constructs in multilevel mediation models. 
The latter constructs refer to the between components corresponding to the mean group-level 
scores of the observed Level 1 constructs, for example, mean group satisfaction scores, rep-
resenting the between-level component of a Level 1 job satisfaction variable.

Having defined all relevant Level 2 constructs in a multilevel model, the next important 
step, in terms of conceptualization, is to specify the precise nature of all the Level 2 directly 
assessed and “derived between” constructs in the analysis (Criterion 1b). In particular, draw-
ing on the work of Chan (1998) and of Kozlowski and Klein (2000), our framework high-
lights the importance of distinguishing between four main types of Level 2 constructs 
commonly used in multilevel research. These include (a) global, (b) aggregate rated or 
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additive, (c) aggregate consensus, and (d) aggregate compilational supraindividual Level 2 
constructs, respectively. The reason why it is important to distinguish between the four types 
is that the specific nature of the Level 2 constructs included in multilevel research has impor-
tant theoretical and methodological implications for the analysis. For example, as we discuss 
below, different types of Level 2 constructs require not only different theoretical explication 
but also the use of different analytical procedures.

A detailed discussion of the four types of supraindividual constructs is beyond the scope 
of the present study. Briefly, global Level 2 constructs involve an overall summary rating of 
a supraindividual phenomenon (e.g., unit-level ratings by a single manager of the organiza-
tion’s HR practices, or objective overall measures of unit-level productivity). In contrast, 
aggregate compositional Level 2 constructs involve the summation of individual-level scores 
on a particular variable (e.g., job satisfaction) to the supraindividual level (e.g., mean unit-
level job satisfaction). In the case of aggregate compositional constructs, however, we distin-
guish between constructs based on what Chan (1998) refers to as additive versus consensus 
forms of composition. The main difference between these two kinds of compositional con-
structs is that in the case of additive forms of composition, the conceptual validity of the 
aggregate construct does not necessarily depend on the existence of a high level of within-
group agreement on the variable of interest. This is the case, for example, with mean unit-
level manager ratings of HR practices based on the summation of the ratings of individual 
managers. In this case, the managers are merely used as informants with access to relevant 
information, and their ratings are simply averaged (Kozlowski & Klein, 2000). We therefore 

Table 1

Key Best Practices for Conducting Multilevel Mediation Studies

1. Conceptualization of constructs
 a. Explicitly define Level 2 model and derived constructs, and Level 1 constructs
 b. Specify the overall nature of all Level 2 model constructs (i.e., whether global, aggregate rated/additive, 

aggregate consensus, or aggregate compilational)
 c. Specify the type of composition of aggregate consensus Level 2 model constructs (i.e., direct consensus 

vs. referent shift)
 d. Provide an explicit explanation of how aggregate consensus Level 2 constructs emerge/manifest at Level 2
 e. Theorize explicitly about the extent to which Level 2 aggregate compositional constructs have similar 

meanings and properties as their Level 1 counterparts (cross-level psychometric isomorphism)
2. Theoretical justification
 a. Provide explicit theoretical justification of any 2-1, 1-2, 1-1, or 2-2 links in the model
 b. Theorize explicitly about the extent to which relationships between constructs at Level 2 are generalizable 

at Level 1 (cross-level homology)
3. Aggregation
 a. Provide ICC1s for all model constructs and all Level 2 aggregate derived constructs to ensure there is 

sufficient between-unit variation to justify multilevel analysis
 b. Provide ICC2s and rwg for all aggregate consensus Level 2 constructs to ensure there is sufficient within-

unit agreement to justify aggregation
4. Model testing
 a. Test the hypothesized (cross-level) links simultaneously in an integrated analytic framework

5. Modeling of within- and between-group effects
 a. Examine separately the within-group and between-group level effects
 b. Report the separate R2 values for within- and between-group analyses

Note: ICC = intraclass correlation coefficient.
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refer to these constructs as rated or additive aggregate Level 2 compositional constructs. In 
the case of consensus-based forms of composition, on the other hand, “the meaning of the 
higher level construct is in the consensus among lower level units” (Chan, 1998: 237; e.g., 
the shared unit-level climate perceptions of members of the unit). As these shared properties 
of a unit emerge from employees’ perceptions, affect, and behaviors originating at the indi-
vidual level (Kozlowski & Klein, 2000), following Chan, we refer to these constructs as 
consensus-based aggregate Level 2 compositional constructs.

The last type of aggregate Level 2 construct included in the framework is a compilational 
one. These constructs are based on potentially more complex processes of emergence and 
aggregation than compositional constructs. Above all, unlike consensus-based compositional 
constructs, the meaning of compilational constructs is not in the agreement among lower 
units. Rather, as noted by Chan (1998) and by Kozlowski and Klein (2000), the meaning of 
higher-level compilational constructs is in the dispersion, variance, or other forms of pattern-
ing of scores among lower-level units. As such, higher-level compilational constructs are not 
captured or represented by the simple aggregation (e.g., averaging) of lower-level scores to 
the supraindividual level. Rather, they are typically represented by more complex Level 2 
measures based, for example, on different patterns of dispersion or on different combinations 
or configurations of Level 1 scores. Hence, the partitioning perspective outlined above does 
not apply to the analysis of cross-level relationships that involve more complex types of 
compilational Level 2 variables. As we discuss more fully below, this has important implica-
tions for multilevel mediation theory and research.

Depending on the types of Level 2 constructs that are included in multilevel studies, three 
further best practice criteria come into play. Specifically, for consensus-based compositional 
constructs, it is important to identify the particular form of composition that is involved and 
specify whether the construct is based on direct consensus or referent-shift forms of aggrega-
tion (Chan, 1998; Wallace et al., 2016; Criterion 1c). In addition, for consensus-based com-
positional constructs, it is essential to articulate the processes by which these higher-level 
constructs form. In particular, as emphasized by Chan (1998) and by Kozlowski and Klein 
(2000), it is important to identify the compositional processes and mechanisms through 
which within-unit consensus and convergence in individual attitudes and behaviors might 
develop. The aim, drawing, for example, on social information processing theory or the 
attraction-selection-attrition (ASA) framework (Fulmer & Ostroff, 2016), is both to explain 
the emergence of the relevant Level 2 constructs from the corresponding Level 1 variables 
and to justify the aggregation of the Level 1 scores to the higher level of analysis (Criterion 
1d). Note that the processes and mechanisms that underpin the emergence of more complex 
Level 2 compilational constructs also need explication in multilevel studies. As we discuss 
more fully below, however, none of the multilevel HRM-outcomes studies we examined 
considered models that included compilational Level 2 constructs. Hence, in our framework, 
we highlight only Criterion 1d that relates to construct explication with respect to consensus-
based compositional constructs.

Finally, in the case of compositional constructs, it is also important to explore cross-level 
psychometric isomorphism issues and explicitly consider whether Level 2 compositional 
constructs have similar meanings and properties as their Level 1 counterparts. The psycho-
metric equivalence of multilevel constructs has received increasing attention not only in the 
multilevel literature (Tay et al., 2014) but also in specific areas of management research 
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(Dyer, Hanges, & Hall, 2005). As noted by Tay et al. (2014), in fact, an examination of the 
psychometric equivalence of parallel constructs at different levels of analysis is important 
not only for the exploration of homology relations across levels but also for the development 
of multilevel theory and research more generally. Hence, we included psychometric isomor-
phism as one of the evaluation criteria in our best practice framework (Criterion 1e).

The next set of criteria in the framework relate to a number of key theoretical issues 
involved in multilevel mediation research (Criteria 2a and 2b). Specifically, central to the 
development and testing of multilevel mediation models is the need theoretically to justify all 
the main hypothesized cross-level (2-1; 1-2) and single-level (1-1; 2-2) links in the model 
(Mathieu & Taylor, 2007; Shen, in press; Criterion 2a). Particularly important in this respect 
is the need to explain all proposed cross-level links between independent, mediator, and out-
come variables by reference to appropriate microtheories and/or macrotheories capable of 
accounting for both downward and upward effects in multilevel mediation models of the 
HRM-outcomes relationship (K. Jiang et al., 2013; Peccei et al., 2013). The specific theories 
that might be invoked here include, for example, social exchange theory, psychological cli-
mate theory, the AMO framework, aspects of human capital theory, the job demands–
resources model, or resource-based view arguments (Jackson et al., 2014; K. Jiang et al., 
2013; Peccei et al., 2013).

The last theory-related criterion in the framework concerns the theorization of cross-level 
homology in multilevel mediation models (Criterion 2b). In multilevel research, homology 
refers to the extent to which the relationship among constructs at one level of analysis is more 
or less comparable to the relationship between corresponding or functionally equivalent con-
structs at a different level of analysis (Kozlowski & Klein, 2000). Although homology issues 
have been extensively debated in the multilevel literature (Chen, Bliese, & Mathieu, 2005), 
they have received only very limited attention in HRM research (K. Jiang et al., 2013). 
Because of the potential importance of cross-level homology in multilevel mediation models 
of the HRM-outcomes relationship, however, we included a homology criterion in our 
framework.

Measurement and analysis criteria. Analytically, a key first step that best practice sug-
gests is central to the conduct of multilevel mediation research is to determine the proportion 
of the variance in the relevant dependent, mediation, and outcome variables of a multilevel 
model that resides at different levels and check that there is sufficient variance at Level 2 to 
justify the use of a multilevel approach in the first place (Shen, in press). In the absence of 
such information, it is difficult to determine the potential contribution a multilevel approach 
can make to our understanding of the mediating mechanisms in the HRM-outcomes relation-
ship, which necessarily operate at the between-unit level (Preacher et al., 2010). Hence, the 
first methodological criterion included in our framework asks whether relevant aggregation 
statistics and within- and between-group variance statistics are estimated for all relevant 
study variables, including both main model variables and “derived between” Level 2 con-
structs (Criterion 3). In particular, this includes ICC1 values for all Level 2 aggregate model 
variables and all Level 2 derived between constructs in the analysis (Criterion 3a). It also 
includes ICC2 (Bliese, 2000) and rwg (James, Demaree, & Wolf, 1984) or average deviation 
(Burke, Finkelstein, & Dusig, 1999) values for all Level 2 aggregate consensus-based con-
structs (Shen, in press; Criterion 3b).
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Having established the appropriateness of using a multilevel approach, the next main 
analysis-related criterion relates to model testing (Criterion 4a). Specifically, this criterion 
asks whether hypothesized model relationships, including in particular cross-level mediation 
links, are tested separately or simultaneously in an integrated analytic framework. This crite-
rion can best be understood in relation to a more general point about the analysis of cross-
level links in 2-1-2 mediation models. As noted by a number of researchers (Croon et al., 
2014; Shen, in press), the analytic and statistical techniques needed for analyzing bottom-up 
1-2 relationships with multilevel data are far less well-established and understood than those 
required to examine top-down 2-1 effects. To the extent that bottom-up 1-2 effects are exam-
ined, however, the tendency is to aggregate the Level 1 variable to the unit level and then 
conduct a separate analysis using standard multiple regression to examine the relationship 
between the new aggregated variable and the relevant Level 2 outcome (Aryee, Walumbwa, 
Seidu, & Otaye, 2012). An alternative to using this more disjointed type of approach to the 
analysis of 1-2 relationships is to use analytic procedures, such as multilevel structural equa-
tion modeling (MSEM), that can accommodate dependent variables measured at Level 2, 
thereby allowing for a more direct and effective analysis of 1-2 relationships as part of more 
complex multilevel mediation models (Muthén, 2007; Preacher et al., 2010; Shen, in press). 
It should be noted, however, that there is still debate in the methodological literature about 
the added value and robustness of some of these analytic procedures for the analysis of 1-2 
links in multilevel models and that MSEM procedures in this area are still evolving (Croon 
et al., 2014). The overall aim, nevertheless, is to use a more integrated approach to the simul-
taneous testing of cross-level relationships in complex downward, upward, and full-media-
tion multilevel models of the HRM-outcomes relationship, hence accounting for the inclusion 
of this criterion in our framework.

The final criterion in the framework relates to the appropriate modeling and testing of 
within- and between-group effect (Criterion 5). A clear implication of the partitioning per-
spective is that when testing cross-level effects in multilevel mediation models, it is crucial 
properly to partition the variance in Level 1 variables into within- and between-group com-
ponents. This is in order to separate within- from between-group level effects to arrive at 
unbiased estimates of relevant between effects in the data. Importantly, however, as noted by 
Preacher et al. (2010), the multilevel modeling (MLM) analysis procedures traditionally used 
for testing multilevel models do not enable researchers to distinguish within effects from 
between effects. MSEM procedures, on the other hand, enable researchers to model and test 
within and between effects separately and, therefore, are generally to be preferred to standard 
MLM approaches to multilevel mediation (Preacher et al., 2010; Shen, in press; Criterion 
5a). As part of a good practice approach, and consistent with the partitioning perspective, this 
criterion also asks whether separate effect sizes (R2 values) for within- and between-group 
analyses are reported (Criterion 5b).

Method

Study Search and Selection

A systematic literature search in 11 respected journals for articles dealing with the effects 
of HRM was conducted to identify relevant multilevel studies. These journals included 
Academy of Management Journal, Human Relations, Human Resource Management, Human 
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Resource Management Journal, The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 
Journal of Applied Psychology, Journal of Management, Journal of Management Studies, 
Journal of Organizational Behavior, Personnel Psychology, and Personnel Review. We 
selected these journals because they are seen as top journals in the general management and 
organizational behavior field (e.g., Academy of Management Journal, Journal of Applied 
Psychology) or because they represent dedicated HRM journals (e.g., Human Resource 
Management Journal). Since the first multilevel framework about HRM was developed in 
2000 by Ostroff and Bowen and the need for more multilevel research in HRM was high-
lighted in 2002 by Wright and Boswell, we chose 2000 as the starting date for our literature 
search and reviewed the articles published between 2000 and May 2016 inclusive.

For a study to be included in our review, the study had to meet all of the following three 
criteria. First, following recent attempts in SHRM and ECHRM research to understand the 
processes through which HR practices influence outcomes, it had to consider the mediating 
role of employee perceptions, attitudes, or behaviors in the relationship between HRM and 
employee and/or organizational outcomes. Studies that explore moderation only and not also 
mediation (e.g., S. Chang, Jia, Takeuchi, & Cai, 2014) or studies that do not explicitly explore 
mediation (e.g., Wright, Gardner, Moynihan, & Allen, 2005) are not included. Second, the 
study had to test empirically hypothesized relationships between constructs including at least 
one unit-level construct composed of aggregate individual-level data (proto-ML models) or 
test hypothesized relationships between constructs at different levels of analysis (mixed, 
upward, and downward models). In other words, studies testing hypothesized relationships 
between constructs at a single level of analysis (e.g., Jensen, Patel, & Messersmith, 2013) or 
for which it was impossible to determine the level of analysis applied were excluded. Third, 
following the main focus of SHRM, the study had to explore the effect of the use of a broad 
set of HR practices rather than the effect of a limited/focused set of HR practices or the effec-
tiveness/evaluations of these practices. Hence, for example, studies examining age-related 
HRM (Bal, Kooij, & De Jong, 2013) or HR attributions (Nishii, Lepak, & Schneider, 2008) 
were not included in the analysis.

Multilevel Mediation Studies Covered

This search yielded a total of 46 studies/articles (28 SHRM and 18 ECHRM, which are 
denoted with an asterisk in the literature references). Summary information about the basic 
design of each of the studies included in the analysis is presented in the appendix in the 
online supplemental material. To facilitate the presentation of information, we distinguish 
between the three types of SHRM and one type of ECHRM mediation model used: mixed 
multilevel models, proto-ML models, downward multilevel models, and upward multilevel 
models. The majority of SHRM studies can be classified as proto-ML (18 out of 28 studies), 
in that they investigated the effect of HRM on performance at Level 2 by aggregating at 
least one Level 1 HRM, mediator, or performance variable to the unit level (see the appen-
dix). Nine studies explored a mixed multilevel mediation model investigating both the 
downward influence of HRM at the unit level on a Level 1 mediator and an upward influ-
ence of a Level 1 mediator on a Level 2 performance variable. Only 1 study focused exclu-
sively on upward mediation (Dello Russo et al., in press). The 18 ECHRM studies explored 
a downward mediation process whereby HRM at the unit level affects a Level 1 perfor-
mance variable as mediated by either a Level 1 or a Level 2 variable (16 and 2 studies, 
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respectively). Regarding the complexity of the multilevel models used, most of the studies 
(28 out of 46) examined elaborate mediation models covering multiple employee-related 
mediators (such as human capital, employee relationships, organizational climate, employee 
perceptions of HRM, job characteristics, employee attitudes, employee health, and employee 
behaviors) and/or incorporated extended path-analytic chains. In addition, 13 studies inves-
tigated some form of moderated mediation.

Turning to the nature of the multilevel sample employed, the number of Level 1 units in 
each study ranged between 225 and 101,169 employees, and the number of Level 2 units in 
each study ranged between 11 and 2,001. In terms of the type of Level 2 units involved, 22 
studies focused at the level of the organization, 21 at the level of business units or teams, and 
3 at the level of the job group. Although 23 studies reported that the Level 2 units examined 
were nested in wider organizations, industries, or countries (denoted between brackets in the 
appendix), only 3 studies took a third level of nesting explicitly into account in the analysis 
(Hong, Liao, Raub, & Han, 2016; Kehoe & Wright, 2013; Liao, Toya, Lepak, & Hong, 2009).

The two authors of this paper reviewed each article for the five identified criteria (see 
Table 1). After discussing a small number of initial discrepancies in coding, coders were able 
to agree on all of the codes on the five criteria. To facilitate the presentation of information, 
here we report only the proportion of studies meeting the various evaluation criteria. This 
information is shown in Figures 1, 2, and 3.

Results

The first conceptual criterion we used to evaluate extant multilevel mediation studies of 
the HRM-outcomes relationship concerns the provision of explicit definitions and conceptu-
alizations of all main variables in the research. Figure 1 shows that in all studies, the Level 1 
and 2 model variables were explicitly defined (Criterion 1a). Of the 46 studies we examined, 
8 included derived between constructs. Although in most of these studies the analytical rea-
sons for partitioning are presented, none of the studies explicitly defined what the between-
group (and within-group) scores mean conceptually (Criterion 1a). Turning to the specification 
of the nature of the Level 2 employee-rated constructs included in the studies (Criterion 1b), 
in 13 out of the possible 34 studies involved here, all the global, aggregate rated, and/or 
aggregate consensus Level 2 constructs covered were explicitly specified; in 3 studies, only 
some of the constructs involved were explicitly specified; and in 2 studies, none of the con-
structs were explicitly specified. The remaining studies included some form of aggregate 
compositional constructs, but the precise nature of these constructs (rated vs. consensus) 
remained implicit and had to be inferred from the way they were defined and/or from avail-
able descriptions of relevant emergence processes. Moreover, in the majority of the studies 
(14 out of 24) that included some form of consensus-based compositional constructs, the 
form of composition involved (direct consensus or referent shift) was not explicitly identified 
(Criterion 1c). However, in terms of the theoretical justification for the aggregation of these 
Level 2 consensus-based variables (Criterion 1d), in 21 out of the 24 studies involved, exten-
sive justification was provided by reference to a variety of compositional processes and 
mechanisms likely to foster the development of within-unit consensus and convergence in 
employee perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors. Finally, even though (psychometric) isomor-
phism was mentioned in 6 studies, it was neither discussed in detail nor tested for in any of 
the studies we examined (Criterion 1e).
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The next set of criteria concerns the theoretical justification provided for the main hypoth-
esized cross-level (2-1; 1-2) and single-level (1-1; 2-2) links in the model (Criterion 2a). 
Figure 2 shows that in a majority of the studies (25 out of 27) that hypothesized cross-level 
2-1 links between HRM and outcomes, these links were explicitly justified by reference to 
core theories and/or previous empirical work, with a much smaller number of studies where 
these links were hypothesized but only implicitly justified (2 studies). In contrast, in terms of 
cross-level 1-2 links between employee attitudes, behaviors, and organizational outcomes, 
Figure 2 shows that these links were explicitly justified by reference to core theories and/or 
previous empirical work in only 2 out of 6 studies. In the vast majority of studies that included 
1-1 and 2-2 links, on the other hand, these links were explicitly justified (20 out of 21 and 23 

Figure 1
Conceptual Criteria

Figure 2
Theoretical Criteria
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out of 26, respectively). Finally, a small number of studies (4) also mentioned cross-level 
homology, yet none of them either discussed this issue in detail or tested for it in their analy-
ses (Criterion 2b).

Next, we assessed whether aggregation statistics were reported for all relevant study vari-
ables. Figure 3 indicates that ICC1 values for employee-rated model constructs were reported 
in 29 out of the 41 studies where it would have been appropriate to do so (Criterion 3a). 
Regarding studies that included derived between variables, ICC1 values for these variables 
were reported in 6 out of the 8 studies involved (Criterion 3a). In addition, Figure 3 shows 
that in a majority (15) of the 24 studies that included some form of employee-rated aggregate 
consensus-based Level 2 constructs, ICC2 and rwg values were reported, while in 9 studies 
only some or none of these aggregation statistics were reported (Criterion 3b). Finally, in 
terms of the analysis criteria, the first of these criteria (4a) assesses whether the links hypoth-
esized in extant studies were tested separately or simultaneously in the analysis. Figure 3 
shows that in only a minority (16) of all extant studies were the hypothesized links tested 
simultaneously. Regarding the appropriate modeling and testing of within- and between-
group effects (Criterion 5a), in only 7 studies were within and between effects tested sepa-
rately by making use of MSEM to separate the between and within parts of all Level 1 
variables. In addition, Figure 3 shows that only 5 of the studies reported separate R2 values 
for within- and between-group analyses (Criterion 5b).

Discussion

Despite the growing emphasis placed on a multilevel perspective in HRM research, our 
review suggests that progress in this area has been relatively slow and uneven. In particular, our 
results suggest that the multilevel paradigm has not yet taken firm root in the field of HRM, 
with only a limited and uneven development of multilevel mediation models in the analysis of 
the HRM-outcomes relationship. This limited and uneven progress is reflected in the overall 
nature of the studies we examined as part of our review. Two points stand out in this respect.

Figure 3
Measurement and Analysis Criteria
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First is the fact that nearly 40% (18) of the 46 studies we examined were proto-ML stud-
ies. While based on nested data and incorporating some elements of a multilevel perspective, 
such as the reporting of aggregation statistics, these studies ultimately remained rooted in a 
single-level approach focused on Level 2 relationships and based on the simple aggregation 
of Level 1 variables to the unit level of analysis. In essence, therefore, in these proto-ML 
studies, elements of the new multilevel paradigm simply tend to be grafted on to the histori-
cally dominant single-level approach to the analysis of the HRM-outcomes relationship. 
Hybrid studies of this kind that combine elements of two alternative research paradigms are 
indicative of a field in flux and are especially common in the early stages of the emergence 
of a new paradigm (Kuhn, 1962). In practice, this may not necessarily be a problem since, as 
noted, the results obtained using the simple aggregation procedures characteristic of a proto-
ML approach can, under certain conditions, be similar to those that would be obtained using 
a more elaborate multilevel approach. However, researchers employing a simple aggregation 
approach would be well advised to check the robustness of their results by also analyzing 
their data using a full multilevel approach. As the new multilevel paradigm gains momentum 
and spreads, proto-ML studies can be expected to become less common and to taper off in 
favor of studies that are more centrally rooted in the new paradigm (Kuhn, 1962). For now, 
however, our analysis suggests that even though the multilevel paradigm has clearly gained 
ground in the field of HRM in recent years, in practice, there is still some way to go before 
this approach becomes fully dominant in HRM-outcomes research.

The second and more complex point to note concerns the extent to which the 28 SHRM 
and ECHRM non-proto-ML studies, or ML studies for short, covered in the review conform 
to the set of best practice criteria for the conduct of multilevel mediation research set out in 
our framework. As noted, although some of the ML studies we examined mentioned issues 
relating either to cross-level psychometric isomorphism or to homology, none of them con-
sidered these issues explicitly in their analyses (Criteria 1e and 2b). Apart from these two 
issues, however, many of the ML studies also fell short of best practice on a number of other 
criteria. As noted, only a minority of these studies, for example, tested cross-level mediation 
links in an integrated analytic framework (Criterion 4a), or explicitly distinguished within- 
from between-group effects, or reported relevant within- and between-group effect sizes 
separately (Criteria 5a and 5b). In contrast, a much larger proportion of these studies explic-
itly defined the Level 1 and 2 constructs included in their analyses (Criteria 1a and 1b), or 
provided more or less explicit justifications for the main hypothesized relationships in their 
models (Criterion 2a), or provided relevant aggregation statistics (Criteria 3a and 3b). In 
other words, our results suggest that in one way or another, virtually all extant multilevel 
studies of the HRM-outcomes relationship fall short of key best practice recommendations 
for the conduct of multilevel mediation research.

More generally, when evaluating extant ML studies against the set of best practice criteria, 
it is useful to distinguish between studies that adopted a partitioning approach and explicitly 
partitioned the variance in Level 1 constructs into within- and between-group components 
and studies that did not do so. Our analysis shows that only a relatively small minority of ML 
studies (7 out of 28) fell within the first category. By their very nature, these studies tend to 
be relatively sophisticated analytically and methodologically. In line with a partitioning 
approach, the majority of these studies not only explicitly model and test within and between 
effects separately using MSEM procedures but often also provide ICC1 values for all vari-
ables in the analysis and test hypothesized cross-level effects simultaneously in more 
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complex 2-1-2 and 2-1-1 models. In the vast majority of cases, however, this analytic and 
methodological sophistication is not necessarily matched by an equal level of conceptual and 
theoretical sophistication. In particular, despite adopting a partitioning perspective, virtually 
all the studies involved fail to provide a clear conceptualization of all the derived between 
Level 2 variables included in the analysis. As a result, the theoretical explanations that are 
provided for key hypothesized cross-level relationships in these studies often are not as con-
vincing or compelling as they could be. In other words, the majority of studies involved here 
suffer from a lack of proper alignment between analytic/methodological and conceptual/
theoretical elements of the research.

The potential problems are different with respect to the second and much larger category 
of ML studies that did not adopt a partitioning approach. As noted, this second group includes 
21 of the 28 non-proto-ML studies we examined. By their very nature, these studies tend to 
be less sophisticated analytically and methodologically in that they do not explicitly model 
and test within- and between-group effects separately. As a result, they fall short of most of 
the best practice measurement and analysis criteria highlighted in our framework. In com-
pensation, however, many of the studies involved often provide fairly extensive definitions 
and conceptualizations of key Level 2 variables included in their multilevel models, as well 
as explicit theoretical explanations of core hypothesized cross-level relationships. In other 
words, many of the studies involved here tend to be stronger in conceptual/theoretical than in 
analytic/methodological terms.

Having said this, however, there are a number of additional points that should be noted 
about this second group of studies and about extant multilevel studies more generally. 
First, the conceptualization of key Level 2 constructs in many cases remains vague and 
unclear. In particular, as our results show, the actual nature of all the aggregate Level 2 
model constructs included in these studies is often not clearly specified and/or is left 
implicit. Moreover, as we discuss more fully below, even though in the majority of studies 
the processes of emergence leading to within-group convergence in perceptions, attitudes, 
or behaviors of interest are specified, the explanations offered are often quite stylized, 
based on standard arguments linked, for example, to social information processing theory 
(Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978) or the ASA framework (Schneider, 1987). Equally important, 
the failure explicitly to partition within- and between-group variance in relevant Level 1 
constructs, and the concomitant lack of information about effect sizes at different levels of 
analysis that is provided in the vast majority of the ML studies we examined, greatly limits 
substantive understanding of the HRM-outcomes relationship. In particular, it makes it 
difficult to gauge the extent to which HRM systems actually affect employee and organi-
zational outcomes of interest at different levels of analysis and, therefore, to determine the 
true value and contribution of extant multilevel research in the area. This assessment is 
made all the more difficult by the potential biases introduced into the analysis by the fail-
ure explicitly to separate within- from between-group level effects in the vast majority of 
extant studies. And this, in turn, raises questions about the possible validity of many of the 
results and of the substantive conclusions about the HRM-outcomes relationship emerging 
from extant multilevel research in the area.

In sum, the results of our review show that proto-ML studies are still common in the 
analysis of the HRM-outcomes relationship. They also show that, in a variety of ways, the 
vast majority of multilevel studies proper in the area fall short of key current best practice 
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recommendations for the conduct of multilevel mediation research. Taken together, these two 
core findings point to the fact that, despite some clear advances, there still is a considerable 
way to go before the new paradigm takes firm root in the field of HRM. At the same time, 
however, our analysis also points to important ways in which the multilevel paradigm can 
contribute to the further development of both SHRM and ECHRM research. In particular, our 
review points to key underdeveloped aspects of the multilevel analysis of the HRM-outcomes 
relationship that, if systematically addressed, can make a substantial contribution to a deeper 
understanding of the effect of HR systems on both employee and organizational outcomes 
and of the mediating mechanisms involved. It is to these broader issues and directions for 
future research, therefore, that we now turn.

Looking Ahead

There are many ways in which a multilevel approach can contribute to a fuller under-
standing of the HRM-outcomes relationship and of the mediating mechanisms that underpin 
this relationship. Here we do not seek to provide a comprehensive overview of this poten-
tially very large area of analysis. Nor is it our aim to provide an overall framework for the 
multilevel analysis of the HRM-outcomes relationship along the lines, for example, of the 
multilevel framework for SHRM research proposed by K. Jiang et al. (2013). Rather, build-
ing on our review of multilevel HRM-outcomes studies, our aim here is to highlight a num-
ber of important ways in which the further development and application of a multilevel 
approach can contribute to SHRM and ECHRM research. There are a number of specific 
issues that could usefully be considered here. These include, for example, issues about the 
conceptualization of aggregate Level 2 compositional constructs and about psychometric 
isomorphism and homology across levels of analysis or issues about the choice of nesting 
structure, such as the specification of salient supraindividual nesting units, and the incorpo-
ration of crosscutting nesting structures linked to the wider omnibus context in which indi-
viduals operate. All these issues have received only limited attention in extant studies and 
clearly deserve more systematic consideration in future research. For reasons of space, how-
ever, we necessarily have had to be selective in our coverage. Here, therefore, in order to 
make the discussion both more manageable and focused, and by way of illustration, we 
concentrate on a more limited number of core areas of analysis that, we believe, can prove 
particularly fruitful for the further substantive development of SHRM and ECHRM research.

As noted, to date, multilevel mediation studies of the HRM-outcomes relationship have 
focused exclusively on global and on additive or consensus-based compositional Level 2 con-
structs. That is to say, none of the multilevel studies we examined focused on more complex 
compilational forms of aggregation and explicitly incorporated compilation-based Level 2 
independent, mediator, or dependent constructs in their models. In view of this, when consid-
ering ways in which the multilevel analysis of the HRM-outcomes relationship can be devel-
oped further, it is useful to distinguish between two broad ways forward. The first is to focus 
on developing and refining the analysis of standard multilevel models of the HRM-outcomes 
relationship based purely on global and compositional Level 2 constructs. And the second is 
to expand the scope of research in this area by extending the analysis to cover models that 
explicitly incorporate Level 2 independent, mediator, and/or outcome variables based on com-
pilational forms of aggregation. Below we discuss these two lines of further inquiry.



20  Journal of Management / Month XXXX

Compositional models: Analysis of 2-1 links. A first key area for improvement in the 
multilevel mediation analysis of the HRM-outcomes relationship concerns the nature of the 
explanations that are provided for cross-level 2-1 links in SHRM and ECHRM research. 
From a substantive point of view, the central issue here is how to explain the potential effect 
of unit-level HR practices on the attitudes, experiences, and behaviors of employees within 
that unit (e.g., individual job satisfaction, stress, or citizenship behavior). As we have seen, 
the specific theories invoked in extant multilevel studies vary depending on the individual-
level attitudes, experiences, or behaviors involved. Unfortunately, however, these theoreti-
cal explanations are seldom, if ever, integrated into a broader analysis that also takes into 
account the processes through which individual attitudes and behaviors coalesce and become 
manifest at the group level. The adoption of a partitioning perspective that explicitly distin-
guishes within- from between-group variance in Level 1 constructs is, we suggest, particu-
larly important in this respect since such an approach can contribute to the development of a 
more integrated explanation of cross-level 2-1 effects in SHRM and ECHRM research.

In terms of theory development, one of the main implications of the partitioning perspec-
tive is that the explanation of the downward cross-level effect of a Level 2 variable, such as 
an HR system, on a Level 1 variable, such as employee job satisfaction, ultimately involves 
providing an adequate theoretical account of the observed relationship (covariation) between 
the HR system variable and group-level mean job satisfaction scores, representing the 
between-group component of the Level 1 job satisfaction variable. In turn, this theoretical 
account, we suggest, involves explaining two main processes. First, it involves explaining 
how and why employees’ exposure to a given set of HR practices affects their individual job 
satisfaction. And second, it requires explaining how, over time, individual job satisfaction 
coalesces to the group level.

In order to gain a better understanding of the cross-level effect of HR practices on indi-
vidual attitudes and behaviors of interest in SHRM and ECHRM research, therefore, the 
two-step explanatory approach outlined above suggests it is important to pay more system-
atic attention to two key issues. The first issue concerns the extent to which unit-level HR 
systems actually have a more or less uniform effect on individual employee attitudes and 
behaviors. A good example of this kind of analysis is provided by the study by Den Hartog 
et al. (2013) included in our review. In this study, the cross-level relationship between man-
agement-rated high performance work systems (HPWS) at Level 2 and employee-rated 
HPWS at Level 1 was hypothesized and shown to be moderated by individuals’ perceptions 
of effective supervisor communication at Level 1.

This kind of moderated mediation analysis (Bullock, Green, & Ha, 2010; Hayes, 2015; 
Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007), however, is more the exception than the rule in the mul-
tilevel studies we examined (Shin et al., in press; Zhong, Wayne, & Liden, 2016). Based, for 
example, on social exchange theory or on labor process arguments, the vast majority of these 
studies assume that all employees experience and/or react to the HR practices they are 
exposed to in a similar positive or negative way and that these practices, therefore, tend to 
have a homogeneous either positive or negative effect on their attitudes and behaviors (Liao 
et al., 2009; Messersmith et al., 2011; Van De Voorde, Veld, & Van Veldhoven, 2016; Wood, 
Van Veldhoven, Croon, & de Menezes, 2012). There are, however, a number of variables at 
both the individual and the unit level of analysis that could usefully be examined as potential 
moderators of the HR practices–employee attitudes and behavior relationship. At the 
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individual level, these include, for example, the work expectations and orientations of 
employees, the extent to which they trust management, their attributions of why management 
has introduced the practices in the first place, and the evenness with which practices are actu-
ally implemented by first-line supervisors within groups (Boxall & Purcell, 2008; Nishii 
et al., 2008). In terms of trust, for example, employees who perceive management as less 
trustworthy can be expected to view many HR practices, such as security of employment 
guarantees, with more suspicion than employees who view management as more trustworthy 
and genuinely concerned with their well-being. As a result, low trust employees are likely to 
respond less positively than high trust employees to the use, for example, of high perfor-
mance work practices. Hence, in line with social exchange theory, low trust employees are 
less likely to reciprocate the use of HPWS with higher levels of loyalty and commitment to 
the organization or by engaging in more extensive forms of citizenship behavior.

At the group level, potential moderators of the HR practices–employee attitudes and behav-
ior relationship include, for example, type of leadership, team cohesion and team task com-
plexity, or HRM process features (S. Chang et al., 2014; K. Jiang, Chuang, & Chiao, 2015; 
Katou, Budhwar, & Patel, 2014). At the level of the work group, for instance, the potential 
impact of HR practices on group members is likely to vary depending on how effectively 
those practices are actually implemented by first-line supervisors and, therefore, on the expe-
rience and leadership qualities of supervisors and on their ability and motivation to translate 
and implement HR practices at the local level. More generally, all the potential moderators 
identified above, at both the individual and the group level, are linked to major ongoing 
debates in the HRM literature about the conditions that are likely to affect the extent to which 
HR practices will have a positive or negative effect on outcomes of interest in SHRM and 
ECHRM research (Jackson et al., 2014; Jensen & Van De Voorde, 2016; Peccei et al., 2013). 
The systematic inclusion of these type of moderators can, therefore, greatly contribute to the 
further development of research in the area by providing a fuller understanding of the initial 
2-1 cross-level links in multilevel models and the conditions under which unit-level HR prac-
tices are more or less likely to affect employee attitudes and behaviors to begin with.

The two-step explanatory approach outlined above suggests that to improve understand-
ing of the cross-level effect of HR practices on individual attitudes and behaviors, it is also 
important to pay more systematic attention to a second key issue. This concerns the processes 
of emergence that foster the development of consensus and convergence in such attitudes and 
behaviors within groups over time. As noted, all the multilevel studies we examined simply 
tend to assume that some form of convergence in attitudes and behaviors actually takes place 
within groups. This presumed convergence is commonly explained by reference to generic 
theories capable of accounting for the possible development of greater within-group consen-
sus in attitudes and behaviors of interest, such as social information processing theory 
(Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978) or ASA arguments (Schneider, 1987). None of the studies, how-
ever, actually examine the specific dynamics of emergence. This includes, for example, the 
way in which processes of convergence actually unfold over time within groups and the 
speed and outcome of these processes.

Clearly, many factors may come into play here, such as the frequency of interaction 
between group members, the degree of demographic diversity within the group, and the 
nature and composition of internal social networks (Harrison & Klein, 2007; Kozlowski, 
Chao, Grand, Braum, & Kuljanin, 2013; Kozlowski & Klein, 2000). Social influence 
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processes and, therefore, attitude convergence can, for example, be expected to take place 
faster and more easily amongst individuals who work in close-knit teams and interact fre-
quently with each other than amongst employees operating in more loosely structured work 
groups with fewer opportunities for face-to-face interaction. Also important here, however, 
is the internal heterogeneity of the group in terms of key variables, such as trust in manage-
ment, that may moderate the effect of HR practices on individual attitudes and behaviors of 
interest (e.g., organizational commitment). The greater the heterogeneity of the group in this 
respect, the more likely it is that the introduction of new HR practices will have a nonuniform 
effect on employee commitment. Other things equal, therefore, the greater the heterogeneity, 
the longer it is likely to take and/or the more difficult it is likely to be for a high degree of 
consensus on commitment eventually to emerge within the group. The overall level of com-
mitment of the group might also be expected to be lower than if, as a result of consistently 
high levels of trust in management amongst group members, the HR practices had a uni-
formly strong effect on employee commitment to begin with.

Finally, in this context, it is also important to consider the precise nature of the aggregate 
Level 2 consensus constructs involved. Particularly important in this respect is whether the 
constructs in question are conceptualized in terms of direct consensus or referent-shift forms 
of composition. This is the difference, for example, between a simple aggregate organiza-
tional commitment construct that indexes and then averages to the group level individual 
members’ own reported level of commitment and a collective commitment construct that 
indexes and then averages to the group level individuals’ perceptions of the group’s, rather 
than of their own, level of commitment to the organization (Chan, 1998; Wallace et al., 2016). 
This distinction is important because the factors affecting both the emergence and then the 
subsequent process of convergence of collective Level 2 constructs may well be different 
from those affecting simple aggregate constructs. For example, the simple average level of 
organizational commitment in a group may depend on the extent to which supervisors con-
sistently share information with or provide developmental opportunities for individuals in 
the group. Collective group commitment, on the other hand, may also depend on the extent 
to which supervisors emphasize team-based learning activities or share information through 
collective team briefings, thereby enabling group members more easily to interact and share 
their views about the organization. In the absence of such group practices, it may be more 
difficult for collective organizational commitment to emerge within a group. In addition, it is 
worth noting that consistent with research on, for example, organizational climate, collective 
and simple aggregate Level 2 constructs may also have a different effect on both employee 
and organizational outcomes (Wallace at al., 2016). Hence, the conceptualization of Level 2 
aggregate constructs is central to the analysis of multilevel relationships and, therefore, 
deserves particular attention in future multilevel HRM-outcomes research.

More generally, therefore, SHRM and ECHRM research can benefit from a more fine-
grained and dynamic analysis of the processes of emergence (Kozlowski & Klein, 2000) 
through which, over time, individual employee attitudes and behaviors coalesce and ulti-
mately manifest at group level. When combined with a more systematic consideration of the 
way exposure to HR practices affects individual employee attitudes and behaviors to begin 
with, of the potential moderators of this relationship, and of the meaning and nature of Level 
2 aggregate constructs, such a more dynamic analysis can, we suggest, provide a better and 
more integrated understanding of the how, why, and when of the downward cross-level 
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impact of HRM on employee outcomes that are of central importance to both SHRM and 
ECHRM research.

Compositional models: Analysis of 1-2 links. A second key area for improvement in 
the multilevel analysis of the HRM-outcomes relationship concerns the analysis of upward 
cross-level (1-2) links in full-mediation 2-1-2 models in SHRM research. In substantive 
terms, 1-2 links are important because they are at the core of key ongoing debates in the 
HRM-outcomes literature about the extent to which employee attitudes, experiences, and 
behaviors actually mediate the effect of unit-level HR practices on unit-level performance 
outcomes of interest. Drawing on the AMO framework, for example, these include debates 
about the extent to which particular systems of HR practices (e.g., HPWS) affect the AMO of 
employees to perform on their job (i.e., the 2-1 links discussed above) and the extent to which 
this, in turn, affects key aspects of organizational performance (i.e., the 1-2 links of interest 
here; Jackson et al., 2014; K. Jiang et al., 2012). Importantly, it also includes ongoing debates 
about the extent to which HR practices affect different aspects of employee well-being (e.g., 
happiness vs. health-related well-being, such as job satisfaction vs. stress) and the extent to 
which these different aspects of well-being, in turn, affect different elements of organiza-
tional performance (i.e., the 1-2 effects of interest here; Jackson et al., 2014; Van De Voorde 
et al., 2012). In turn, the latter debates are part of a wider ongoing discussion in the ECHRM 
and SHRM literature about a mutual gains versus competing outcomes interpretation of the 
impact of HR systems on key aspects of both employee well-being and organizational per-
formance (Peccei et al., 2013).

The analysis of these core bottom-up 1-2 links bears important similarities to the analysis 
of downward 2-1 links discussed above. Here too a type of two-step explanatory approach 
applies. More specifically, from a substantive point of view, the central issue with respect to 
1-2 links is how to explain the effect of individual employee attitudes, experiences, and 
behaviors on aggregate unit-level outcomes of interest. The issue, for example, is how to 
explain the effect of employee job satisfaction (a Level 1 well-being variable) on unit-level 
productivity or customer satisfaction (a Level 2 outcome). Once again, in the case of compo-
sitional models, this theoretical account, we suggest, involves explaining two main processes. 
First, it involves explaining how, over time, individual job satisfaction coalesces to the group 
level. And second, it involves explaining how the aggregate-level component of job satisfac-
tion (i.e., the derived between group score of the individual-level variable) is related to the 
outcome of interest at the unit level.

The key problems and issues involved in the analysis of processes of emergence here are 
similar to those discussed above in relation to the analysis of the upward component of 2-1 
links. Here, therefore, it is sufficient to focus on the second element involved in the explica-
tion of 1-2 links in 2-1-2 models. This involves accounting for the relationship between the 
aggregate component of hypothesized Level 1 attitudinal and behavioral variables and the 
unit-level outcomes of interest. In particular, this second step involves explaining how aggre-
gate (derived between group) job satisfaction, for example, actually affects unit-level pro-
ductivity or customer satisfaction. Importantly, because the relationships of interest here 
involve purely Level 2 variables, explanations of these relationships might most usefully 
focus on processes and mechanisms that also operate at the group or unit level. For example, 
drawing on social exchange and citizen behavior theory (Whitman, Van Rooy, & Viswesvaran, 
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2010), high aggregate levels of job satisfaction within a work group can be expected to con-
tribute to the development of more positive and harmonious group relations which, in turn, 
is likely to contribute to group performance by, for instance, enhancing the ability of the 
group as a whole to provide more effective service to customers. We return to the issue of 
Level 2 theories and mechanisms below. Here it is sufficient to note that the specific Level 2 
theories and arguments that might be deployed will necessarily vary depending on the par-
ticular Level 2 relationships and outcomes involved. More generally, however, SHRM 
research would benefit from a more detailed dynamic analysis of 1-2 relationships in 2-1-2 
mediation models. In particular, it would benefit from paying more systematic attention, 
first, to the processes of emergence whereby individual attitudes, experiences, and behaviors 
eventually aggregate and coalesce at the group level and, second, to the Level 2 processes 
and mechanisms whereby collective employee attitudes and behaviors ultimately influence 
important Level 2 outcomes of interest to SHRM researchers.

Compositional models: Combining explanations at different levels of analysis. As we 
have seen, central to extant 2-1-2 mediation studies of the HRM-outcomes relationship is 
the idea that individual employee attitudes, experiences, and behaviors are the core mecha-
nism through which unit-level HR practices affect unit-level outcomes. As noted by K. Jiang 
et al. (2013), however, in addition to these micromechanisms operating at the individual 
level, there are other higher-order mechanisms operating directly at the organizational level 
that may mediate the unit-level HRM-outcomes relationship (see also Jackson et al., 2014). 
Particularly important in this respect, for example, are various types of organizational capa-
bilities, such as adaptive capability (L. Q. Wei & Lau, 2010), organizational ambidexterity 
(Patel, Messersmith, & Lepak, 2013), and knowledge integration (Collins & Smith, 2006). 
Drawing on the resource-based view, these organizational-level dynamic capabilities have 
been hypothesized and shown to play a significant mediating role in various aspects of the 
HRM-outcomes relationship.

Despite the potential importance of these macrolevel mediating mechanisms operating 
directly at the unit level of analysis, none of the 2-1-2 mediation studies we examined included 
any systematic discussion of possible supraindividual mechanisms through which Level 2 
HRM systems might directly affect higher-order outcomes also at Level 2. Even studies that 
included a direct macro-macro pathway between HRM and outcome variables at Level 2, in 
what are essentially Coleman-type multilevel models (Coleman, 1990), failed to explicate the 
nature of the 2-2 pathway involved (e.g., Wood et al., 2012). More generally, therefore, we sug-
gest that given the potential importance of macrolevel mechanisms in multilevel analyses of the 
HRM-outcomes relationship, greater attention needs to be paid to such mechanisms when test-
ing 2-1-2 models in future SHRM research. In particular, the aim is to incorporate macrolevel 
mechanisms into existing 2-1-2 models so as to be able to examine the effects of mediating 
mechanisms operating at the individual and at the unit level simultaneously. Such an exercise 
can, we believe, significantly contribute to SHRM research by enabling researchers systemati-
cally to assess the relative importance of mediating mechanisms and, therefore, of explanations 
of the HRM-outcomes relationship that operate at different levels of analysis.

Compilational models and the analysis of configurations. A final and possibly more fun-
damental way of enriching SHRM and ECHRM research is by explicitly focusing on more 
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complex compilational constructs as part of the multilevel analysis of the HRM-outcomes 
relationship. Several lines of inquiry might prove useful in this respect. One possibility, for 
example, is to consider not only the mean score of aggregate Level 2 variables in multilevel 
models but also the pattern of dispersion of these variables (e.g., the consistency of individu-
als’ responses within groups). In general, for example, mean unit-level HR perception scores 
may be positively related to employee job satisfaction, but the strength of the relationship 
may depend on the consistency in HRM perceptions across individuals within groups (i.e., 
HRM strength; Bowen & Ostroff, 2004). In addition, diversity in well-being among unit 
members may affect group processes and performance indicators (Barsade, Ward, Turner, 
& Sonnenfield, 2000). Here we focus on what we believe to be a particularly promising line 
of inquiry involving configurational forms of compilation. Specifically, we focus on a set of 
issues linked to the use of configurational variables in the analysis of the HRM-outcomes 
relationship that can significantly contribute to the further development and integration of 
SHRM and ECHRM research. By way of illustration, we briefly consider three main ways in 
which this can be done, namely, by incorporating Level 2 compilation-based configurational 
constructs into 2-1-2 models as independent, mediator, and outcome variables, respectively.

Before addressing these issues, it is worth noting that, in the context of multilevel research, 
it is important to distinguish between two broad types of Level 2 configurations, global and 
compilational, respectively. Global Level 2 configurations are based on the overall summary 
scores of a single respondent, such as a manager’s ratings of the unit’s HR practices. 
Compilational Level 2 configurations, on the other hand, are based on the aggregated ratings 
provided by multiple Level 1 raters, such as the HR practices perceptions of employees 
within the unit. Although there are different ways of constructing the latter type of Level 2 
configurations from individual Level 1 scores, these configurations are all based on a compi-
lational logic in that they ultimately index variables at the supraindividual level that cannot 
be decomposed or have a direct corresponding analogue at the individual level. More gener-
ally, therefore, all (nonglobal) independent, mediator, or dependent configurational variables 
in 2-1-2 models that are constructed through some form of aggregation of Level 1 variables 
to the unit level are necessarily compilational in nature.

A key debate in the HRM literature concerns whether to conceptualize HR systems in 
either simple additive or more complex configurational terms (Chadwick 2010; Delery, 
1998; Gerhart, 2013). Unlike additive conceptualization, configurational conceptualizations 
focus on potential synergies or interactions between HR practices and on the effects, there-
fore, that different combinations of practices have on outcomes. In other words, the emphasis 
of configurational conceptualizations is on different types of HR systems reflecting different 
patterns, combinations, or profiles of HR practices. Although configurational approaches to 
the conceptualization of HR systems have attracted increasing attention in the HRM litera-
ture (Delery & Doty, 1996; Hauff, Alewell, & Hansen, 2014; Toh, Morgeson, & Campion, 
2008), additive conceptualizations still dominate multilevel SHRM and ECHRM research.

Conceptualizations of HR systems in configurational terms and their inclusion as Level 2 
independent variables in multilevel models can, however, contribute to a number of impor-
tant areas of analysis that are central to major ongoing debates in SHRM and ECHRM. One 
such area, for example, concerns the analysis of HRM segmentation (Jackson et al., 2014; K. 
Jiang et al., 2013; Lepak & Snell, 2002). Particularly important in this respect is the possibil-
ity, through the inclusion of Level 2 HR system configurations in multilevel models, of 
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exploring more systematically whether organizations do indeed adopt different combinations 
of HR practices for different employee groups depending, for example, not only on the stra-
tegic importance and contribution of the group to the organization but also on the occupa-
tional composition of the group and its position in the functional and hierarchical division of 
labor of the organization (Buller & McEvoy, 2012; Huselid & Becker, 2011; Lepak & Snell, 
2002; Ostroff & Bowen, 2000). Equally important is the possibility of exploring more sys-
tematically the conditions under which organizations are more or less likely to adopt inter-
nally differentiated HR architectures, as well as the consequences of HRM segmentation for 
both employees and organizations. In terms of the consequences of segmentation, a particu-
larly important issue needing further systematic attention concerns the extent to which differ-
ent systems of HR practices are actually required to maximize the job performance and 
well-being of different groups of employees and the conditions under which this is more or 
less likely to be the case.

This type of analysis can be refined further by developing various kinds of profiles or 
configurations of employee outcomes of interest and then introducing these into multilevel 
models at Level 2 as employee-based compilational configurations. Of particular relevance 
here is the major ongoing debate in the ECHRM literature concerning the extent to which HR 
systems (e.g., HPWS or high involvement HR systems) actually have a positive or negative 
effect on different aspects of employee well-being, such as happiness- versus health-related 
well-being (Peccei et al., 2013; Van De Voorde et al., 2012). These different dimensions of 
well-being can usefully be used to construct distinct employee well-being profiles that, when 
aggregated to the unit level, can then be related to different unit-level HR system configura-
tions. This would enable researchers to contribute to the analysis of ECHRM by gaining a 
better understanding of the particular types of unit-level HR systems that are most likely 
simultaneously to enhance the happiness- and health-related aspects of well-being and that, 
therefore, might be most desirable from an employee perspective. Equally important, this 
type of analysis would also allow for a more systematic consideration of the particular com-
bination of HR practices that are likely to have a negative effect on both aspects of employee 
well-being. In turn, these configurations can be compared with those that may have a mixed 
effect by, for example, enhancing one aspect of well-being (e.g., job satisfaction linked to 
high pay and autonomy) but at the expense of other dimensions (e.g., higher stress linked to 
high job demands).

More generally, therefore, the inclusion of compilation-based well-being profiles into 
multilevel models of the HRM-outcomes relationship can make a substantial contribution to 
the analysis of well-being trade-offs linked to the adoption of different particular types of HR 
system configurations by organizations. Central to such a novel line of inquiry, however, is 
also the need to develop a theoretical understanding of how and why particular configura-
tions of HR practices may be associated with given configurations of employee well-being, 
as well as of the conditions under which particular configurational relationships hold.

The multilevel configurational analyses outlined above can also usefully be extended to 
the simultaneous consideration of employee and organizational outcomes of interest. In par-
ticular, the aim here would be to contribute to the analysis of the HRM-outcomes relationship 
by combining some of the core concerns of SHRM and ECHRM research and, in the words 
of Jackson et al., “Take seriously the concerns of multiple stakeholders” (2014: 31). One 
fruitful way of doing this, we suggest, is by first aggregating employee well-being data to the 
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unit level. These (mean) unit-level employee well-being scores can then be combined with 
various aspects of unit performance (e.g., global productivity scores) to yield distinct aggre-
gate, unit-level well-being performance profiles that can then be systematically related to 
different HR system configurations. An important contribution of this type of unit-level com-
pilational/configurational analysis is that it would enable researchers systematically to 
explore which specific types of unit-level HR system configurations are more likely to con-
tribute simultaneously to enhance both employee well-being and organizational performance 
and, therefore, are more likely to be associated with win-win situations that directly benefit 
both employees and management (Peccei et al., 2013; Van De Voorde et al., 2012). 
Importantly, this type of more complex configurational analysis can also contribute to the 
analysis of the HRM-outcomes relationship by enabling researchers to identify types of HR 
systems that produce either mixed or systematically poorer outcomes for management and 
employees, reflecting different possible combinations of win-lose situations for the parties 
involved. As such, the proposed analysis can also shed some light on an important area of 
growing debate in the HRM literature, namely, the question of the trade-offs that may exist 
between organizational performance and employee well-being and the role that HR systems 
play in such trade-offs (Peccei, 2004; Van De Voorde et al., 2012).

In sum, the type of multilevel compilation-based configurational analyses highlighted here 
represent an important departure from the dominant compositional approaches used in extant 
multilevel studies of the HRM-outcomes relationship. Superficially, multilevel configura-
tional models resemble the proto-ML models discussed above in that all the key variables in 
configurational analyses, like those in proto-ML models, explicitly reside at the supraindi-
vidual level. The core difference, however, is that the key Level 2 variables in configurational 
models, unlike those in proto-ML models, are compilational rather than compositional in 
nature. As a result, partitioning issues, which are important but tend to be ignored in proto-ML 
models, do not necessarily apply to the analysis of multilevel relationships in configurational 
models. More generally, the configurational analyses outlined above can, we suggest, substan-
tively advance HRM-outcomes research by contributing to a better understanding of the effect 
that potentially complex systems of HR practices can simultaneously have on both employee 
outcomes and organizational performance. As such, the proposed lines of analyses can con-
tribute to a greater integration of SHRM and ECHRM thinking and research.

Conclusions

In this article, we have provided the first systematic review and evaluation of the develop-
ment and application of the multilevel paradigm in HRM research focusing, in particular, on 
multilevel mediation studies of the HRM-outcomes relationship. Our results showed that 
even though a growing number of SHRM and ECHRM studies of the HRM-outcomes rela-
tionship have indeed adopted a multilevel approach, progress in the area has been limited and 
uneven. First, proto-ML studies that in key respects remain rooted in a single-level paradigm 
continue to be common. Second, as part of our analysis, we evaluated extant studies against 
a number of important best practice theoretical and methodological criteria for the conduct 
of multilevel research derived from the wider literature. Although developed specifically 
with multilevel HRM-outcomes research in mind, the set of best practice criteria can, we 
hope, also serve as a useful guide for multilevel management researchers more generally. 
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When used to evaluate extant multilevel HRM-outcomes studies, the analysis revealed that 
all the studies involved fell short of key best practice recommendations on a number of 
dimensions. On the basis of this evaluation, we then identified a number of important areas 
for improvement in the application of a multilevel approach to the analysis of the HRM-
outcomes relationship. If systematically addressed, these areas for improvement can, we 
believe, significantly contribute to the further theoretical and methodological development of 
SHRM and ECHRM research.

Beyond these specific areas of best practice improvement, we also highlighted a number 
of more fundamental ways in which the further refinement and extension of multilevel medi-
ation models of the HRM-outcomes relationship can make a significant substantive contribu-
tion to the further development of SHRM and ECHRM research. We illustrated this by 
reference to specific substantive issues related to the analysis of cross-level relationships and 
the operation of mediating mechanisms at different levels of analysis in compositional mod-
els. Importantly, we also extended the analysis to a consideration of compilational models. In 
particular, we highlighted the contribution that a multilevel configurational approach can 
make to SHRM and ECHRM research by focusing attention on an analysis of the effect that 
different types of unit-level HR systems may have on complex combinations of both 
employee and organizational outcomes and of the mediating mechanisms involved.

Beyond the issues identified above, there clearly are many other important areas of analy-
sis linked to the application of the multilevel paradigm that need to be explored by scholars 
interested in contributing to SHRM and ECHRM research. At the same time, it is also impor-
tant to recognize that addressing some of the issues and areas for improvement identified 
here is likely to involve very significant theoretical, methodological, and practical chal-
lenges. We hope, however, that the present study can serve as an initial point of departure and 
reflection for future research in the area and for the application of the multilevel paradigm in 
the field of HRM more generally.
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