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Human research management (HRM) is concerned with the study of the employment 
relationship and the management of work and employment of employees in organizations 
(Paauwe, 2009). Every organization practices HRM and all employees are confronted with 
HR management activities as they for example have been hired and receive compensation. 
Beyond this, employees often receive training of some kind and participate in annual 
performance appraisals. As organizations invest in these activities and because every 
worker is affected by it in some way, it is important to study to what extent these activities 
affect attitudes and behaviors of employees, but also the performance of organizations 
as a whole.

Activities such as performance appraisal and training are referred to as Human 
Resource (HR) practices and these activities are at the focus of HRM research. One 
of the dominant topics in contemporary HRM research is the examination of the 
relationship between HRM and performance, as evidenced by a number of meta-analyses 
summarizing the available evidence to date (Combs, Liu, Hall & Ketchen, 2006; Jiang, 
Lepak, Hu & Baer, 2012; Subramony, 2009). The focus is here on the study of (sets of) 
activities related to the management of work and employment in organizations, and their 
effects on various employee and organizational outcomes.

A number of streams of research in HRM can be distinguished which are based 
on different research traditions. Examples are qualitative research, case study based 
studies, discourse oriented work, and quantitative mainstream HRM research based on 
surveys. The focus of this thesis and our intended contribution is within mainstream 
HRM research which is largely based on survey research. This stream of research has 
developed significantly over the last decade (Guest, 2011; Paauwe, 2009) and more and 
more emphasis has been placed not only on organizational level outcomes of HRM, but 
also employee level outcomes such as employee well-being (i.e. the so-called ‘balanced 
perspective’) (Van de Voorde, Paauwe & Van Veldhoven, 2012) and potential trade-offs 
between these outcomes (Peccei, 2004).

HR practices
HR practices have been viewed as an important linking pin between HRM and outcomes. 
HR practices represent the activities related to the management of work and employment 
in organizations (Boxall & Purcell, 2008) and examples of HR practices are performance 
appraisal, and training. Sets of HR practices together are referred to as HR systems 
(Delery, 1998). Consensus seems to exist on the importance of HR practices as a vehicle 
through which HRM affects employee and organizational outcomes (Combs et al., 2006; 
Jiang et al., 2012; Subramony, 2009). As a result, HR practices are frequently studied 
in the HRM literature, both as an independent and dependent variable (e.g. Paauwe, 
2009; Sels, De Winne, Maes, Delmotte, Faems & Forrier, 2006; Takeuchi, Lepak, Wang & 
Takeuchi, 2007).
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Initially HR practices were studied at the level of the firm, starting with the study by 
Huselid (1995). In these studies managers were asked to report on HR practices in place, 
and this was related to firm performance. More recently, process models have been 
developed in which the relationship between HR practices and outcomes is described (e.g. 
Nishii & Wright, 2008; Purcell & Kinnie, 2007). These models are often multilevel in nature, 
as in the so-called bathtub model (Van Veldhoven, 2012). In these models managerial 
reports of HR practices are often separated from employee reports of practices (the 
latter often being referred to as ‘perceived HR practices’) (Nishii & Wright, 2008). The 
main argument for including the employee perspective is that in order for HR practices 
to have an effect on outcomes, employees first need to perceive and evaluate these HR 
activities. Models such as those of Nishii and Wright (2008) have gained popularity and 
have resulted in a large amount of studies examining experiences of workers regarding 
these practices (e.g. Gould-Williams, 2003; Kehoe & Wright, 2013; Macky & Boxall, 2007).

Despite the importance of HR practices and the growing amount of studies that 
have been carried out, important questions remain regarding the conceptualization and 
measurement of HR practices. With respect to the conceptualization of HR practices, one 
can observe that the notion of HR practices has in fact been used in a variety of ways by 
researchers to refer not only to actual HR activities, but also to various cognate constructs 
linked to other aspects of the so-called HR architecture, such as the HR principles and 
policies adopted by the organization (Becker & Gerhart, 1996; Delery, 1998; Delery & 
Shaw, 2001). With respect to measurement, debates for example exist regarding the 
source of data collection, the type of items to be used, and the functional areas to 
be covered (Becker & Gerhart, 1996; Delery, 1998; Delery & Shaw, 2001; Guest, 2001; 
Guest, 2011; Kepes & Delery, 2007; Langevin-Heavey, Beijer, Federman, Hermans, Klein, 
McClean & Martinson, 2013; Paauwe, 2009; Wright & Gardner, 2003). Importantly, this 
lack of clarity and consensus about one of the main constructs in the area of HRM was 
already identified by HRM scholars over 15 years ago, but still persists today (Becker & 
Gerhart, 1996; Delery, 1998; Kase, Paauwe & Batistic, 2014; Langevin-Heavey et al., 2013; 
Guest, Paauwe & Wright, 2013). It is noted that:

‘… the focal independent variables in SHRM research, HRM practices, have 
been ill-de-fined. Researchers must more clearly define the HRM practice 
and systems constructs to fully understand the underlying processes at 
work.’ (Delery, 1998, pp. 305)

‘a strong need for clarification about the nature of HRM and what to 
measure as the independent variable (i.e., what we mean by, and how best 
to measure HRM)’ (as noted by Guest in Kase et al., 2014, pp. 65)
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Importance of clarity of constructs and appropriate measures
Clarifying the use of the construct HR practices is important as a lack of clarity regarding 
this construct hinders accumulation of knowledge of HRM research. Many HRM scholars 
have recognized that the lack of clarity and consensus surrounding key aspects of the 
conceptualization and operationalization of HR practices hampers the accumulation of 
knowledge in the field. It has for example been argued that:

‘researchers do not necessarily focus on the same HR practices when 
studying HR systems and their links with organizational performance […]. 
These differences make it more difficult to cumulate findings. Even when 
the same HR practices are included in different studies, researchers may 
still use different measures, further hindering efforts to cumulate findings.’ 
(Becker & Gerhart, 1996, pp. 793)

‘Construct clarity is critical for accumulating and generalizing research 
knowledge. A lack of construct clarity results in fallacies that stall scholarly 
advancement’ (Klein & Delery, 2012, pp. 58)

Construct clarity is important for accumulation of knowledge based on three main 
mechanisms (Suddaby, 2010). First, construct clarity facilitates the exchange of ideas and 
helps to build consensus on basic elements of a construct within a research community. 
Unless some level of uniformity is reached in how HR practices are conceptualized and 
measured, studies will be incomparable hindering knowledge accumulation through, for 
example, rigorous meta-analyses. Second, construct clarity facilitates empirical analyses. 
Constructs are translated into operational variables which represent the measures to 
obtain scores of a particular construct (Schwab, 1980). Improved construct clarity provides 
clearer requirements of operationalizations which can be expected to benefit the validity 
of measures. And third, construct clarity can stimulate creativity in studies through the 
opportunity it offers for studying possible relationships with other constructs, theories, 
and perspectives. In sum, greater conceptual and operational clarity about the HR 
practices construct is a key condition for knowledge accumulation in the field of HRM. 

Construct clarity is thus not only important for conceptualizing constructs but 
it also enables the development of appropriate operationalizations of constructs. This 
thesis focuses on creating more clarity both in terms of the conceptualization of HR 
practices as well as regarding its operationalization. To start, more insight is gained in 
the content of this lack of clarity in the examination of HR practices based on a review of 
extant literature. 
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Core debates regarding HR practices
Four core debates were identified based on a review of the literature. This review is based on 
scientific journals and book chapters and particularly conceptual studies were informative 
for identifying core debates. The first debate, labeled vertical focus, concerns how the HR 
practices construct relates to other constructs in the HR architecture. Distinctions have 
been proposed between levels in the HR architecture, which include, for example, HR 
principles, HR policies, HR programs, HR practices, and HR climate (Arthur & Boyles, 2007). 
Similarly, Wright and Gardner (2003) distinguish guiding principles, policy alternatives 
(different practices), products (competencies or behaviors the practice promotes), and 
practice-process (the effectiveness of execution of the practices). A debate exists in the 
literature regarding the boundaries of the HR practices construct and how it relates to 
each of the above mentioned notions. Lack of clarity exists as the notion of HR practices 
has been used in a variety of ways by researchers to refer not only to actual HR activities, 
but also to these aspects of the so-called HR architecture, such as the HR principles and 
policies adopted by the organization (Becker & Gerhart, 1996; Delery, 1998; Delery & 
Shaw, 2001). 

The second debate concerns functional focus which refers to the functional areas 
that should be represented in measures of HR practices. No agreement exists regarding 
which functional practices should be included in measures. Posthuma, Campion, Masimova 
and Campion (2013) have recently provided a review of functional practices included, but 
no consensus exists regarding the functional practices that should be represented in 
measures of HRM.

Third, a debate exists in the literature regarding source of data collection (e.g. 
Delery & Shaw, 2001; Guest, 2011; Gerhart, Wright, McMahan & Snell, 2000; Lepak, Liao, 
Chung & Harden, 2006). This debate involves the question of which type of respondent 
is most suitable for answering questions regarding HR practices. The sources of data 
most commonly used are senior managers, HR managers, line managers, and employees, 
but no agreement exists regarding the type of data that is most appropriate for the 
measurement of HR practices.

The fourth and final debate focuses on measurement. A variety of issues remain 
unresolved regarding the assessment of HR practices in surveys. Questions remain 
regarding the type of indicator that should be used (Dorenbosch, 2009; Paauwe, 2009; 
Wright & Gardner, 2003), which response scale is most appropriate, and whether objective 
or subjective items should be used (e.g. Guest, 2001; Wright & Gardner, 2003). These 
uncertainties regarding the measurement of HR activities hamper the development of the 
field, as currently a variety of measures is used. As it is difficult to compare results based 
on different types of measures, accumulation of findings is complicated, and herewith 
accumulation of knowledge in the field is hampered.
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From debates to the conceptualization of the HR practices construct
Based on this review of debates, the question arises why these debates are present in 
the literature, and what it means in terms of the conceptualization of the HR practices 
construct. It becomes clear that underlying these debates is a more fundamental 
disagreement regarding what one means when referring to HR practices. When looking 
at the debate regarding source in more detail, this lack of clarity can be illustrated.

It can be argued that selecting an appropriate source of data collection is strongly 
linked to the conceptualization of the construct HR practices. It appears that disagreements 
regarding the meaning and definition of the construct of interest can explain the different 
decisions that are made regarding the measurement of HR practices. More specifically, 
while some studies have viewed the HR practices construct as representing subjective 
evaluations of employees regarding HR related activities (e.g. Macky & Boxall, 2007), 
others have used it to refer to the HR activities that are implemented in a unit according to 
managers (e.g. Chadwick & Flinchbaugh, 2013). The HR practices construct has thus been 
used to refer to conceptually distinct notions. These different interpretations of the HR 
practices construct clearly result in different choices regarding the source of data collection, 
as subjective evaluations of HR practices would most usefully be based on employee 
reports while reports of implemented practices can be provided by line managers. This 
example makes clear that underlying some of these debates is a fundamental lack of 
clarity regarding how the HR practices construct should be used. 

It is thus argued that the debates exist due to a lack of clarity in the meaning and 
use of the HR practices construct. Lack of clarity for example emerges when the construct 
is used both to refer to subjective evaluations of HR activities, as well as to more factual 
descriptions of implemented HR activities. This lack of clarity can be difficult to identify as 
researchers often do not explicitly define their constructs or discuss measures used, but 
it can become apparent when measures are examined in detail. As a result of this lack 
of clarity, disagreements can for example emerge regarding which source of data to use. 
To be able to resolve these debates, more clarity is needed regarding what one means 
when referring to HR practices. When constructs are conceptualized more clearly and in 
more detail a number of debates can be dealt with more easily. It is thus argued that more 
research is needed to conceptually distinguish different constructs.

To illustrate the lack of clarity even more, examples are given of the various ways 
in which HR practices are defined, conceptualized and measured in previous research. 
For example, Kehoe and Wright (2013) study employee reports regarding HR practices in 
their work group (example item: ‘At least once a year associates in this job receive a formal 
evaluation of their performance’). At the same time, Macky and Boxall (2007) include in 
their measure subjective evaluations by employees regarding HR activities (example item 
‘I receive regular and constructive feedback on how well I do my job’). Both items are 
very different as the first concerns a factual report of whether an activity is implemented 



8

Chapter 1

1

whereas the second involves an evaluation of the frequency and quality of execution of 
a practice. Lack of clarity thus exists as two very different measures both claim to assess 
HR practices.

Lack of clarity is also present in newly introduced constructs which refer to 
particular aspects of the HR practices construct. More specifically, Katou, Budhwar and 
Patel (2014) study HR practices but distinguish the ‘HRM content’ from the ‘HRM process’. 
Although no definitions of these constructs are provided, HRM content is argued to refer 
to ‘perceived HR practices’, which is then assessed by means of items focusing on the level 
of satisfaction employees derive from a practice. This is confusing as HRM content does 
not seem to refer to the focal construct, but instead it takes the form of an evaluation of a 
practice. Ehrnrooth and Björkman (2012) also focus on the HRM process and argue that ‘The 
“HRM process” refers to the generic process qualities of HRM practices (i.e. HRM content) 
that impact on employee and organizational performance through their influence on 
employees’ understanding of performance expectations and on their ability, opportunity, 
and motivation to comply with these expectations.’ (pp. 1110). Here HR practices seem 
to be equivalent to HRM content, but this is not sufficiently made clear resulting in lack 
of clarity regarding the meaning of these constructs and their distinctiveness from the 
HR practices construct. These studies illustrate the lack of clarity regarding the notions of 
HRM content and HRM process and how this relates to the notion of HR practices.

Research aim and core questions
Because of the importance of construct clarity and the centrality of the HR practices 
construct in HRM research, the overall aim of this thesis is to contribute to the clarity 
of the conceptualization of the construct of HR practices. Based on the review of core 
debates in the literature it is examined further how the construct has been defined 
and conceptualized in extant research. Conceptually distinct notions which have been 
referred to as HR practices are identified, and distinguished from the focal HR practices 
construct. It is examined whether these associated notions related to the focal construct 
can be empirically distinguished from the focal construct and whether they differ in terms 
of their associations with outcome variables. 

The overall goal of the thesis is thus to enhance the clarity of the use of the HR 
practices construct by differentiating conceptually distinct constructs and examining 
these conceptualizations empirically to gain insight in the empirical distinctiveness of 
constructs and their relationships with outcomes. The focus is explicitly on mainstream 
HRM research where HR practices are mainly assessed based on surveys. This thesis 
focuses on the following overarching research question:

How has the notion of HR practices been defined and conceptualized in 
extant research and how do conceptually distinct constructs related to the 
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focal HR practices construct empirically interrelate and relate to outcome 
variables?

Four sub questions have been proposed (see also Table I):

Research question 1: How can the use and conceptualization of the HR 
practices construct be refined and clarified?
Research question 2: Are the related constructs identified empirically distinct 
from the focal HR practices construct and does it make a difference which 
construct is examined for the observed relationships with outcomes?
Research question 3: What insights can additional perspectives, such as 
employee attributions regarding HR practices, bring regarding the link 
between HR practices and outcomes?
Research question 4: How should the HR practices construct be used and 
studied in future research?

Table I: Overview of the thesis

Research question Goal and contribution Chapter 

Overall RQ: How has the notion of HR 
practices been defined and conceptualized 
in extant research and how do conceptually 
distinct constructs related to the focal HR 
practices construct empirically interrelate 
and relate to outcome variables?

Enhancing the clarity of use of the HR 
practices construct by providing a refined 
conceptualization of the focal HR practices 
construct and by identifying associated 
constructs which are empirically distinct

1-7

RQ 1: How can the use and 
conceptualization of the HR practices 
construct be refined and clarified?

Providing insight in what is meant by HR 
practices by identifying a lack of clarity in 
the use of the HR practices construct, and 
by distinguishing and defining conceptually 
distinct constructs related to the focal HR 
practices construct

2/7

RQ 2: Are the related constructs empirically 
distinct from the focal HR practices 
construct and does it make a difference 
which construct is examined for the 
observed relationships with outcomes?

Determine the empirical distinctiveness 
of the focal and some of the associated 
constructs by comparing constructs and 
studying whether they differentially relate to 
outcomes 

3-5

RQ 3: What insights can additional 
perspectives, such as employee attributions 
regarding HR practices, bring regarding the 
link between HR practices and outcomes?

Gain insight in employee attributions of why 
HR practices are used and their links with 
outcomes

6

RQ 4: How should the HR practices 
construct be used and studied in future 
research?

Outlining the implications of the findings for 
(a) theory building (b) research (determining 
how to conceptualize and measure HR 
practices in future studies), and (c) practice 
(company surveys)

2/7
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These research questions will be examined in different chapters. These chapters are 
written in the form of journal articles. The thesis is thus a bundle of independent scientific 
articles which focus on one theme, namely the conceptualization and measurement of 
HR practices. As the chapters are also independent reports of individual studies, some 
overlap can be found across the chapters.

When looking in more detail at the first part of this overall research question, this 
thesis aims to identify a lack of clarity in the use of the HR practices construct. The first 
research question therefore focuses on how the use and conceptualization of the HR 
practices construct can be refined and clarified. In chapter 2 it is argued that a lack of 
clarity exists regarding the use of the HR practices construct. It is aimed to clarify what is 
meant with HR practices by identifying the focal HR practices construct, and distinguishing 
conceptually distinct notions related to the focal construct.

A series of empirical studies is then presented in which is examined whether the 
constructs identified are empirically distinct. Additionally, the aim is here to provide 
insight in whether the examination of different constructs provides different insights 
in the relationships with outcome measures. These studies provide more insight in the 
second research question which focuses on whether HR practices and related constructs 
are empirically distinct and whether it makes a difference which construct is examined 
for the observed relationships with outcomes. While additional empirical studies are 
required to support the robustness of our findings, these studies provide some initial 
illustrations of the type of research required. The design of these empirical studies is 
described in chapter 3. 

The empirical studies first provide insight in whether the focal construct is distinct 
from one of the related HR constructs which reflects evaluations of HR practices (chapter 4). 
Based on the results of this study, the focal construct is examined in more detail, and it is 
studied whether employee and managerial reports of this construct are interchangeable, 
or whether the two are distinct, and whether these reports are differentially associated 
with various outcome measures (chapter 5).

In addition to our aim of studying HR practices as such, this thesis examines 
in chapter 6 the processes through which HR practices can exert their effects on 
outcomes. The third sub question is herewith studied which focuses on what insights 
additional perspectives, such as employee attributions regarding HR practices, can bring 
regarding the link between HR practices and outcomes. It is studied whether employee 
interpretations of the reasons why certain practices are implemented are a linking variable 
in the relationship between HR practices and outcomes.

Chapter 6 on HR attributions is thus not focused on the conceptualization and 
measurement of the HR practices construct but instead concentrates on HR attributions 
which reflect employee interpretations of why HR practices are used. HR attributions do 
not reflect a certain way of conceptualizing HR practices or evaluations of HR activities. 
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HR attributions concern causal explanations for why practices are used, and this does not 
provide information regarding whether employees have a positive or negative attitude 
towards a practice. One can argue that the notion of HR attributions builds on and extends 
current developments in the field where the focus seems to shift away from implemented 
HR practices to perceptions and evaluations of HR practices. HR attributions represent 
one possible avenue for future research and chapter 6 aims to show how this additional 
way of examining employee views on HRM can be valuable and provide new insights.

Based on the findings of these studies, recommendations are provided regarding 
the use of the HR practices construct in future research (chapter 7). In line with the 
fourth research question, focusing on how the HR practices construct should be used 
and studied in future research, practical recommendations are provided which can help 
researchers when designing their study and which can enable a clearer use of the HR 
practices construct.
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Abstract
Although HR practices are generally viewed as the vehicles through which HRM exerts its 
effect on outcomes, limited clarity exists regarding the use of the HR practices construct 
in the extant literature. Building on important refinements in the conceptualization of HR 
practices by Nishii and Wright (2008), the present study further examines the meaning 
and distinctiveness of the focal HR practices construct and of a number of associated 
constructs, such as the notions of intended HR practices and evaluations of HR practices. 
Issues related to the operationalization of the different constructs are discussed. A 
research agenda is then presented which outlines key steps required for the systematic 
validation of the different constructs. The steps involved are summarized in a set of 
propositions designed to guide future conceptual and empirical work in the area.
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Introduction
The examination of the relationship between Human Resource Management (HRM) and 
performance is one of the dominant topics in contemporary HRM research (e.g. Boxall & 
Purcell, 2008). Consensus seems to exist on the importance of Human Resource (HR) 
practices as a vehicle through which HRM affects employee and organizational outcomes 
(Combs, Liu, Hall & Ketchen, 2006; Jiang, Lepak, Hu & Baer, 2012; Subramony, 2009). As a 
result, HR practices are frequently studied in the HRM literature, both as an independent 
and dependent variable (Paauwe, 2009; Takeuchi, Lepak, Wang & Takeuchi, 2007).

In principle, there appears to be a fair degree of consensus in the HRM literature 
about the meaning of the notion of HR practices. Either explicitly or implicitly, most 
studies take as their point of departure the definition of HR practices provided by Wright 
and Boswell (2002) by referring to activities that are implemented in units aimed at 
the management of work and employment. Despite this seemingly general consensus, 
there is a lack of clarity in how the HR practices term is actually used in extant research. 
The notion of HR practices has in fact been used in a variety of ways by researchers to 
refer not only to actual HR activities, but also to various cognate constructs linked to 
other aspects of the so-called HR architecture, such as the HR principles and policies 
adopted by the organization (Arthur & Boyles, 2007; Becker & Gerhart, 1996; Delery, 1998; 
Delery & Shaw, 2001). Recently, Wright and Nishii (2007) and Nishii and Wright (2008) have 
contributed to the further development and refinement of the HR practices construct 
by distinguishing the activities that managers intend to implement, the ones that are 
actually implemented, and employee perceptions of the practices that are in place. 
Nishii and Wright (2008) have thus identified various important constructs related to the 
focal HR practices construct which, for ease of presentation, we refer to as associated 
HR constructs. Following their important contribution, various empirical studies have 
focused on employee perceptions of HR practices to gain a better understanding of the 
link between HRM and performance (e.g., Gould-Williams, 2003; Kehoe & Wright, 2013). 
However, progress in this area has been hampered by a lack of clarity in the use of the 
constructs with researchers, for example, sometimes referring to HR practices while 
actually focusing on one of the associated constructs (e.g., Paré & Tremblay, 2007). When 
the associated constructs are viewed and presented as part of the HR practices construct 
itself, this construct becomes very broad and unfocused. At the same time, there is a 
lack of clarity about how the various associated HR constructs are conceptualized as few 
studies define what is meant, for example, by the notion of perceived HR practices.

The goal of the current study is to contribute to further clarifying the HR practices 
construct by identifying the focal HR practices construct and distinguishing it from closely 
related associated constructs. Gaining greater conceptual and operational clarity about 
the HR practices construct is a key condition for knowledge accumulation in the field 
of HRM (Suddaby, 2010). Our study makes three main contributions in this respect. 
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First, we identify the lack of clarity that surrounds the focal HR practices construct and 
we provide insight into where this lack of clarity stems from. Building on a number of 
overviews summarizing various difficulties related to the HR practices construct (Becker & 
Gerhart, 1996; Delery, 1998; Delery & Shaw, 2001; Guest, 2001; Kepes & Delery, 2007; 
Langevin-Heavey, Beijer, Federman, Hermans, Klein, McClean & Martinson, 2013; 
Wright & Gardner, 2003), we identify two main sources of lack of clarity. First, there is a 
lack of clarity regarding the use of the term HR practices related to the existence of various 
associated constructs that are conceptually distinct from, but often conflated with, the 
focal construct. And second, there is a lack of clarity regarding the operationalization 
of the relevant constructs in extant studies. As a second contribution, we adopt Wright 
and Boswell’s (2002) definition of the focal HR practices construct but further refine this 
conceptualization by first distinguishing different perspectives on this focal construct 
and then, building on the work of Nishii and Wright (2008), helping to clarify its relation 
to key associated HR constructs that are often conflated with the focal construct. Clear 
definitions of the focal and the associated constructs are provided, and issues relating 
to the measurement of the different construct are discussed. Our third contribution is to 
provide a research agenda which outlines the steps needed to help validate the different 
HR constructs of interest. Building on the constructs identified, propositions are provided 
to further stimulate empirical work in the area. A plea is made for future empirical research 
aimed at the validation of the different constructs based on extensive empirical studies.

The core of the paper consists of three main sections. First we discuss the lack 
of clarity in the use of the HR practices construct. Secondly we focus on identifying and 
defining the focal HR practices construct and distinguishing this focal construct from 
a number of associated HR constructs. Key issues related to the measurement and 
operationalization of the different constructs are discussed. In the final section a research 
agenda is presented and propositions are formulated which could serve as a guide for 
future research in the area, aimed at the validation of the various HR constructs of interest.

Lack of clarity in the use of the HR practices construct
Central to our argument is the idea that while the construct of HR practices is clear when it 
is defined in line with Wright and Boswell (2002), the term HR practices is often used in an 
unclear manner. This occurs when the term is applied to a conceptualization that does not 
actually fit the definition of the HR practices construct. This problem partially results from 
sloppiness in research practices when constructs are referred to in an imprecise manner. 
The situation in which two separate constructs are labeled equivalently is described as the 
‘jingle fallacy’ (Block, 1995) and it can be argued that these fallacies occur quite commonly 
in the HRM literature when researchers talk about HR practices but are actually referring 
to a construct that, for example, focuses on employee evaluations of such practices.

Jingle fallacies also occur when there is a misalignment between the  
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conceptualization and actual measurement of a construct. This second source of lack of 
clarity becomes apparent when, for example, items reflecting a subjective evaluation of a 
practice (e.g. whether pay is fair) are used as indicators of the focal HR practices construct 
rather than as a measure of a related but separate construct concerning employees’ 
evaluation of the pay practices that are in use in the organization (Appelbaum, Bailey, 
Berg & Kalleberg, 2000). In a recent study by Piening, Baluch and Salge (2013), for example, 
both descriptive and evaluative items are included in an overall measure of HRM. The 
items involved include, for example, relatively factual questions assessing the percentage 
of employees who have experienced certain HR practices such as mentoring, training and 
appraisal, as well as more evaluative items asking respondents whether their manager is 
supportive, or communication is effective. The use of a combination of different types of 
items of this kind in a single scale is not uncommon in HRM research and illustrates how 
different types of questions tapping potentially different types of constructs are often 
mixed in HR practices measurement scales (Macky & Boxall, 2007; Takeuchi et al., 2007).

Similarly, when measures of HR practices focus on the policies underpinning 
particular practices by, for example, examining whether employee performance is valued 
and rewarded (Becker & Gerhart, 1996), a jingle fallacy occurs as different components 
of the HR architecture are conflated. This type of misalignment which is partially linked 
to an underlying lack of clarity about the meaning and definition of the focal HR practices 
construct and related HR constructs, is also quite common in the HRM-performance 
literature (e.g., Gould-Williams, 2003; Macky & Boxall, 2007; Paré & Tremblay, 2007) and 
hinders knowledge accumulation in the field.

In sum, from the above it becomes clear that use of the term HR practices and the 
conceptualization of the associated constructs in extant studies has been unclear with 
different studies not only tending to conceptualize and operationalize the HR constructs 
of interest in different ways, but also tending to conflate the constructs in ways that 
hinder the accumulation of knowledge in the area. In order to gain a better understanding 
of the focal HR practices construct, in the following section we first propose a refinement 
of this focal construct and then, building on and extending the work by Nishii and 
Wright (2008), we identify and distinguish a number of specific additional HR constructs 
that are associated with the focal HR practices construct.

Conceptualizing the focal HR practices construct and its associated 
constructs
Based on the definition of HR practices by Wright and Boswell (2002), we propose that 
the focal HR practices construct refers to the actions carried out by managers to manage 
specific groups of employees and their employment. HR practices are thus defined as the 
specific ‘programs, processes and techniques that actually get operationalized in the unit’ 
(Wright & Boswell, 2002, pp. 263-264). By focusing on ‘things that happen’ – on concrete 
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ways in which people are managed – in the organization, HR practices are characterized 
by a certain level of facticity.

Only a few definitions of HR practices have been proposed in the literature. 
Definitions proposed include those by Boselie, Dietz and Boon (2005) and Arthur and 
Boyles (2007). Boselie et al. (2005) refer to HR practices as: ‘the actual, functioning, 
observable activities, as experienced by employees’ (pp. 74). Arthur and Boyles (2007) 
state that HR practices are the ‘implementation and experience of an organization’s 
HR programs by lower-level management and employees’ (pp. 79). These definitions 
emphasize which particular stage of implementation is studied. Boselie et al. seem to 
focus on the implemented HR activities, however, reports of these activities are limited 
to experiences by employees, and not managers. Based on the definition by Arthur and 
Boyles (2007) both managerial and employee reports can be used, but the mentioning of 
‘experience’ seems to suggest that this is more than just the observation of HR practices 
by managers and employees. 

The current study makes use of the definition by Wright and Boswell (2002) 
which implicitly underlies many studies involving HR practices. The definition by Wright 
and Boswell (2002) describes HR practices in a factual manner also since there is no 
mentioning of ‘experiences’ of HR practices. The definition does not refer to a specific 
type of respondent for measures of HR practices as both managers and employees could 
report on HR practices. In the process model by Nishii and Wright (2008), which is used 
frequently in the HRM literature, the notion of actual HR practices (i.e. implemented HR 
practices) is defined along similar lines as the proposed definition. 

The notion of implemented HR practices has been used in a number of extant 
studies (e.g. Kehoe & Wright, 2013; Wright, Gardner & Moynihan, 2003). These studies 
focus on factual descriptions of whether certain practices are operationalized in the 
work unit. Similarly, the recent study by Chadwick and Flinchbaugh (2013) examines 
implemented HR practices by assessing, among other items, the percentage of employees 
covered by various HR practices. The implemented HR practices construct described above 
can then be further refined by distinguishing two main aspects of this construct, namely 
implemented HR practices as reported by managers and implemented HR practices as 
reported by employees. These two aspects of the construct essentially reflect two sides 
of the same coin and help to distinguish between two key components or elements 
of the actual HR practices construct that is at the center of Nishii and Wright’s (2008) 
process model of HRM. Specifically, the original construct of actual HR practices in their 
model is quite broad since it includes both managerial and employee reports of what 
is happening in the organization. By separating these two aspects we suggest a more 
articulated conceptualization of the actual HR practices construct proposed by Nishii and 
Wright (2008), thereby helping to extend and refine their overall model. While additional 
viewpoints on the notion of implemented HR practices can be studied, such as those of 
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trade union officials or other shop floor representatives, the current study focuses on the 
viewpoints which have been particularly mixed up in previous work, namely employees 
and managers.

The construct of implemented HR practices according to managers thus represents 
managerial reports of the activities that managers have put in place in the organization. 
This does not include what should have been implemented, or how different individuals 
or groups might evaluate the activities. The activities that are in place, however, can also 
be considered from the viewpoint of employees. The construct implemented HR practices 
according to employees represents a description of what is happening in terms of HR 
activities according to employees. This is reflected in employee reports of the activities 
being carried out or implemented. As such, the implemented HR practices construct 
does not include any type of subjective evaluation, such as evaluations by employees 
of the fairness or usefulness of the practices that are in place. Importantly, however, 
both management and employee perspectives on implemented HR practices can provide 
valuable information regarding the activities being carried out in a work unit.

When thinking about these constructs in relation to basic research paradigms in 
the social sciences, it can be argued that the focal HR practices construct reflects how 
realists or positivists view the world. Positivism, also referred to as the scientific or 
materialist, objective perspective (Fleetwood & Hesketh, 2006), views the social world as 
a collection of facts that can be studied by quantifying variables and testing hypotheses 
by means of various statistical techniques (Hesketh & Fleetwood, 2006). This ontological 
position can be argued to be reflected in the focal construct since in this case HR practices 
are treated as being ‘real’ and as existing irrespective of whether they are being observed 
by management or by employees. Selecting a source of data collection for studies of 
HR practices and relying either on management or employee respondents has been 
discussed extensively in the literature and is a key issue that needs to be considered in 
the conceptualization and operationalization of the focal HR practices construct.

Determining which perspective on implemented HR practices to focus on
While previous studies have assumed that different types of actors differ in the extent to 
which they can provide accurate and reliable descriptions of implemented HR practices 
(e.g. Gerhart, Wright, McMahan & Snell, 2000; Huselid & Becker, 2000; Wright, Gardner, 
Moynihan, Park, Gerhart & Delery, 2001), in the present study we take a different 
perspective on this issue in that we argue that there is not necessarily a ‘right’ source of 
data when one is interested in implemented HR practices. Both employees and managers 
can provide useful insights into the HR activities that are carried out in the organization. 
The main question is which perspective one is interested in.

Below we outline a number of core considerations that can be used to determine 
whether it is more appropriate to focus on the employee or managerial perspective 
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on implemented HR practices. First, it has been argued that employee perceptions of 
HR practices might vary (Nishii & Wright, 2008) and that this potential variation is not 
captured when making use of a managerial/organizational respondent. ‘Real’ differences 
between employees might exist, in fact, due to differences between intended policy 
and the actual practices implemented by first line supervisors in different parts of the 
organization (Guest, 2002; Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007). Variability between employees 
might also occur due to the use of differential HR practices for different employee groups 
(Lepak & Snell, 1999; 2002; Liao, Toya, Lepak & Hong, 2009; Wright & Boswell, 2002) or 
occupational groups (Nishii & Wright, 2008). When one is interested in this variability 
between employees, asking employees to report on the HR practices in use is more 
appropriate. Furthermore, based on more fundamental and ideological considerations, 
a worker-oriented perspective can be adopted (e.g. Appelbaum et al., 2000; Legge, 1995) 
which emphasizes the importance of studying employee reactions to HRM and the effect 
on worker-related outcomes (Guest, 2002). Based on these various considerations, 
researchers can determine whether they are interested in implemented HR practices 
from the viewpoint of employees or managers.

Identifying and defining associated constructs
The key HR constructs that are associated with the focal HR practices construct are 
closely related to implemented HR practices in a work unit. The study by Nishii and 
Wright (2008) has been crucial in this respect, and has been the first to identify a 
number of key associated constructs. Specifically, Nishii and Wright (2008) distinguish 
between intended HR practices which reflect the practices that the organization plans to 
adopt in line with management policy, actual HR practices that refer to the practices that 
are actually implemented in the organization, and perceived HR practices that refer to 
employee assessments and evaluations of the actual practices that are implemented in 
the workplace. As noted by Nishii and Wright (2008) distinguishing between intended, 
actual and perceived HR practices is important for two main reasons. First, there may 
be a disconnect between policy and practice (Lepak, Liao, Chung & Harden, 2006; 
Nishii & Wright, 2008; Wright & Boswell, 2002) so that there may be a mismatch, for 
example, between intended HR practices and the practices that are actually implemented 
by line managers in the organization (Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007). And second, a disconnect 
might also exist between actual and perceived HR practices when the same practices 
might be perceived differently by different employees. This variability in perceptions can, 
for example, be due to differences in employees’ schemas and values, personality, goals 
and needs, and previous experiences (Nishii & Wright, 2008).

Although important in contributing to a better understanding of the notion of 
HR practices, the process framework presented by Nishii and Wright (2008) can usefully 
be extended and refined in order to bring out more clearly the distinction between the 
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focal HR practices construct and the associated HR constructs. More specifically, in line 
with Nishii and Wright (2008), we argue that intended HR practices represent the HR 
activities, as described on paper, that are designed to be implemented by managers. 
This associated construct does not include reports of the extent to which a practice does 
indeed get implemented and directly corresponds to the intended HR practices construct 
as proposed by Nishii and Wright (2008).

At the same time, however, we would like to introduce the specific associated 
construct of evaluations of HR practices which includes subjective employee interpretations 
and assessments of (qualities of) a practice. Existing studies, as we have seen, often 
refer to HR practices or perceived HR practices when they actually focus on employee 
evaluations of such practices, thereby resulting in a jingle fallacy. We argue that these 
evaluations should be distinguished from the focal construct which captures employee 
reports of implemented practices. These evaluations are conceptually distinct from the 
focal HR practices construct and they may include, for example, whether a practice is 
viewed as useful, fair, and sufficient. Evaluations of practices have often been treated as 
equivalent to the general construct of perceived HR practices in previous research (see for 
example some of the items in Macky and Boxall (2007) and in Paré and Tremblay (2007)). 
We suggest, however, that these subjective evaluations should be explicitly distinguished 
from other related HR constructs and treated as representing a separate construct in its 
own right.

More generally, evaluations of HR practices constructs can be argued to be 
fundamentally different from more factually-based constructs designed to assess the 
actual implementation of HR practices in the organization since the two types of constructs 
reflect different positions in terms of positivist versus constructivist research paradigms 
(Fleetwood & Hesketh, 2006). The implemented HR practices construct is more directly in 
line with a positivistic research tradition, while the evaluation of HR practices construct 
reflects a more constructivist or interpretativist perspective. The latter approach argues 
for the existence not just of one truth, but of multiple socially constructed truths (Hesketh 
& Fleetwood, 2006). Legge (1995), for example, argues that findings or facts are produced 
by processes of social construction. Hence the ‘real’ is not ‘out there’ to be discovered 
but is created. Thus, while realists view HR practices as a reality that can be studied 
empirically by using positivist research methods, constructivists argue that HR practices 
are constructions which exist only in the mind of the beholder. Harley and Hardy (2004), 
in their analysis of the discursive struggle of HRM, have contrasted these research 
traditions by comparing the work of Legge and Guest. In line with constructivism, Legge 
argues that “the ‘real’ is not ‘out there’ to be discovered, but is created through discourses 
emergent from power/knowledge relations” (1995, pp. 306). In contrast, positivists, like 
Guest, according to Harley and Hardy (2004), emphasize the importance of developing 
testable hypotheses about HRM, and its relationship with performance. In contrast to 
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the notion that HR practices are objectively observable tools that organizations use to 
manage employees, the notion of evaluations of HR practices rests on the assumption 
that HR practices only become real and acquire meaning and value through subjective 
interpretation by employees.

Building on this, an additional associated construct can be identified which reflects 
the enactment of HR practices by employees. By distinguishing this additional associated 
construct it becomes clearer that not only employee evaluations of HR practices are 
distinct from the focal HR practices construct, but also the behaviors employees engage 
in when they adopt or execute certain HR practices. An example of this associated 
construct of enacted HR practices is when an employee is asked to report on whether 
(s)he engages in teamwork, since engaging in teamwork is not, in itself, an HR practice. 
Rather, teamwork behaviors of employees are likely to be enabled and facilitated by 
particular sets of implemented HR practices that encourage such behaviors. Teamwork 
enabling practices (which are thus HR practices) may include, for example, team training 
exercises, team goal setting, and feedback activities. When employees would be asked 
directly about these kinds of practices, this would reflect a measure of implemented HR 
practices. Instead, when employees are asked to report on the behaviors they show, this 
reflects an enacted HR practice as it does not concern the HR activity that takes place but 
rather the behavior of employees. Another example concerns participation as while the 
various tools that can be used to enhance participation of employees can be regarded 
as implemented HR practices, the actual participation of employees reflects a measure 
of enactment of HR practices. Enactment of HR practices should not be confused with 
various HR outcomes (such as OCB or turnover). These behaviors are more distal from 
HR practices as these do not involve the practice itself. Instead, enactment of HR practices 
concerns specific behaviors that are required to execute a practice.

In sum, five separate but related constructs are proposed based on, but 
extending and refining, the conceptualization of the HR process developed by Nishii and 
Wright (2008). The relationship between the original set of HR constructs proposed by Nishii 
and Wight (2008) and those proposed in the present analysis is summarized in Table I, 
along with the definitions of the proposed constructs. Central to our new framework is the 
idea that the focal HR practices construct consists of two aspects, namely implemented 
HR practices based on a managerial and employee perspective respectively. In addition, 
Nishii and Wright’s (2008) notion of perceived HR practices is now further refined by 
distinguishing employee evaluations of practices from their ratings of the implementation 
of practices, with a final construct referring to the enactment of HR practices, as reflected 
in actual employee behaviors which result from adopting certain HR practices in the 
work unit.

Determining what the appropriate source of data is for each of the associated HR 
constructs is then fairly straightforward as this follows directly from the conceptualization 



27

Working towards greater conceptual clarity of the HR practices construct

2

of the constructs as outlined above. Based on the conceptualizations proposed, we suggest 
that intended HR practices can best be rated by line or HR managers. These managers 
are expected to have the most accurate information regarding the practices that should 
be implemented. With respect to evaluations of HR practices employees are the most 
suitable source of data. Enacted HR practices can be assessed by employees or managers. 
In contrast, as argued above, the focal HR practices construct can be assessed based on 
either management or employee ratings of the practices implemented in the work unit.

The operationalization of HR practices and associated constructs
After having identified the five constructs, the operationalization of these constructs 
becomes important. Three issues are discussed: (1) the indicators used in items to assess HR 
practices and associated constructs, (2) response scales used, and (3) the objective versus 
subjective nature of items. These three aspects are discussed and recommendations are 
provided for each of the constructs.

Indicators
Various indicators can be used to assess the focal HR practices construct and its associated 
constructs. Paauwe (2009) recently noted that no agreement exists on the indicators to 
be used. The indicators used include the use, presence, coverage, intensity, effectiveness, 
and sophistication (including investment, involvement, effort, and frequency) of HR 
practices (Dorenbosch, 2009).

We suggest, however, that as a result of the further clarification and specification 
of the different constructs involved, it becomes clear that a number of indicators may be 

Table I: Refining and defining focal and associated HR practices constructs building on Nishii and 
Wright (2008)

Nishii and Wright (2008) Refined conceptualization Definition

Intended HR practices Intended HR practices HR practices as described in policies which 
should be implemented by managers

Actual HR practices Implemented HR practices: 
Manager perspective

Managerial reports of the actual programs, 
processes and techniques that actually get 
operationalized in the unit

Perceived HR practices Implemented HR practices: 
Employee perspective

Employee reports of the actual programs, 
processes and techniques that actually get 
operationalized in the unit

Evaluations of HR practices Employee reports of their subjective 
interpretation and assessment of (qualities 
of) HR practices 

Enacted HR practices Behaviors resulting from the adoption of 
HR practices by employees

Note: Gray block represents the focal HR practices construct
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particularly appropriate for assessing the focal HR practices construct. For implemented 
HR practices according to managers, for instance, the presence, availability, and coverage 
of the practices involved are suitable indicators, whereas when implemented HR practices 
according to employees are examined, presence, availability, and use could be of greater 
value than the notion of coverage. This is because it may be difficult for employees to 
evaluate the extent of coverage of a specific practice in their unit, so that this indicator 
may not be particularly useful. It is important to note that when one aims to compare 
employee and managerial ratings of HR practices it is desirable to use the same indicator 
for both types of respondents. When different indicators are used, comparing the different 
responses becomes more difficult as it is unclear whether any observed differences in 
responses stem from the indicators used or from actual differences in management and 
employee ratings of the practices involved.

When assessing intended HR practices one could ask respondents to indicate 
the extent to which practices should be present or available, or which proportion of 
employees should be covered. When assessing employee evaluations of practices, different 
types of indicators are often useful, for example, focusing on the quality, desirability or 
sophistication of the practices involved. These items can also take the form of statements 
(e.g., ‘The promotion process used here is fair for all employees’, derived from Macky and 
Boxall (2007)), and in these cases indicators do not play a role. This also holds for items 
assessing enacted HR practices which do not include clear indicators but take the form 
of statements regarding the behaviors employees engage in (e.g. employees reporting 
regarding their participation in decision making instead of assessing the practices present 
or used to enable participation). 

Response options
Various types of response options can be used for items regarding HR practices, such as 
yes/no formats, the percentage of employees covered by a practice, and Likert response 
scales assessing the extent of agreement. The selection of response options is strongly 
related to the selection of indicators. For example, when implemented HR practices are 
assessed, the presence, availability or use of practices can be evaluated based on a yes/
no format. Coverage, on the other hand, would require an indicator of the proportion 
of employees covered by a practice which could be rated based either on a number 
of specified categories or on an open question. Measures of intended HR practices can 
make use of similar response options as measures of implemented HR practices. When 
assessing employee evaluations of practices or enacted HR practices based on statements, 
Likert response options can be used to assess the extent of agreement.

Types of measures: Objective versus subjective
Extensive debates have taken place in the literature regarding the use of objective versus 
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subjective measures of HR practices. These different types of items have been argued 
to differ in their reliability and accuracy (Wright & Gardner, 2003). Here we suggest that 
both subjective and objective items can provide valuable information. However, the type 
of item to be used depends on the construct that one aims to study. Based on the refined 
conceptualization of HR practices and associated constructs proposed above, it is clear 
from the description of the different constructs that intended HR practices, implemented 
HR practices, and enacted HR practices require items of a more objective nature, whereas 
evaluations of HR practices are assessed based on items of a more subjective nature.

Discussion
Building on important developments which have recently taken place in the HRM literature 
with regard to the study of HR practices (Nishii & Wright, 2008), the present study examined 
and analyzed the clarity and measurement of this construct and a number of associated 
HR constructs linked to Nishii and Wright’s (2008) process model of HRM. In particular, we 
noted a general lack of clarity surrounding the use of the notion of HR practices in HRM 
research linked to jingle fallacies (Block, 1995) and the tendency of researchers to use 
the term HR practices while referring to, or measuring, various related but conceptually 
distinct constructs. An important overall contribution of this study has been to emphasize 
the importance for researchers to be more precise in defining the specific HR constructs 
they are interested in and then ensuring that the constructs involved are labeled and 
operationalized in a consistent and appropriate way.

Refining the focal HR practices construct and identifying associated HR constructs
In this study we explicitly built on the widely accepted definition of HR practices suggested 
by Wright and Boswell (2002) and proposed that HR practices can most usefully be defined 
as the 'actual programs, processes and techniques that actually get operationalized in the 
unit' (Wright & Boswell, 2002, pp. 263-264). On this basis we then extended and refined 
the notion of HR practices by distinguishing two main aspects of the focal HR practices 
construct which reflect a managerial and an employee perspective on the implementation 
of HR practices.

Building on the process model of Nishii and Wright (2008) we further suggest 
that in addition to this more refined focal HR practices construct, various associated HR 
constructs also need to be distinguished by HRM researchers. The present study aims 
to take some first steps in this respect by identifying, clarifying and distinguishing these 
associated HR constructs, and by highlighting the issues where additional research is 
needed. In particular, we extended and refined Nishii and Wright’s (2008) model by 
identifying three associated constructs. Intended HR practices reflect, in line with Nishii 
and Wright (2008), the activities that should be implemented according to HR policy. 
Evaluations of HR practices, on the other hand, reflect employee subjective interpretations 
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and assessments of (qualities) of practices and finally, enacted HR practices reflect the 
behaviors employees engage in when they adopt certain HR activities.

Importantly, our schema highlights the fact that once HR constructs are 
clearly defined and distinguished, decisions regarding measurement become more 
straightforward. Determining, for example, the appropriate source of data collection is 
closely linked to what one aims to measure and once more refined conceptualizations of 
HR constructs are used, the selection of the information source becomes clearer. Despite 
these important contributions, however, key questions remain as to the validity and 
distinctiveness of the proposed constructs. While conceptually we believe the constructs 
identified to be distinct, it is important to examine, based on empirical studies, the validity 
and uniqueness of the proposed constructs. To provide more guidance in this direction a 
research agenda for the validation of constructs is outlined below. These steps are in line 
with the procedures that have been proposed in the literature regarding basic construct 
validation (Benson, 1998). Propositions are provided based on this which summarize the 
core issues for future research.

Suggested research agenda and propositions
The first point on the agenda concerns the provision of clear construct definitions. 
These definitions should provide robust conceptual generalizations of the constructs 
of interest (Suddaby, 2010). The current study contributes to this goal by identifying 
various interrelated but distinct constructs that have often been conflated under the 
generic label of HR practices in the extant literature, and by providing basic definitions 
of the different constructs. Building on these definitions, future research should more 
systematically distinguish between the different HR constructs, thereby helping to avoid 
possible jingle fallacies whereby the term HR practices is used, for instance, to refer 
both to the implemented practices in the organization and to employee evaluations 
of these practices. Hence, it is important that future studies explicitly acknowledge the 
existence of different HR constructs, while at the same time clearly identifying which 
particular constructs they are interested in and why. In particular, future studies can 
further contribute to the development of HRM research by discussing more explicitly and 
systematically which specific HR constructs are most relevant for addressing particular 
types of research questions. As the different HR constructs are likely to have different 
antecedents and outcomes, they can be expected to be more or less useful depending 
on the research question at hand. A more extensive discussion of the considerations 
involved in focusing on particular HR constructs can provide important insights into this 
type of issue, thereby contributing to the further advancement of HRM research.

Proposition 1: The focal HR practices construct, which represents either 
managerial or employee reports of implemented HR activities, is conceptually 
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distinct from associated HR constructs such as intended HR practices and 
evaluations of HR practices.

Second, we suggest that measures need to be systematically developed for each of the HR 
constructs and then tested to determine the distinctiveness of the different constructs. 
Ideally, for this purpose researchers should aim to collect data on multiple HR practices 
constructs simultaneously. A more systematic consideration of the operationalization 
of constructs including, for example, discussions of the rationale behind the choice 
of particular sources of information and scale indicators, would further advance our 
knowledge of the variables identified. Empirical studies can be designed in such a way 
that these different measures of HR practices are simultaneously included in a single 
survey, but it is also possible to use different versions of a questionnaire to collect data on 
the different constructs separately in one sample. Multi-trait multi-method studies would 
be particularly useful in this respect, enabling researchers simultaneously to compare 
different HR constructs (traits) and different HR scales (methods). Preferably, data should 
also be collected in different contexts, for example in different types of organizations, 
national contexts, and based on different types of employees. By examining the constructs 
in different contexts greater insight can be gained about the generalizability of the HR 
constructs of interest.

Third, building on the conceptual distinctions that have been proposed between 
the focal HR practices construct and the associated HR constructs, it would be crucial 
for future research to examine whether the constructs identified are indeed empirically 
distinct. Discriminant validity should be studied by examining correlations between 
measures of different constructs. For example, associations between measures of 
implemented HR practices and evaluations of HR practices should be moderate. In case 
high associations are found between the two measures, this means that the measures 
cannot discriminate between the two conceptually different constructs. Low associations 
between measures of different construct on the other hand signal discriminant validity 
and this is important for the validation of constructs.

Proposition 2: Discriminant validity exists for measures of different HR 
constructs. Measures of implemented HR practices, intended HR practices, 
evaluations of HR practices, and enacted HR practices are empirically 
distinct.

In addition to discriminant validity, literature on construct validation also emphasizes 
the importance of studying convergent validity by examining different measures of the 
same construct and studying their interrelationships. Convergent validity provides insight 
into the extent of overlap between two measures of the same underlying construct and 
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can be studied for each of the HR constructs identified. When focusing on the focal HR 
practices construct, it would be important to explore more systematically the relationship 
between the different actor perspectives on implemented HR practices to see whether 
employee and managerial ratings of implemented practices can be regarded as indicators 
of the same underlying construct, or whether fundamental discrepancies between the 
two exist. Some recent research is available on this issue (Den Hartog, Boon, Verburg & 
Croon, 2013; Liao et al., 2009) but more work is needed to examine the extent to which 
different actor perspectives on the focal HR construct overlap. Convergent validity is 
expected and should be evidenced by a high correlation between the two measures of 
the construct. Additionally, different measures (i.e. different types of items) based on the 
same type of respondent can also be compared. For example, looking at the construct 
of implemented HR practices, researchers can examine whether measures assessing the 
availability of certain practices correlate highly with measures regarding the presence of 
such practices. While both measures have been used to assess implemented HR practices, 
it is at the moment still unclear whether they indeed reflect the same construct. Extensive 
work is needed on these issues since systematic variations could potentially exist in the 
distinctiveness of constructs in different contexts. It is possible that smaller differences 
between employee and managerial reports of implemented HR activities may be found, 
for example, in small than in large organizations, since in small organizations it may be 
easier for employees to observe what kind of HR activities are implemented. Examining 
the generalizability of findings across contexts would thus be crucial.

Proposition 3: Convergent validity exists for different measures of the 
implemented HR practices construct. These measures can differ based 
on (a) the type of respondent, and (b) the type of item. In terms of the 
type of respondent involved, measures of the focal HR practices construct 
based on the views of managers and employees can be expected to show 
convergent validity since both measures reflect the same underlying 
construct of implemented HR practices. Similarly, measures of implemented 
HR practices using different types of items, one focusing on the presence 
and the other on the availability of HR practices for example, will also show 
convergent validity.

Once the distinctiveness of the HR constructs is established a fundamental question can 
be addressed next, namely whether focusing on different constructs makes a difference 
in terms of the analysis of outcomes. Specifically, the fourth step in the proposed research 
agenda is to examine the extent to which different HR constructs differentially relate to 
key outcomes of interest. Examining whether the different HR constructs and measures 
relate differentially to outcomes is crucial for establishing their predictive  validity and, 
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hence, is of fundamental importance for HRM research. Future studies should therefore 
relate measures of HR practices and associated constructs to various outcome measures 
and compare the magnitude of associations between the constructs. Predictive validity is 
ensured when measures of the focal HR practices construct and the associated constructs 
are differentially related to outcomes. The use of HR practices can, for example, be 
expected to enhance employees’ ability, motivation, and opportunity to contribute at 
work (AMO theory) which, in turn, should have a positive effect on job performance 
(Appelbaum et al., 2000). More subjective outcomes, on the other hand, such as employee 
engagement, might be more strongly related to employees’ subjective evaluations of 
the activities taking place in the organization. It would clearly be valuable, therefore, 
to compare employee reports of implemented practices and their evaluations of these 
practices in terms of their effect on important outcome measures.

More generally, evidence of differences in findings depending on the particular 
HR constructs studied could have major implications for the accumulation of knowledge 
in the field of HRM, including the conduct and interpretation of meta-analyses of the 
relationship between HRM and performance. It would provide a strong argument for 
distinguishing between different core HR constructs and measures and, therefore, for 
developing parallel lines of inquiry linked to the different constructs. In brief, future studies 
should examine the associations between the different HR constructs and various types 
of outcome measures, including not only employee attitudes and behaviors, but also 
organizational level outcomes and outcomes based on objective performance indicators.

Proposition 4: The different HR constructs show predictive validity as they 
differentially relate to outcome measures. More specifically: (a) different 
constructs (intended, implemented, evaluated, and enacted HR practices) 
each relate differentially to outcomes. And (b) different measures of the 
same construct (i.e. different measures of implemented HR practices based 
on different types of respondents or questions) do not differ significantly in 
their ability to predict outcomes.

In addition to designing new studies and collecting data on the different HR constructs, 
the findings of previous studies should also be reexamined. In recent years various meta-
analyses have been performed regarding the link between HR practices and performance 
(Combs et al., 2006; Jiang et al., 2012; Subramony, 2009) but until now these studies 
have not discussed in any detail the conceptualization and operationalization of the 
independent variable. It is therefore unclear to what extent the studies included in these 
meta-analyses actually assesses the same HR construct. In addition, it is unclear whether 
potential differences exist in the pattern of relationships between HR practices variables 
and outcomes, depending on differences in measurement of the HR practices. It would 
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clearly be important to revisit the meta-analytic evidence to examine how possible 
variations in the conceptualization and measurement of HR practices might have affected 
the results. One of the issues that could be investigated, for example, is whether measures 
of implemented HR practices and measures focusing on employee evaluations of HR 
practices relate differentially to key outcomes.

Proposition 5: Meta-analyses regarding the relationship between HRM and 
outcomes that distinguish different conceptualizations and measures of HR 
practices are likely to find that the strength of observed relationships varies 
depending on the particular type of HR construct and measure examined.

The various steps in the proposed research agenda outlined above are essentially 
concerned with the validation of the focal and associated HR constructs identified in the 
present analysis. Gaining greater insight into how the different constructs empirically 
interrelate is valuable and contributes to a fuller understanding of the HR practices 
construct. A schematic overview of the proposed research agenda, the associated 
propositions, and the empirical analyses recommended to progress this agenda is 
provided in Table II.

Table II: Schematic overview of the research agenda

Step Proposition Required contributions

Identify and separate the focal HR practices 
construct and its associated constructs and 
determine clear construct definitions

1 Identify different constructs and 
provide definitions of the constructs

Collect data on measures of the focal HR 
practices construct and its associated 
constructs

 - Develop measures for each of the 
constructs

 - Collect data on these measures in 
different contexts

Examine interrelationships between 
constructs by examining discriminant validity 
of measures of different constructs

2 Perform steps for establishing 
disciminant validity as proposed by 
Farrell (2010) (e.g. (confirmatory) 
factor analysis)

Examine interrelationships between 
constructs by examining convergent validity 
of measures of the same construct

3  - Correlational analysis
 - (confirmatory) Factor analysis

Examine relationships with outcomes by 
studying predictive validity through the 
comparison of associations with a variety of 
outcome measures

4  - Multilevel regressions
 - SEM

Reexamine meta-analyses on the links 
between HR practices and outcomes: 
examine systematically how variations in 
the conceptualization/measurement of HR 
practices affect the findings of meta-analyses

5 Compare findings of studies based on 
different constructs and/or measures
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Opportunities for further extension and development
While we believe that the associated constructs identified above cover the most important 
and most closely related HR constructs studied in the literature, future studies could 
develop the present analysis further by identifying additional associated constructs. The 
present list is not intended to be exhaustive in this respect and research that seeks to 
extend or refine the range of constructs involved would be valuable. The conceptualization 
of associated constructs could, for example, be refined by disentangling further the 
notion of evaluations of HR practices. This construct currently contains various types 
of evaluative indicators that can be used to assess HR practices, such as evaluations in 
terms of satisfaction, effectiveness, quality, usefulness, and fairness. Future studies could 
shed more light on this by systematically distinguishing different types of evaluations of 
HR practices.

Similarly, additional research on the notion of enacted HR practices is needed. 
As noted, in some cases implemented HR practices provide the tools and the facilitating 
structures which enable the enactment of HR practices by employees. Future studies 
should explore these enacted HR practices in greater detail by examining, for instance, 
how particular practices actually signal given behavioral requirements to employees, 
thereby contributing to a better understanding of the potential link between HR practices 
and key outcomes of interest in organizations.

In this context it is also worth noting that in terms of the type of respondents that 
can be used to assess the different constructs, each of the constructs can, in principle, be 
studied from a variety of viewpoints. The number of viewpoints is not necessarily limited 
just to managers and employees. Other parties, such as trade union officials or other shop 
floor representatives, can also be asked to provide their assessment of the constructs of 
interest. Future research can usefully explore these multiple sources of data.

Finally, various studies based on the work by Nishii and Wright (2008) assume that 
a particular causal order or chain exists between the constructs of intended, actual, and 
perceived HR practices (e.g., Den Hartog et al., 2013; Liao et al., 2009). It can however 
be argued that the focal and associated constructs are not necessarily causally related 
in a simple sequential way. This is because HR practices are continuously implemented, 
interpreted, and enacted. The different HR constructs, therefore, are likely to co-exist 
alongside each other in a more complex, nonlinear fashion. More research is needed to 
better understand the (causal) relationships between the various HR constructs.

Conclusions
In the present study we sought to gain a better understanding of the core notion of 
HR practices and of a range of associated HR constructs that are central to the further 
development of HRM research but that have not been sufficiently clearly distinguished in 
the extant literature. Importantly, we also set out a systematic research agenda to guide 
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future conceptual and empirical work in this area. Our hope is that the present analysis 
and the associated agenda can stimulate the development of an important new stream of 
research explicitly designed to explore and test the distinctiveness and validity of a range 
of key HR practices constructs that are of central interest to HRM researchers, thereby 
directly contributing to the accumulation of knowledge in this field.
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Introduction
To study the distinctiveness of the focal and associated HR constructs and their 
relationships with outcomes, this thesis includes three empirical chapters. These empirical 
chapters reflect empirical tests of some of the propositions presented in chapter 2 but the 
aim was not to test each of the propositions. As this research agenda could potentially 
represent an entire stream of research aimed at the validation of the focal and associated 
constructs, the three empirical studies in this thesis can be viewed as initial illustrations of 
the type of studies that can be performed. The first empirical study (chapter 4) provides 
some first insights related to proposition 2, as it is studied whether employee reports 
of implemented practices are distinct from evaluations of HR practices. Related to 
proposition 3, chapter 5 studies whether employee and managerial reports of the focal 
HR practices construct converge. Both chapters also study associations with outcomes, 
which is in line with proposition 4. The empirical chapters thus provide initial illustrations 
of the type of study that could be performed to gain insight in some of the propositions 
as presented in chapter 2.

Quick overview
For each of these three chapters survey data are used to answer the research questions. 
This data is collected through questionnaires which are distributed among employees 
and their managers in work units in organizations in the Netherlands. The three empirical 
chapters are based on two datasets which represent data collected through two separate 
questionnaires with different sets of variables. For chapters 4 and 5 one of the two datasets 
is used, and for chapter 6 the other dataset is used. For both datasets broadly the same 
procedures were used for collecting the data, the only difference concerns the number 
of employees per unit for which questionnaires are administered as for chapters 4 and 5 
a smaller amount of employees per unit were required. The procedures used to collect 
this data and the arguments for why specific choices have been made are described in 
the following sections. In case there is no explicit mentioning of differences in procedures 
for the different datasets, the procedures are the same for the two sets of data. After 
describing procedures, measures and analyses performed are discussed.

Determining research design based on research questions
The research questions studied in the empirical chapters can best be examined based on 
data collected through questionnaires as this thesis focuses on the study of HR practices in 
survey research. The thesis focuses on mainstream HRM literature in which HR practices 
are assessed through surveys. The main focus of the thesis is on how the notion of HR 
practices has been defined and conceptualized in extant research and how conceptually 
distinct constructs related to the core HR practices construct interrelate empirically and 
relate to outcome variables. Survey research is the most appropriate type of research 
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to examine how different conceptualizations of HR practices as operationalized in 
surveys interrelate.

This thesis is not based on data collected within one organization, but is instead 
based on work units which represent smaller groups of employees such as teams or 
departments, which generally consist of up to 30 employees. Selecting a unit of analysis 
has been subject to considerable debate (Delery & Shaw, 2001; Lepak, Liao, Chung & 
Harden, 2006) and our approach is to make use of reports of employees and their direct 
supervisor or line manager. The reason for this is that it has been argued that differentiation 
in HR policies and practices takes place across job groups (Delery & Shaw, 2001; Wright 
& Boswell, 2002), which can be linked to differences in strategic value across employees 
groups (Lepak & Snell, 2002; Lepak et al., 2006). When studies are carried out on the 
organizational level, by making use of one organizational respondent and a number 
of employee reports, this differentiation across employee groups cannot be captured. 
Therefore, we examine smaller entities for which it can be assumed that the same HR 
policies and practices are used (Wright & Boswell, 2002; Wright & Gardner, 2003). 

It has also been argued that single managerial reports of HR practices regarding 
large entities, such as organizations, will contain a large degree of unreliability (Gerhart, 
Wright, McMahan & Snell, 2000; Huselid & Becker, 2000; Wright, Gardner, Moynihan, Park, 
Gerhart & Delery, 2001). This is an important debate in the HRM literature and while it has 
been suggested that making use of multiple managerial raters is a potential solution to this 
problem of unreliability, it has also been argued that researchers should be particularly 
careful to select knowledgeable informants (Delery & Shaw, 2001; Lepak et al., 2006). This 
means that respondents should be selected that possess the required information. Based 
on these recommendations our study is designed in such a way that smaller entities within 
organizations are studied for which a relatively uniform set of policies and practices is 
used. Line managers or supervisors managing these entities, more specifically work units, 
are asked to report regarding the practices used for the specific work unit. Managers thus 
report directly about the work group they supervise which is line with Lepak et al. (2006) 
who argue that this type of key informant is likely to possess the required information as 
they are intimately involved in the management of the referent employees.

When looking at each of the chapters specifically, slightly different research designs 
are appropriate. Chapter 4 focuses on employee reports of HR practices, and compares 
measures of implemented HR practices and evaluations of HR practices. Therefore two 
sets of items are included in the questionnaire. As chapter 5 focuses on the comparison of 
managerial and employee assessments of HR practices, survey data was collected among 
both types of respondents, as described above. To enable the comparison of ratings, data 
of employees and managers were collected from the same units and based on a specific 
coding the coupling of these sets of data was enabled. As the focus is on implemented 
HR practices in the unit, aggregation of employee responses was carried out in chapter 5.
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Chapter 6 focuses on managerial reports of HR activities and HR attributions 
formed by employees. A different dataset was used (but based on the same research 
design as in chapters 4 and 5) which incorporates employee reports of the meaning they 
attach to HR activities (HR attributions) (Nishii, Lepak & Schneider, 2008) and managerial 
reports of specific HR practices adopted in the unit. The aim of the study was to relate 
managerial reports of HR activities to HR attributions and therefore data was collected 
of employees in units and their line manager. The proportion of employees covered by 
HR activities is studied and therefore the aim was to include data of all employees in the 
unit. By doing this, it could be studied whether a larger proportion of employees covered 
by HR practices is associated with particular HR attributions.

Procedure
As the aim of the study was to gain insight in HR practices measures and their links with 
employee attitudes, variation in the scores on the HR practices measures was sought. Data 
was therefore collected within units stemming from a variety of different contexts. For 
example, units in profit and non-profit organizations were included, and no restrictions 
were imposed in terms of the branches of which units are part. Also, units stemming from 
small and large organizations are included in the sample. The reasoning behind this is 
that it is expected that units part of different types of organizations in different contexts 
will show more variation in the adoption of HR practices. The study design allows for 
this variation, and allows for potential contingencies (e.g. contextual factors) that play a 
role in the adoption of HR activities (Delery & Doty, 1996). This type of study design also 
enhances the generalizability of our findings across branches and types of organizations. 
At the same time, a consequence is that based on this study only limited insight is gained 
in the effects of these contextual factors on the variables of interest. As this wide variation 
in types of units is present, sample sizes are too limited to be able to compare findings 
across different branches, or types of organizations. On the other hand, generalizability 
of the findings across these various contexts is enhanced.

To further enable variation in HR practices reports, and enhance generalizability of 
our findings, this study aimed to collect data based on a large amount of units. Also given 
that one of the chapters is based on aggregated data, it is beneficial to obtain data from 
a large number of units. To enable this, it was decided to limit the number of employee 
reports per unit. The aim was to collect data from three to four employees per work unit. 
Given the goals of our study, it is sensible to reduce the number of employees per unit 
but at the same time increase the number of units. 

To be able to arrive at such a sample, the author has collected data from units but 
Master students Human Resource Studies have also assisted in the data collection. For 
their graduation project, these students work together in so-called master thesis circles. 
In these circles, four or five students work together to collect data, based on which they 
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write their own individual MSc. thesis. Two thesis circles have been used for collecting 
the data used in chapter 4 and 5, the first consisting of five students and the second 
consisting of four students. It has recently been shown, based on a meta-analysis, that 
correlations found based on student-recruited samples do not differ from those based on 
non-student-recruited samples (Wheeler, Shanine, Leon & Whitman, 2014), which justifies 
the use of this procedure. 

The use of students has enabled us to obtain a dataset which meets the 
requirements as described above. By making use of students and their network, we were 
able to develop a sample that was varied in terms of the types of units included. As each 
of the students have their own specific type of contacts, a wide range of units could be 
approached. Also, by making use of students we were able to collect data from a larger 
number of units than in case only data collected by the author would have been used. 

A number of different steps in the process of data collection can be distinguished, 
and for each of these steps the procedures used are discussed below. It should be noted 
that students are closely supervised and advised during all the steps of the data collection. 
As a first step, the author and students have approached organizations with the request 
to collect data within a unit of the organization. The author has assisted the students 
quite extensively in this process. For example, a flyer was designed together with the 
students which they could use to approach organizations. The author and students used 
their contacts to approach organizations in their own network. In these organizations the 
aim was to collect data based on work units which are workgroups of employees with the 
same manager who represents the main supervisor of the unit.

When organizations agreed to participate, data was collected. For chapter 4 and 5 
data was collected both through a web-based survey as well as through a paper and pencil 
questionnaire. For the paper data students were provided with SPSS data files (one for 
line-managers and one for employees) with variable names and labels. The students were 
instructed on how data should be entered in SPSS. The author merged all datasets into 
one main file, and the web data was added to this file. In this main file the units can be 
traced back to the student who has provided the data as a system of coding was used in 
which students used their initials and a number to identify each unit, for example ‘AB1’. 
Because managers filled out a different version of the questionnaire no specific code was 
necessary for identifying the employee and manager version. For chapter 6 only paper 
data was used and the same procedures were used for merging data as described above. 
It should be noted that the actual number of work units a student was able to collect data 
in was not important in terms of student evaluation, rather the effort students put in was 
acknowledged. Multiple studies have collected data via this procedure, among others, El 
Akremi, Vandenberghe and Camerman (2010), Spell and Arnold (2007) and Kroon, Van de 
Voorde and Van Veldhoven (2009).

With respect to the units selected for inclusion in the dataset, only one unit per 
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organization is included in the dataset used for chapter 4 and 5. This is because units within 
one organization are potentially more alike with respect to the HR practices adopted, and 
this would represent as second level of nesting (Hitt, Beamish, Jackson & Mathieu, 2007). 
When multiple units stemming from one organization would be included in the sample, 
it is possible that this type of interdependency would cause problems in our analyses. 
Therefore, it is decided to limit the nesting to one level (employees in units).

For chapter 4 and 5, students were instructed to collect data from the line manager 
and three or four of his/her employees. Employees in the unit were randomly selected for 
participation in the study as the line manager was provided with a selection of letters of 
the alphabet based on which employees with their last name starting with this letter were 
selected. By doing this we prevent the possibility that managers select a particular type of 
employee, which would result in a selective representation of the work unit. This would 
for example be the case when managers would be more inclined to ask those employees 
to participate in the study with whom they have a good relationship.

For chapter 6, students were allowed to collect data from more than one work unit 
per organization. Students were asked to collect data from at least 6 employees per unit 
and preferably all employees in the unit. In case not all employees could be surveyed in 
the work unit, the students were instructed to ask the manager to select employees who 
are involved in the primary work process of that unit. As the requirements with respect 
to the number of employees per unit is stricter for this dataset as compared to the one 
used for chapters 4 and 5, we allowed students to collect data in more than one unit per 
organization. This enabled students to obtain a sufficient number of units and employees, 
as they could make better use of organizations they had good connections with. By doing 
this a substantial sample size could be obtained.

Students were required to hand in the original hardcopies of questionnaires that 
were completed on paper. These questionnaires are stored in the office of the first author 
at the department of Human Resource Studies, Tilburg University.

Description of the samples
As the different chapters make use of different subsets of the data, sample sizes vary 
across the studies. Chapters 4 and 5 are based on the same questionnaire, but different 
subsets of the data are used. The total dataset consists of data collected by the author 
and nine students. The author aimed to collect data from 25 units, and each student 
from 10 units. Per unit three to four employee responses were strived at. This would 
have resulted in a dataset consisting of 115 units and 345 to 460 employees. However, 
students generally approached more than 10 units as this would give them more certainty 
that they would be able to obtain data from 10 units, also in case of cancellations. In the 
end, students often added more than 10 units to the dataset. In total, 222 suitable units 
were approached, and 72% of these units agreed to participate (159 units). A total of 474 
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employees took part in the study. Due to missing values both on the unit level as well as 
on the individual level, the actual sample sizes are considerably lower. This could be due 
to the design of the questionnaire which was aimed at comparing two types of responses 
to one question, which has resulted in missing data (more explanation will follow later in 
this chapter). 

For chapter 4 we make use, after listwise deletion of the missing values, of data 
collected from 300 employees (63% of the total number of employees that participated) 
in 131 units. In order to be able to retain as much data as possible, units were also included 
where only one employee response was available. 

The sample size for chapter 5 is somewhat smaller as both employee and 
managerial data is required. Also, to enable aggregation, data was required for more than 
one employee per unit and therefore some units could not be included in the dataset. The 
required coupling of employee and managerial data has also contributed to the smaller 
sample size as a right combination of employee and managerial responses was required. 
The resulting sample size was 71 units, which is 45% of the 159 units that agreed to 
participate in the study. Aggregated employee scores are based on 205 responses, which 
is 43% of the total of 474 employee responses. It is clear that datasets which require 
coupled employee and managerial responses are more prone to loss of data as a specific 
combination of usable employee and managerial responses is required. While gathering 
data from a limited amount of employees per unit is beneficial for the number of units 
participating in the study, missing data can at the same time increase the risk of losing 
units due to a too limited amount of employee responses per unit. 

The dataset used for chapter 6 consists of 1065 employee responses which stem 
from 150 units. As for this study multilevel analyses are performed, a larger amount of 
employee responses was required per unit. Units with less than three employee responses 
were therefore removed from the sample.

Measures

HR practices
Three types of HR practices measures were used, namely measures of (1) coverage, (2) 
presence, and (3) evaluations of HR practices. The aim of the empirical studies is to gain 
more insight in the way in which HR practices have been previously measured and the 
implications of this for the findings of these studies. Therefore, the most common ways 
of measuring HR practices were used. Paauwe (2009) has noted that no agreement exists 
on the indicators to be used, but has identified three specific types, namely presence of 
practices, the extent of coverage, and reports regarding the effectiveness of practices. 
Boselie, Dietz and Boon (2005) identify similar types of indicators, namely presence, 
coverage, and intensity (degree to which an individual employee is confronted with the 
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practice). Based on the identified categories three types of assessments of HR practices 
have been distilled. The coverage measure assesses the proportion of employees in a work 
unit covered by a specific HR practice. Presence reports concern assessments of whether 
a practice is present in a unit. Evaluations of HR practices reflect subjective assessments 
and interpretations of HR practices. These items represent a mixture of different types of 
evaluations of HR practices. The presence measure is used in chapter 4 and 5, evaluations 
are examined in chapter 4, and the coverage measure is used in chapter 6. Below a 
number of general characteristics of the three measures are described, such as the 
functional areas covered, the vertical level studied, and referent used. Subsequently 
specific characteristics of each of the individual measures are discussed.

General characteristics of the HR practices measures
1. Functional areas
Five functional areas are reflected in the measures of HR practices which is based on 
Boselie et al. (2005), Youndt, Snell, Dean and Lepak (1996), and Wright, Gardner and 
Moynihan (2003). These five categories of practices are: (1) recruitment and selection, (2) 
training and development, (3) reward, (4) performance evaluation, and (5) participation 
and communication. These five categories of practices reflect the commonly studied 
functional areas and these are also reflected in a recent review of functional areas studied 
in HRM research (Posthuma, Campion, Masimova & Campion, 2013). 

In chapter 6 the items used to assess these five functional areas are assigned 
to three bundles, namely skill-enhancing, motivation-enhancing, and opportunity-
enhancing HR practices (following Jiang, Lepak, Hu & Baer, 2012). By doing this one can 
accommodate for disproportionate emphasis on specific HR practices with more items 
than other practices (Lepak et al., 2006). In chapter 6 these three bundles are referred 
to as a measure of high performance work system (HPWS) (Appelbaum, Bailey, Berg & 
Kalleberg, 2000).

2. Vertical level
The presence and coverage measures assess HR practices at the practice level, and not 
the level of HR policies, HR philosophies, HR principles or HR techniques. As discussed 
in chapter 1, one of the debates in the HRM literature concerns the HR architecture. 
Distinctions have for example been proposed between HR principles, HR policies, HR 
programs, HR practices, and HR climate (Arthur & Boyles, 2007). Lack of clarity emerges 
when the HR practices construct is used to refer not only to actual HR activities, but also 
to these aspects of the so-called HR architecture, such as the HR principles and policies 
adopted by the organization (Becker & Gerhart, 1996; Delery, 1998; Delery & Shaw, 2001). 
This is for example the case when measures of HR practices do not focus on the extent 
to which selection interviews are used, but also on the underlying philosophy regarding 
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the importance of selecting the right person for a position. The presence and coverage 
measures used focus therefore on the practice level instead of other levels in the HR 
architecture. The measure capturing employee evaluations of HR practices is based on 
various previous studies and as a result this measure includes different levels of the HR 
architecture.

3. Referent
The issue of referents used in items regarding HR practices is important and for example 
discussed by Arthur and Boyles (2007). This thesis aims to compare two types of employee 
reports (chapter 4), and employee and managerial reports of HR activities (chapter 5) and 
to enable this type of comparison, the referent for each of the HR practices items is the 
unit. In chapters 4 and 5 managers and employees report regarding practices in the unit 
and not regarding whether practices are present for them personally, which means that 
a referent-shift consensus model is used (Chan, 1998). We follow Chan (1998) who argues 
that this type of model is appropriate when one is interested in reports regarding HR 
practices considering the unit as a whole, and when the goal is to aggregate a construct 
to a higher level (Chan, 1998). This is in line with the warning by Guest (2001) who has 
argued that one should not be too surprised by low levels of agreement when managers 
report regarding practices across the workplace and employees regarding their personal 
experience of practices. Klein, Conn, Smith and Sorra (2001) have provided empirical 
support for this, as it was found that for descriptive items the use of a group rather 
than individual referent was associated with higher levels of within-group agreement. By 
making use the same referent a potential source of divergence is removed, as employees 
and managers report regarding the same object. For chapter 4 the use of the same 
referent for the different types of measures is also important as it would not be possible 
to determine whether differences across the two types of items can be attributed to the 
content of items, or to differences in referent. Therefore, the same referent is used across 
all items. This allows for conceptually meaningful comparisons between the two types 
of reports and aggregation of responses to the unit level is then also more appropriate 
conceptually. The use of a referent-shift consensus model is an important characteristic 
of our measures as it means that insight is gained in whether a practice is present or 
available in a work unit, but not whether the practice is available for a specific individual 
employee.

Characteristics of each of the individual measures
1. Response scale
The three measures used differ with respect to the response scales used. First, the 
coverage measure reflects the proportion of employees in a work unit for which a practice 
is available. Four response options are used: (1) ‘Yes, for all employees in this unit, (2) ‘Yes 
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for a majority of employees in this unit (>50%)’, (3) ‘Yes for a minority of employees in this 
unit (<50%)’, and (4) ‘No, for none of the employees in this unit’. The presence items make 
use of a yes/no response scale which represents whether a practice is present in the unit 
or not. The evaluation items are rated on a five-point Likert scale which varies from totally 
disagree to totally agree.

2. Item formulation
The measures regarding presence and coverage of HR activities make use of broadly 
the same set of items. These items were derived from Kroon et al. (2009), which are in 
turn based on Den Hartog and Verburg (2004), Boselie (2002), and De Kok, Uhlaner and 
Thurik (2002). Various items are used to assess employee evaluations of HR activities. The 
aim was to produce a measure which resembles the various ways in which evaluations of 
HR practices have been examined in previous studies. As the ultimate aim is to determine 
whether the different ways in which HR practices have been measured in previous studies 
affect the findings of studies, it is important to make use of a measure which resembles 
the measures that have been used in previous work. By doing this, conclusions can be 
drawn regarding whether these items make a difference in terms of, for example, their 
associations with outcomes. The items were therefore derived from a range of previous 
studies (Allen, Shore & Griffeth, 2003; Delery & Doty, 1996; Macky & Boxall, 2007; 
Paré & Tremblay, 2007; Snell & Dean, 1992; Sun, Aryee & Law, 2007; Wright, Gardner, 
Moynihan & Allen, 2005). Each of these studies include items which concern evaluations 
of HR activities, although each of the items is different in the different studies. Some 
studies only include a few evaluative items, and as the aim was not to compare one 
specific measure of HR practices, a variety of items is selected from the different studies.

As a result of this, different ways of evaluating HR practices are included in the 
resulting measure. For example, items focus on the importance of practices, the extent 
of investment, or their fairness. Including these different types of items is valuable as it 
reflects the mixture of evaluations previously used. An important step is to establish the 
distinctiveness of these evaluative measures when related to assessments of implemented 
HR practices. Next steps could then potentially focus on identifying different types of 
evaluations of HR practices.

Observations regarding coverage of HR practices
In the questionnaire that was used for chapter 4 and 5, data was also collected regarding 
the coverage of HR practices. The initial aim was also to compare coverage and presence 
reports of practices. Unfortunately a large amount of missing values was observed in 
coverage reports of HR practices. A potential reason for this is that respondents were 
asked to report for each of the items on two rating scales, one reflecting presence and the 
other one reflecting coverage. For each item a column was provided to indicate whether 
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a practice was present (yes/no), and next to that a second column was provided which 
represented the proportion of employees covered. Potentially respondents might have 
perceived answering these questions as too much of a burden, and as a result they have 
not reported about some of these practices. It is also possible that the distinction between 
the two rating scales was not emphasized sufficiently in the lay-out of the questionnaire, 
and potentially respondents did not recognize the two types of rating scales as a result of 
this. All in all, the resulting substantial amount of missing data prevented the comparison 
between presence and coverage reports of HR activities in chapters 4 and 5.

Additional variables
A variety of measures was used to investigate the link between HR practices and 
outcomes. These measures include affective commitment (Allen & Meyer, 1990; 
Jak  & Evers, 2010) (chapters 4 and 5), organizational commitment (Moideenkutty, 
Blau, Kumar  &  Nalakath,  2001) (chapter 6), work engagement (Schaufeli, Bakker & 
Salanova,  2006) (chapter  4 and  5), job satisfaction (Wanous, Reichers & Hudy, 1997) 
(chapter  5), OCBO (Tsui, Pierce, Porter & Tripoli, 1997) (chapter 5), job strain (Van 
Veldhoven & Meijman, 1994) (chapter 6), and comparative unit performance (Guest & 
Peccei, 2001; Ramsay, Scholarios  &  Harley, 2000; Wall et al., 2004) (chapter 5). These 
outcome measures reflect a mix of attitudinal and behavioral outcomes, both positive 
and negative, and also a measure of performance is included. More detailed information 
regarding each of these measures can be found in each of the chapters.

In addition to these outcome variables, chapter 6 examines employee attributions 
regarding why HR practices are used (Nishii et al., 2008). These HR attributions are 
examined for each of the five functional areas as described above and this measure is 
described in more detail in chapter 6.

Analyses
Due to the dissimilar nature of each of the research questions, three different sets of 
analyses are carried out for the three empirical chapters. First, chapter 4 examines 
employee reports of two types of measures of HR activities. As the employees are nested 
within units, multilevel analyses are performed in Mplus to control for the potential 
effects of interdependence between respondents. To examine the distinctiveness of the 
two types of measures multilevel CFA is carried out for each of the five functional HR 
practices. To examine associations with outcomes multilevel correlations are calculated 
which control for potential interdependence between employees. Second, as chapter 5 
examines employee and managerial reports of implemented HR practices within the unit, 
employee data is aggregated to the level of the unit. Analyses are performed in SPSS and 
were aimed at gaining insight in the degree of convergence between reports by inspecting 
mean scores, and correlations. To gain insight in associations with outcomes, correlations 
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are examined at the aggregate level (as multilevel regressions were found to provide 
the same pattern of findings) and Steiger’s Z-test (Steiger, 1980) is performed to assess 
whether correlations are significantly different for managers and employees. Finally, 
chapter 6 makes use of multilevel analysis and applies the guidelines by MacKinnon, 
Fairchild and Fritz (2007) and Sobel (1982) to examine relationships between implemented 
HR activities as rated by line managers and employee reports of HR attributions, and well-
being related outcomes.
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Abstract
Research regarding the linkage between HRM and outcomes has recently relied 
more strongly on employees as respondents to HR practices measures. Despite the 
increasing focus on employee assessments of HR practices a number of question remain 
regarding how to measure these practices. The current study compares two types of 
HR practices measures which have been frequently used in extant literature. Measures 
of implemented HR practices focus on obtaining a factual description of whether HR 
practices are present, while evaluations of HR practices assess an individual’s subjective 
interpretation or evaluation of HR practices. By making use of employee data collected 
in the Netherlands regarding both types of measures (N = 300) insight is gained in the 
distinctiveness of these measures and their linkages with outcomes. Analyses confirm 
hypothesis 1 and show that measures of implemented practices and evaluations of 
practices can indeed be distinguished, and this is holds for all five functional practices 
examined. Evidence regarding the associations with outcomes (i.e. work engagement and 
affective commitment) is mixed as for some functional practices we find differences in 
the strength of the association of the two types of measures and the outcomes but this is 
not the case for all functional practices. These results have important implications for HR 
survey research as it shows that the use of different types of measures of HR practices 
has consequences for the findings of studies. Based on these outcomes a more extensive 
debate is called for in future research regarding the measurement of HR practices.
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Introduction
Research on the link between HRM and employee and organizational outcomes has 
progressed and grown substantially over the last decades (Paauwe, 2009). Mainstream 
HRM-performance studies have examined by means of surveys the relationship between 
HR practices and outcomes (e.g., Guest, Michie, Conway & Sheehan, 2003; Huselid, 1995; 
MacDuffie, 1995; Takeuchi, Lepak, Wang & Takeuchi, 2007). Some preliminary evidence 
exists that HR practices are important predictors of both individual outcomes (such 
as well-being and job performance) and organizational outcomes (Combs, Liu, Hall & 
Ketchen, 2006; Jiang, Lepak, Hu & Baer, 2012; Subramony, 2009).

While the majority of studies examining the HRM-performance linkage at first 
mainly relied on managerial reports of HR practices (Boselie, Dietz & Boon, 2005), 
more recently the tendency has been to use employees as respondents to HR practices 
measures (e.g., Macky & Boxall, 2007; Wright, Gardner & Moynihan, 2003; Wright, Gardner, 
Moynihan & Allen, 2005). Employee perceptions and evaluations of HR practices have been 
argued to be crucial in understanding the linkage between HRM and outcomes (Bowen & 
Ostroff, 2004; Nishii & Wright, 2008; Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007). Based on the work of 
Nishii and Wright (2008), who have distinguished between intended, actual and perceived 
HR practices, it is argued that perceptions of employees regarding practices can differ as 
a result of (a) variation in actual HR practices (for example as a result of differentiation 
in HR programs (Lepak & Snell, 2002)), (b) due to differences in implementation across 
employees or employee groups (Macky & Boxall, 2007; Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007), 
and  (c)  as a result of variations in how individuals interpret and perceive HR-related 
information (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; Nishii & Wright, 2008).

Based on reasons described above, perceptions of employees of HR practices have 
become central in understanding the link between HR practices and outcomes, and as 
a result, more and more studies have collected data on HR practices from employees 
(e.g., Boon, Den Hartog, Boselie & Paauwe, 2011; Boxall, Ang & Bartram, 2011; Macky & 
Boxall, 2007; Paré & Tremblay, 2007; Wright et al., 2003; Wright et al., 2005). These measures 
of employee perceptions focus on employee reports of the extent to which certain practices 
are implemented and herewith insight is gained in the presence or availability of certain 
activities from the employees’ point of view. Besides from these descriptive reports of 
implemented HR practices, researchers have also examined subjective evaluations of 
practices. While descriptive measures would for example focus on whether performance 
appraisals are carried out, evaluations would focus on employees’ opinions regarding the 
usefulness of these conversations.

While examining both types of reports regarding HR practices is potentially 
valuable, clarity of constructs becomes a problem when the term perceived HR practices 
is used to refer to different things, including both employee reports of the practices that 
are implemented practices in the work unit as well as employee evaluations of those 
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practices (see chapter 2). This issue is reflected in current literature as a wide variety of 
measures is used to assess HR practices which signals a lack of conformity or agreement 
regarding the operationalization of this fundamental variable. As employee perceptions 
gain more attention in extant literature, more attention should also be devoted to the 
conceptualization and operationalization of this important variable.

Conceptually, a distinction can be made between employee reports of implemented 
HR practices and employee evaluations of HR practices. Implemented HR practices refer, 
in line with Wright and Boswell (2002), to the ‘actual programs, processes and techniques 
that actually get operationalized in the unit’ (pp. 263-264). These reports can take different 
forms as employees can for example indicate whether practices are present, available, 
or used. These descriptions by employees of what is happening in terms of HR activities 
are characterized by a certain level of facticity as they only reflect to what extent activities 
are being carried out or implemented according to employees. Examples of these types 
of measures can be found in a number of studies by Wright (Kehoe & Wright, 2013; 
Wright et al., 2003; Wright et al., 2005) in which implemented HR practices are examined 
by focusing on the presence of particular practices by making use of a yes/no format. An 
example of an item used in these studies is ‘Employees in this job regularly (at least once 
a year) receive a formal evaluation of their performance’. This item and the various other 
items used in these studies could be labeled as measures of implemented HR practices 
as they aim to provide a factual description of the activities taking place.

At the same time, employees can be asked to provide an evaluation of HR 
practices. These evaluations reflect subjective employee interpretations and assessments 
of (qualities of) a practice. These evaluations include, for example, whether a practice is 
viewed as useful, fair, sufficient and so on. Examples of these types of items can be found 
in the study by Paré and Tremblay (2007). Employees’ personal experiences regarding a 
practice are examined in this study and an agreement response format is used. An example 
item is ‘I estimate my salary as being fair internally’. This item reflects an evaluation of 
a practice as employee’s subjective experiences with the practice are examined. These 
items can take a number of different forms, as some focus on employee evaluations of 
fairness or justice, and others focus more on satisfaction related aspects. Based on the 
examples provided, it is clear that these items reflect conceptually distinct notions.

While both implemented HR practices as well as evaluations of HR practices are 
interesting and potentially useful, these notions are thus conceptually distinct. Extant 
studies have however assessed perceived HR practices while including both items 
focused on implemented practices and items that assess employee evaluations of 
practices. The assumption seems to be that these different types of items are comparable 
as meta-analyses have been performed on the link between HR practices and outcomes 
in which the results based on different measures are compared (Combs et al., 2006; 
Jiang et al., 2012; Subramony, 2009). For example, Combs et al. (2006) include the study 
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by Delery and Doty (1996) which assesses participation by asking, among other questions, 
whether employees in a specific job are allowed to make many decisions. While this item 
reflects a subjective evaluation, Wright et al. (2005) also study participation but they assess 
implemented practices by means of an item focusing on whether employees in a particular 
job are involved in formal participation processes such as quality improvement groups. 
This illustrates the variety in types of items that is currently compared in meta-analyses. It 
is however unclear whether the findings of studies making use of different measures can 
be compared as it is unknown how the different types of items interrelate. The current 
study therefore examines whether the conceptually distinct notions of implemented HR 
practices and evaluations of HR practices can also be empirically distinguished.

The goal of this study is twofold. First, measures of implemented practices and 
evaluations of practices are compared and it is examined whether the measures can be 
empirically distinguished. Second, it is examined whether the measures relate differentially 
to frequently studied outcomes in HRM research, namely affective commitment and 
work engagement. This study herewith aims to contribute to the literature by examining 
empirically the implications of the use of different measures at the employee level. In the 
following section the hypotheses are presented which concern the distinctiveness of the 
two measures and their differential relationship with outcome measures.

Implemented HR practices versus evaluations of HR practices
It is argued that measures of implemented HR practices and evaluations of HR practices 
are conceptually distinct. Similar to these different types of reports of HR practices, in 
the literature regarding job characteristics a distinction is made between the notions of 
objective and subjective reports of the work environment by employees (e.g. Spector & 
Fox, 2003). A substantial body of research is available discussing types of items to be used 
to assess one’s objective work environment. Frese and Zapf (1988) for example distinguish 
between objective and subjective stressors in which the term objective is used to describe 
employee reports of stressors which are not related to one’s individual perception. 
Objective reports of stressors are argued not to be influenced by an individual’s cognitive 
and emotional processing. Subjective reports on the other hand contain both stressor 
perceptions and stressor appraisals and are reflections of an individual’s cognitive and 
emotional processing (Frese & Zapf, 1988).

When translated to the employee reports of HR practices, descriptive and evaluative 
reports of HR practices can be distinguished. Descriptive HR practices measures reflect, 
similar to the notion of objective job stressors, employee reports of HR practices which are 
less strongly affected by the individuals cognitive or emotional processing as compared to 
evaluative measures. These items aim to assess characteristics of the work environment 
by means of items questioning the presence of a certain practice. The second type of items, 
assessing evaluations of HR practices, focuses on an individual’s subjective interpretation 
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and emotional appraisal of a practice. For example, instead of assessing the presence of 
formal performance appraisals, an evaluative item would assess whether the performance 
appraisal is viewed as fair and accurate. Both types of measures have been used in extant 
literature while the nature of the items differs substantially as measures of implemented 
HR practices reflect more concrete descriptions of the work environment which do not 
provide room for an employees’ individual emotional appraisal whereas evaluations of 
HR practices focus on the meaning that is attached to a certain practice.

Measures of implemented HR practices assess a particular characteristic of the 
work environment without incorporating subjective interpretations on behalf of the 
respondent. For example, the use of selection interviews is examined. Evaluations of HR 
practices aim to assess one’s subjective evaluation of these practices. While implemented 
practices thus only examine whether a practice is present, evaluations leave room for 
individual evaluations of these practices. Based on this distinction, it is expected that the 
two measures can be empirically distinguished. It is expected that this differentiation 
generalizes across a range of functional HR practices studied in extant literature. In 
the current study five commonly included functional practices are included, namely 
recruitment and selection, training and development, participation and communication, 
performance appraisal, and reward (Boselie et al., 2005; Posthuma, Campion, Masimova & 
Campion, 2013).

Hypothesis 1: Measures of implemented HR practices and evaluations of HR 
practices can be distinguished. This finding generalizes across functional 
practices, i.e. for each of the five functional practices studied the two 
measures can be distinguished.

Association with affective commitment and work engagement
The question becomes whether the two types of measures differentially relate to 
outcomes. Currently different types of measures are used and findings of studies based 
on these different measures are compared, but it is unclear to what extent the type of 
measure affects the findings of studies. The current study therefore relates the different 
measures to two frequently studied outcome measures; affective commitment and 
work engagement. Various previous studies have linked HR practices to these outcomes, 
herewith emphasizing the centrality of these outcome measures in the HRM literature 
(Boselie et al., 2005; Kehoe & Wright, 2013; Wright & Kehoe, 2008). Affective commitment 
is an important variable given that it has been linked to various important employee 
and organizational level outcomes (Meyer, Stanley, Herscovitch & Topolnytsky, 2002). 
Similarly, work engagement has gained substantial attention in recent research (Bakker, 
Demerouti & Sanz-Vergel, 2014) and HR practices have been linked to this important 
outcome construct (Alfes, Shantz, Truss & Soane, 2013). Given the centrality of both 
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affective commitment and work engagement in the literature it is examined whether the 
different types of measures differentially relate to these outcomes.

Based on extant literature, it is argued that both presence of practices as well as 
evaluations of practices will positively relate to these outcomes. One of the rationales 
for linking practices to these outcomes is that HR practices signal an investment of the 
organization in the employee, which results in reciprocation by the employee for example 
by showing heightened levels of commitment or work engagement (Gould-Williams & 
Davies, 2005). Based on this social exchange argumentation, both implemented practices 
as well as evaluations of practices would be expected to be associated with these outcomes. 

When comparing the two types of measures, it is argued that evaluations of 
practices are more strongly related to these outcomes than measures of implemented 
practices. The idea is that an employees’ evaluation of a practice captures the value that 
an employee attaches to the practice. When a practice is perceived as more valuable it is 
expected that the employee will be more likely to want to return this investment. Thus, 
although it is expected that employees perceive the presence of a yearly performance 
evaluation as an investment on behalf of the organization, an employee’s evaluation 
of whether this evaluation is fair and accurate is expected to more strongly reflect an 
individuals’ appreciation of the practice. While the presence of a practice thus signals an 
investment on behalf of the organization in the employee, an employee’s evaluation of 
the practice reflects the extent to which this investment is valued. Based on the above it is 
thus expected that both types of measures will be associated with affective commitment 
and work engagement, but this association is stronger for evaluations of HR practices as 
compared to implemented HR practices.

Hypothesis 2: Measures of implemented HR practices and evaluations of HR 
practices are differentially associated with affective commitment and work 
engagement, with evaluations of HR practices having a stronger association 
with these outcomes than implemented HR practices.

Method

Participants and procedure
In order to study the distinctiveness of the measures and their association with outcome 
measures, survey data was collected among employees in the Netherlands. Employees 
from 131 work units participated in the study by filling out a questionnaire. No restrictions 
were imposed on the type of work unit to be included in the study so these work units 
stem from a variety of organizations which operate in a variety of branches (e.g., financial 
services, health care, education, government, and manufacturing) and vary in size. Only 
one unit per organization is included in the study in order to limit the nesting to one 



66

Chapter 4

4

level (employees in units). This study was part of a bigger project in which data collection 
also took place among managers. The questionnaire is administered both online and on 
paper. Students assisted in the data collection for their MSc thesis and they were closely 
supervised through all the steps of data collection by the first author. Students contacted 
organizations through their own network and were instructed about the type of work 
units that should be included in the study, and the way respondents should be informed 
about the research. 

Students were instructed to collect data from three or four employees in a unit 
and their line manager. In order to retain as many respondents as possible, however, we 
also included units with a smaller amount of responses per unit in this study. Employees 
in the unit were randomly selected for participation in the study as the line manager 
was provided with a selection of letters of the alphabet based on which employees with 
their last name starting with this letter were selected. After listwise deletion of missings 
took place the total sample consists of 300 employees from 131 units. The number of 
responses per unit ranges from one to six, with a mean of 2.75 respondents per unit.

Description of the sample
Units part of a wide variety of organizations located in the Netherlands are represented 
in the sample. Both profit as well as non-profit organizations are included. Non-profit 
organizations include educational institutions, governmental bodies, and care related 
organizations. Organizations in the profit sector include commercial services (shops, 
restaurants). Organizations vary in size.

The mean age of respondents included in the sample is 37 years. 45% of 
respondents is male. With respect to educational level, for 15% of respondents 
lower vocational education or high school is the highest level of education. For 18% 
this is vocational education, 37% higher vocational education, and 28% university 
level education. Occupational type varies, with 23% representing managers/senior 
professionals (general management, senior consultants), 26% professionals (researchers, 
engineers, doctors), 19% semi-professionals (nurses, IT specialist), 16% administrative 
and secretarial employees (secretary, clerical officers), 14% sales/customer service/
leisure (shop attendant), and 1% skilled workers (manufacturing) (machine operator) or 
routine-unskilled (manual workers).

Measures
Implemented HR practices
Implemented HR practices assess the presence of a practice in a work unit by means 
of a yes/no response scale. This type of measure is in line with the measurement of HR 
practices in previous work (Kehoe & Wright, 2013; Wright et al., 2005). Prior to the items 
an instruction was provided in which the respondents were asked to indicate whether 
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the activities listed were present for employees in the unit. A referent shift model is thus 
used which means that respondents were asked to indicate whether practices were 
present for employees in the unit. Subsequently a list of practices was provided. Based on 
previous studies (Boselie et al., 2005; Posthuma et al., 2013), five categories of functional 
practices are assessed: (1) recruitment and selection, (2) training and development, 
(3) reward, (4) participation and communication, and (5) performance appraisal. For each 
of these activities a sample item is provided below. See the appendix for the full list of 
items included.

Recruitment and selection was assessed based on four items and one of the items 
included was: ‘Selection interviews for the selection of new employees’. Cronbach’s Alpha 
of these items is .709. For training and development we used seven items in which we asked 
respondents regarding the presence of, for example, ‘regular training and development 
(at least once a year)’. Cronbach’s Alpha of these items is .827. For reward (6 items) 
we asked employees whether a number of activities were present, such as ‘Pay rises 
based on individual performance’. Cronbach’s Alpha of these items is .691. Participation 
and communication (9 items) was assessed through items questioning for example the 
presence of ‘regular meetings in the work unit’. Cronbach’s Alpha of these items is .721. And 
finally, performance appraisal was assessed through five items, for example questioning 
the presence of ‘yearly evaluation of individual performance’. Cronbach’s Alpha of these 
items is .679.

Evaluations of HR practices
Evaluations of HR practices were derived from previous studies. As our study aims 
to compare items previously used for assessing HR practices, we made use of items 
stemming from a variety of studies. We aimed to include a wide variety of evaluative items 
and therefore we used small selections of items from a range of previous studies (Allen, 
Shore & Griffeth, 2003; Delery & Doty, 1996; Macky & Boxall, 2007; Paré & Tremblay, 2007; 
Snell & Dean, 1992; Sun, Aryee & Law, 2007; Wright et al., 2005). Respondents were 
asked to indicate on a five-point Likert scale to what extent they agreed with each of the 
statements. 

For recruitment and selection four items were used, two based on Sun et al. (2007) 
and two based on Snell and Dean (1992). A sample item is ‘Selection of new employees 
is very important in this unit’. Cronbach’s Alpha of these items is .785. For training and 
development seven items are used which are derived from different studies (Delery & 
Doty, 1996; Macky & Boxall, 2007; Snell & Dean, 1992; Sun et al., 2007). An example item 
is ‘A lot of money is invested in training employees in this unit’. Cronbach’s Alpha of these 
items is .837. Six items are used to assess reward which are based on various previous 
studies (Allen et al., 2003; Paré & Tremblay, 2007; Snell & Dean, 1992; Wright et al., 2005). 
An example item is ‘I estimate my salary as being fair internally’. Cronbach’s Alpha of 
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these items is .785. Performance appraisal is measured based on four items of which one 
is: ‘Appraisals of my performance are fair and accurate’. Items were derived from Snell 
and Dean (1992), Macky and Boxall (2007), Delery and Doty (1996), and Sun et al. (2007). 
Cronbach’s Alpha of these items is .781. Participation and communication is assessed 
through five items, one being ‘Supervisors keep open communications with employees 
in this job’. The items are based on Delery and Doty (1996), Sun et al. (2007), Macky and 
Boxall (2007) and Paré and Tremblay (2007). Cronbach’s Alpha of these items is .826.

Outcome measures 
Nine items are used to assess work engagement (UWES-9 by Schaufeli, Bakker and 
Salanova  (2006)) and these are rated on a seven-point frequency rating scale ranging 
from 0 (never) to 6 (always). An example item is ‘At my work, I feel bursting with energy’. 
Cronbach’s alpha of this scale is .934.

Five items were used to assess affective commitment. The items are based on items 
by Allen and Meyer (1990) but translated to Dutch by Jak and Evers (2010). The adaptations 
include removal of three items and adaptation of reversed items. A five-point response 
scale is used with answer categories varying from (1) weakly applies to me to (5) strongly 
applies to me. Consistent with the measures of HR practices we changed the referent 
from organization to unit. An example item is ‘I really feel as if this units problems are my 
own’. Cronbach’s alpha is .849.

Statistical analyses
The current study makes use of data collected among employees in work units. In order 
to control for the potential effects of interdependence between respondents multilevel 
analyses are performed in Mplus (version 7.11, Muthén & Muthén, 1998). The multilevel 
analyses are carried out in two steps. 

First, to test hypothesis 1, multilevel CFA is performed to examine for each of the 
five functional HR practices the two measures used. It is examined whether two distinct 
measures can be identified or whether both measures reflect the same underlying factor. 
In these analyses we model a one and two factor model on the individual level and by 
specifying a saturated model on the unit level we control for the effect of nesting of 
employees in units. In the one factor model all items are modeled to load on one factor, 
whereas the two factor model reflects the hypothesized distinction in implemented 
practices and evaluations of practices. The fit of the one factor model (both types of 
items loading on one factor) is compared to the two factor model (both types loading on 
a separate factor) by means of a Chi2 different test. Fit indices are examined in order to 
evaluate model fit. Factor correlations are examined in order to evaluate the extent of 
overlap between the two factors.

Secondly, to test hypothesis 2, multilevel correlations are examined for each of the 
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functions in which the associations are examined between the two types of measures of 
a functional practice and commitment and engagement. By doing this the association 
between two measures of the same practice and outcomes is examined while taking 
into account the nesting of employees in units. Scale scores are used in the analysis as 
including the individual items by creating latent variables is not possible due to the amount 
of additional parameters that this type of analysis requires. It is examined whether the 
strength of the correlations differs significantly by means of a Steiger’s Z-test with a one-
tailed test (Steiger, 1980).

Results

CFA of the five functional HR practices
For each of the five functions the fit of a one and two factor multilevel CFA model is 
compared in order to test hypothesis 1. Results are reported in Table I. For recruitment and 
selection a two factor model was found to provide a better fit to the data (ΔChi2 = 54.364, 
df = 1, p = .000). The fit of this two factor model is adequate (RMSEA = .065, TLI = .882, 
CFI = .960). Correlation between the factors is .396. For performance appraisal a two 
factor model was also found to provide a better fit to the data (ΔChi2 = 96.653, df = 1, 
p = .000). The fit is this two factor model is adequate (RMSEA = .070, TLI = .832, CFI = .939). 
Correlation between the factors is .394. For training and development the total number 
of items for implemented practices and evaluations of practices is 14. This number of 
items in combination with the number of units in our dataset causes difficulties. As a 
result, two items with the lowest loadings on the factors have been removed (one of 
the implemented HR practices items, and one of the evaluative items). The resulting 
two factor model provides a significantly better fit to the data compared to a model in 
which all items load on one factor (ΔChi2 = 129.321, df = 1, p = .000). The fit is this two 
factor model is adequate (RMSEA = .065, TLI = .857, CFI = .942). Correlation between the 
factors is .494. For communication and participation two items (from the implemented HR 
practices scale) have been removed based on their low loadings, and the resulting two 
factor model provides a significantly better fit to the data compared to a one factor model 
(ΔChi2 = 62.134, df = 1, p = .000). The fit is this two factor model is adequate (RMSEA = .051, 
TLI = .868, CFI = .947) and the correlation between factors is .493. For reward we have 
removed two items from the implemented HR practices scale and the resulting two factor 
model was also found to provide a better fit to the data (ΔChi2 = 21.689 df = 1, p = .000). The 
fit is this two factor model is adequate (RMSEA = .045, TLI = .927, CFI = .972). Correlation 
between the factors is 0.395. 

In sum, two factor models in which a distinction is made between implemented 
HR practices and evaluations of HR practices fit the data significantly better than one 
factor models and this holds for all five functional practices examined. Correlations 
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between factors are quite consistent as for training and development, and participation 
and communication the factor correlations are .494 and .493 respectively, and for reward, 
recruitment and selection, and performance appraisal correlations are .395, .396 and .394 
respectively. These findings show that for each of the functions measures of implemented 
HR practices and evaluations of HR practices are distinct but related. In order to investigate 
the distinctiveness of the two measures further the items are related to outcomes to 
examine potential differential associations with outcomes.

Associations with affective commitment and work engagement
In order to examine whether the two measures differentially relate to outcomes, 
correlation coefficients on the within level are presented in Table II. These correlation 
coefficients control for potential effects of nesting of employees in units and are tested 
based on a one-tailed test. 

On the whole, we find for two functional practices that evaluations of HR practices 
are significantly correlated with the outcomes and measures of implemented HR practices 
are not, and this difference in correlation coefficients is significant for one of the practices 
(recruitment and selection) but not for the other (training and development). For one 
of the practices only small differences in the strength of the correlations are found 
(performance appraisal) and for one of the practices (reward) the pattern of correlations 

Table I: Multilevel CFA of the five functional HR practices

Model Chi2(df), p RMSEA TLI CFI Factor 
correlation

Model comparison
(M2 vs. M1)

ΔChi2 (Δdf), p
Training and development

M1 250.283 (54), .0000 .110 .594 .834

M2 120.962 (53), .0000 .065 .857 .942 .494 129.321(1), .000

Participation and communication

M1 157.094 (54), .0000 .080 .682 .870

M2 94.960 (53), .0004 .051 .868 .947 .493 62.134(1), .000

Reward

M1 76.122 (35), .0001 .063 .857 .944

M2 54.433 (34), .0145 .045 .927 .972 .395 21.689(1), .000

Recruitment and selection

M1 97.177 (20), .0000 .113 .635 .870

M2 42.813 (19), .0014 .065 .882 .960 .396 54.364(1), .000

Performance appraisal

M1 161.142 (27), .000 .129 .437 .789

M2 64.489 (26), .000 .070 .832 .939 .394 96.653(1), .000

Note: M1: one factor model, M2: two factor model
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is in the opposite direction as presence is more strongly associated with commitment 
and engagement, although this difference in strength of the correlation is only significant 
for commitment. For one of the practices, participation and communication, we find 
significant links between both types of measures and the outcomes but evaluations are 
more strongly associated with commitment, and implemented HR practices are more 
strongly correlated with engagement (although both differences are not significant). In 
the following part the results are discussed in more detail starting with the correlations 
found for commitment.

It is found that items assessing implemented selection practices are not significantly 
associated with commitment (r = .037, p =.531) while evaluations are significantly related 
with this outcome (r =.204, p = .008). This difference in the strength of correlations is 
statistically significant (Z = -2.41971, p = .0078). The same pattern of results is found 
for training and development where we find that evaluations of training are significantly 
related to commitment (r = .168, p = .043) but measures of implemented training practices 
are not (r = .065, p = .474), but this difference not significant (Z = -1.59446, p = .0554). 
For participation and communication we find that both evaluations are significantly 
related to commitment (r = .273, p = .000) as well as implementation of these practices 
(r = .239, p  =  .001). While the correlation for evaluations is somewhat stronger than 
the correlation for implemented practices, this difference is not significant (Z = .69851, 
p = .2424). For performance appraisal both implemented HR practices and evaluations 
correlate significantly with commitment (implemented: r = .176, p = .012, evaluation: 
r = .163, p = .033). As the strength of these correlations is similar the difference is not 
significant (Z = .19072, p = 0.4244). For reward we find a different pattern of results as 
implemented HR practices relate significantly to commitment (implemented: r = .371, 
p =  .000) but evaluations do not (evaluation: r = .077, p =  .370) and this difference in 
strength of correlations is significant (Z = 4.33210, p = .000).

For engagement a similar pattern of results is found. It is found that items regarding 
the presence of selection practices are not significantly associated with engagement 
(r  =  .080, p = .370) while evaluative items are significantly related with this outcome 
(r = .223, p = .006). This difference in the strength of correlations is statistically significant 
(Z = -2.08563, p = .0185). The same pattern of results is found for training and development 
where we find that evaluations of training are significantly related to engagement (r = .163, 
p = .032) but measures of implemented training practices are not (r = .056, p = .406) but this 
difference not significant (Z = -1.65723, p = .0487). For participation and communication we 
find that implemented practices are significantly related to engagement (r = .187, p = .003) 
and evaluations of HR practices are associated with engagement as well (r = .158, p = .053). 
This small difference in strength of correlations is not significant (Z = .43705, p = .331). 
For performance appraisal both implementation and evaluation correlate significantly 
with engagement (implementation: r = .214, p = .001, evaluation: r = .203, p = .016). The 
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strength of these correlations is around the same level and therefore not significantly 
different (Z =  .16331, p = .4351). For reward we find that both implementation ratings 
and evaluations are not significantly related to engagement (implementation: r =  .109, 
p = .144, evaluation: r = .060, p = .506) and this difference in strength of correlations is not 
significant (Z = .69851, p = .2424). 

In sum, it can thus be concluded that for the ten correlations studied, our 
hypothesis is confirmed in two cases, while in five cases correlations for evaluations 
were not significantly stronger than for implemented practices, in two cases correlations 
for implemented practices were (not significantly) stronger than for evaluations, and in 
one case the correlation for implemented practices was significantly stronger than for 
evaluations.

Discussion and conclusion
Although the measurement of HR practices through employee surveys is central in 
mainstream HRM-outcome studies, important questions remain. One of these concerns 
the lack of consensus regarding the measures to be used. Existing measures include those 
focused on factual descriptions of the presence of a practice (implemented HR practices), 
and those focused on interpretations and evaluations of practices. This study examined 
whether the different types of measures currently used can be distinguished empirically. 
This is important as in order to further advance our knowledge regarding HR practices 
and their links with outcomes more insight should be gained in the measurement of this 
variable.

The findings of our study show, in line with our hypothesis, that measures of 
implemented HR practices and evaluations of HR practices of the same functional practice 
can be empirically distinguished. For each of the five functional practices examined it 
was found that different types of items can be distinguished; one focusing on factual 
descriptions of presence of certain activities and the other focusing on subjective 
evaluations of these activities. Additionally, the current study shows that the type of 
question used to assess HR practices makes a difference. The different measures can be 
distinguished empirically and most importantly are found to make a difference in terms 
of the associations that are shown with particular employee attitudes. This finding is 
crucial as it makes clear that different conclusions are drawn regarding the relationships 
between HR activities and commitment and engagement depending on the type of 
measure of HR practices used.

The differences found regarding the associations of the two types of measures 
and commitment and engagement were found to vary across the functional practices 
examined. For recruitment and selection significantly stronger correlations are found 
for evaluations of HR practices than for implemented HR practices, and for two other 
functions (performance appraisal, and training and development) we find the same 
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pattern of results where evaluations are more strongly correlated with commitment and 
engagement, although these differences in strength of correlations are not significant. For 
participation and communication the findings are mixed for the different outcomes, and 
for reward we find that implemented practices are more strongly linked to commitment 
and engagement. It can thus be concluded that the pattern of differences in correlations 
varies across the functional practices. Differences between the outcome measures only 
play a minor role, as the pattern of correlations is found to be consistent for engagement 
and commitment. On the whole it can be concluded that out of the 10 associations 
examined, seven associations showed stronger links between evaluations and outcomes, 
and three associations were in the opposite direction.

Implications
Our findings show that the different measures tap into different constructs. The two 
constructs are also related though, as indicated by the correlation between the factors. 
Measures of implemented HR practices refer to employee observations of the presence 
of HR practices, which provides insight in the extent to which employees differ in whether 
they observe practices (Nishii & Wright, 2008). Evaluations of HR practices on the other 
hand refer to subjective interpretations and assessments of characteristics of a practice 
which is in line with the idea that employees can interpret practices differently (due 
to individual schemata, their history, and the social context) which results in variation 
across employees in their evaluations of practices (Nishii & Wright, 2008). These 
different components have not yet been explicitly distinguished in extant literature as 
both observations of practices as well as subjective interpretations and evaluations of 
these practices are used as measures of HR practices. Our findings suggest that further 
specificity can be gained in the measurement of HR practices by distinguishing between 
measures of implemented HR practices and evaluations of HR practices.

Our study shows that different measures provide different results. This finding 
has important implications for interpreting the findings of previous studies making use 
of employee measures of HR practices. In these studies both measures of implemented 
HR practices and evaluations of HR practices measures are used, which are reused in 
our study. As these different measures were found to be distinct, and as these measures 
relate differentially to attitudinal outcomes, one should carefully examine the measures 
used in extant studies when interpreting their findings. In these studies generally no 
distinction is made between different types of measures or items, while based on the 
results of this study it is expected that in previous work the reported relationships 
between HR practices and outcomes are affected by the type of measure used. When 
examining previous studies it becomes important to examine which type of measure is 
used and whether the selection of items might affect the findings of these studies.

What follows from this is that one should also be cautious when comparing the 
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findings of previous studies which are based on different operationalizations of the 
independent variable. Studies making use of evaluative measures of HR practices are 
expected to show, for certain functional practices, stronger associations with attitudinal 
outcomes as compared to measures of implemented HR practices. This finding raises 
important questions regarding the validity of the findings of meta-analyses in the field 
which have not yet taken into account this issue. It would be important to reexamine the 
findings of previous studies in search for potential patterns in the strength of relationships 
with outcomes depending on both the type of measure used and the functional practice 
examined.

Our study also suggests that difficulties might arise when different measures are 
included in one measurement scale. While both measures of implemented HR practices 
and evaluations of HR practices are valuable and can potentially be used to assess HR 
practices, the current study suggest that more insight can gained in the relationship 
between HR practices and outcomes when different types of measures are analyzed 
separately. Previous studies, such as that of Macky and Boxall (2007), have included both 
measures of implemented HR practices and evaluations of practices in their measure 
of HR practices. Although both aspects of HR practices are interesting and important, 
based on the findings of our study it would be more insightful to examine the two aspects 
separately. 

Additionally, it would be valuable if researchers would theorize more on which 
type of measure fits their research question best. Based on the research question at 
hand, researchers can determine whether implemented HR practices or evaluations of 
HR practices are the focus of one’s research. When designing a study in which employees 
respond to questions regarding HR practices, this issue should be considered. Future work 
that would provide argumentations for which type of measure to be used, is valuable.

Our study also has important implications for companies performing annual 
employee surveys with HR practices items included. As our study shows that evaluations 
of HR practices of some functional practices relate more strongly to attitudinal outcomes, 
it could be worthwhile for organizations to focus on this type of measure when trying 
to understand employee attitudes. On the other hand, when the goal is to examine the 
extent to which line-managers have implemented certain activities according to their 
employees, then implemented HR practices might be particularly useful. 

Future research
Our findings could have implications for various process models which have been 
proposed. In these models, such as those of Nishii and Wright (2008) and Purcell and 
Hutchinson (2007), the notion of perceived HR practices should be further specified. 
Clarity could be gained regarding whether employee perceptions of practices in these 
models reflect employee descriptions of implemented practices, or whether employee 
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evaluations of practices are implied.
The current study provides a number of suggestions for future empirical studies. 

Firstly, future research that would replicate these findings in different samples would 
be valuable. Examining these issues in different national contexts, sectors, and types 
of occupations would be valuable. Second, various outcome measures could be used 
to relate the different measures to. Next to attitudinal measures, the use of behavioral 
measures could be insightful. Also, relating the measures to data which is not collected 
in employee surveys would be beneficial as the effects of common method bias are then 
eliminated. Thirdly, it would be valuable to gain more insight in the differences across 
functional practices. It would be insightful to examine further what characteristics certain 
practices have in common which could explain the pattern in findings. Also, in the current 
study a number of correlations were not significantly different which could be due to the 
sample size in our study. Studies replicating our findings across different (larger) samples 
would be required as this would provide more insight in the robustness of our findings.

Additionally, it would be insightful to examine in more detail the measures 
of evaluations of HR practices. The current study makes use of items that have been 
previously used to measure HR practices but when examining these items in detail it can 
be argued that a variety of different types of evaluations is included. For example, some 
evaluations focus on the magnitude of the practice by examining the extent of investment 
in a practice or the importance placed on the practice. Other evaluations focus on the 
perceived fairness or justice of a practice. In our study we made use of evaluative items 
which have been used in previous research. While making use of previously used items 
is important in order to be able to comment on the findings of previous research, it also 
implies that that our measure of evaluations of HR practices reflects this variety of types 
of evaluations. This issue potentially provides an explanation for the different patterns 
found in the linkages between evaluations and commitment and engagement across the 
functions. Future studies should examine in more detail the type of evaluation used for 
the different functions and herewith more insight could be gained in differences across 
functional practices.

Limitations
Our study made use of data collected from one source. As a result, our study might 
be prone to common method effects or positive affectivity bias which would more 
strongly affect the measures of evaluations of practices and attitudinal outcomes than 
descriptions of practices, resulting in higher correlations between the former two. Our 
findings suggest that this concern is not justified as not every evaluative measure of HR 
practices is related to the outcomes which would be the case if the practices measures 
and outcome measure are affected by a common third factor. As we find for reward that 
evaluations are not linked to the outcomes, this means that a general positive affective 
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state or common method bias does not affect our findings. Nevertheless, future research 
might include objective measures (e.g. performance data) in order to link employee HR 
practices measures to outcomes based on a different data source.

In the current study respondents have both assessed the presence of an activity as 
well their evaluation of this activity. It could be argued that in principle an employee can 
only evaluate a practice when it is present. In the current study we made use of evaluative 
items which are referent shift which means that employees are asked to evaluate practices 
which are used for employees in the unit. This means that individual use of the practice 
was not necessarily required. Also, there was no direct link between the implemented 
HR practices items and evaluative items. This means that the evaluations did not exactly 
refer to the practice which was assessed based on the measure of implemented practices 
(e.g. presence items assessing the use of assessment centers and evaluation items 
assessing the importance of selecting the right person for a position). The items regarding 
evaluations of HR practices items were of a more general nature. This approach was 
adopted as these items are a reflection of the items used in extant studies. It might be 
beneficial for future research to examine items regarding implemented practices and 
evaluations of practices which can be linked at the item-level.

The current study focused on comparing different measures used for employee 
respondents. It can be argued that various other measurement issues deserve further 
attention. An important debate in the literature for example concerns the source of 
data used. While our study focused on employee responses to these items, it would be 
interesting to study whether these different types of items better suit a particular type of 
respondent. It could for example be the case that agreement between line managers and 
employees regarding implemented practices would be greater compared to evaluations 
of practices. If this is the case, it could be studied whether implemented practices are 
potentially more efficiently assessed through management surveys.

Our study controlled for the potential effects of nesting of employees in units. As 
a result insight is gained in the individual level effects. Future research could shed more 
light on the potential group level effects which could occur when employees share their 
perception of HR activities. Such sharedness might strengthen the effects of HR activities 
on outcomes. Examining these phenomena on multiple levels of analysis might be an 
important next step for future research.

All in all, the current study provides insight in the consequences of the use of 
different measures. Our study signals a lack of consensus regarding the measurement of 
HR practices and the important consequences this has for the findings of studies. The use 
of implemented HR practices or evaluations of HR practices is found to make a difference 
and therefore a thorough reconsideration is required regarding how HR practices are 
measured. Based on these findings it is clear that in order to advance our knowledge 
regarding the linkage between HRM and outcomes more knowledge should be gained 



78

Chapter 4

4

regarding the measurement of the independent variable. Potential patterns in findings 
depending on the type of measure used should be explored further and a general debate 
regarding the measurement of HR practices is required.

References
Alfes, K. Shantz, A. D., Truss, C., & Soane, E. C. (2013). The link between perceived human 

resource management practices, engagement and employee behaviour: a moderated 
mediation model. The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 24, 330-
351. doi:10.1080/09585192.2012.679950

Allen, N. J., & Meyer, J. P. (1990). The measurement and antecedents of affective, 
continuance and normative commitment to the organisation. Journal of Occupational 
Psychology, 63, 1-18. doi:10.1111/j.2044-8325.1990.tb00506.x

Allen, D. G., Shore, L. M., & Griffeth, R. W. (2003). The role of perceived organizational 
support and supportive human resource practices in the turnover process. Journal 
of Management, 29, 99-118. doi:10.1177/014920630302900107

Bakker, A. B., Demerouti, E., & Sanz-Vergel, A. I. (2014). Burnout and work engagement: 
The JD-R approach. Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and Organizational 
Behavior, 1, 389-411. doi:10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-031413-091235

Boon, C., Den Hartog, D. N., Boselie, P., & Paauwe, J. (2011). The relationship between 
perceptions of HR practices and employee outcomes: examining the role of 
person- organisation and person-job fit. The International Journal of Human Resource 
Management, 22, 138-162. doi:10.1080/09585192.2011.538978

Boselie, P., Dietz, G., & Boon, C. (2005). Commonalities and contradictions in HRM 
and performance research. Human Resource Management Journal, 15, 67-94. 
doi:10.1111/j.1748-8583.2005.tb00154.x

Bowen, D. E., & Ostroff, C. (2004). Understanding HRM-firm performance linkages: The role 
of the “strength” of the HRM system. Academy of Management Review, 29, 203-221. 
doi:10.5465/AMR.2004.12736076

Boxall, P., Ang, S. H., & Bartram, T. (2011). Analysing the ‘black box’ of HRM: Uncovering 
HR goals, mediators, and outcomes in a standardized service environment. Journal of 
Management Studies, 48, 1504-1532. doi:10.1111/j.1467-6486.2010.00973.x

Combs, J., Liu, Y., Hall, A., & Ketchen, D. (2006). How much do high-performance work 
practices matter? A meta-analysis of their effects on organizational performance. 
Personnel Psychology, 59, 501-528. doi:10.1111/j.1744-6570.2006.00045.x

Delery, J. E., & Doty, D. H. (1996). Modes of theorizing in strategic human resource 
management: Tests of universalistic, contingency, and configurational performance 
predictions. The Academy of Management Journal, 39, 802-835. doi:10.2307/256713



79

Measurement of HR practices through employee surveys

4

Frese, M., & Zapf, D. (1988). Methodological issues in the study of work stress: Objective 
vs subjective measurement of work stress and the question of longitudinal studies. 
In C. L. Cooper, & R. Payne (Eds.), Causes, coping and consequences of stress at work 
(pp. 375-413). Chichester, England: John Wiley & Sons.

Gould-Williams, J., & Davies, F. (2005). Using social exchange theory to predict the 
effects of hrm practice on employee outcomes. Public Management Review, 7, 1-24. 
doi:10.1080/1471903042000339392

Guest, D. E., Michie, J., Conway, N., & Sheehan, M. (2003). Human resource management 
and corporate performance in the UK. British Journal of Industrial Relations, 41, 291-
314. doi:10.1111/1467-8543.00273

Huselid, M. A. (1995). The impact of human resource management practices on turnover, 
productivity, and corporate financial performance. Academy of Management Journal, 
38, 635-672. doi:10.2307/256741

Jak, S., & Evers, A. (2010). Onderzoeksnotitie: Een vernieuwd meetinstrument voor 
organizational commitment. Gedrag en Organisatie, 23(2), 158-171.

Jiang, K., Lepak, D. P., Hu, J., & Baer, J. C. (2012). How does Human Resource Management 
influence organizational outcomes? A meta-analytic investigation of mediating 
mechanisms. Academy of Management Journal, 55, 1264-1294. doi:10.5465/
amj.2011.0088

Kehoe, R. R. & Wright, P. M. (2013). The impact of high performance human resource 
practices on employees’ attitudes and behaviors. Journal of Management, 39, 366-391. 
doi:10.1177/0149206310365901

Lepak, D. P., & Snell, S. A. (2002). Examining the human resource architecture: The 
relationships among human capital, employment, and human resource configurations. 
Journal of Management, 28, 517-543. doi:10.1177/014920630202800403

MacDuffie, J. P. (1995). Human resource bundles and manufacturing performance: 
Organizational logic and flexible production systems in the world auto industry. 
Industrial and Labor Relations Review, 48, 197-221. doi:10.2307/2524483

Macky, K., & Boxall, P. (2007). The relationship between ‘high-performance work 
practices’ and employee attitudes: an investigation of additive and interaction 
effects. The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 18, 537-567. 
doi:10.1080/09585190601178745

Meyer, J. P., Stanley, D. J., Herscovitch, L., & Topolnytsky, L. (2002). Affective, continuance, 
and normative commitment to the organization: A meta-analysis of antecedents, 
correlates, and consequences. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 61, 20-52. doi:10.1006/
jvbe.2001.1842

Muthén, L. K., & Muthén, B. O. (1998). Mplus user’s guide. Los Angeles, CA: Muthén & 
Muthén.



80

Chapter 4

4

Nishii, L., & Wright, P. (2008). Variability within organizations: Implications for strategic 
human resource management. In D. B. Smith (Ed.), The people make the place: Dynamic 
linkages between individuals and organizations (pp. 225-248). New York: Taylor and 
Francis Group.

Paauwe, J. (2009). HRM and performance: Achievements, methodological issues 
and prospects. Journal of Management Studies, 46, 129-142. doi:10.1111/j.1467-
6486.2008.00809.x

Paré, M., & Tremblay, M. (2007). The influence of high-involvement human resources 
practices, procedural justice, organizational commitment, and citizenship behaviors 
on information technology professionals’ turnover intentions. Group & Organization 
Management, 32, 326-357. doi:10.1177/1059601106286875

Posthuma, R. A., Campion, M. C., Masimova, M., & Campion, M. A. (2013). A high performance 
work practices taxonomy: Integrating the literature and directing future research. 
Journal of Management, 39, 1184-1220. doi:10.1177/0149206313478184

Purcell, J., & Hutchinson, S. (2007). Front-line managers as agents in the HRM-performance 
causal chain: theory, analysis and evidence. Human Resource Management Journal, 17, 
3-20. doi:10.1111/j.1748-8583.2007.00022.x

Schaufeli, W. B., Bakker, A. B., & Salanova, M. (2006). The measurement of work engagement 
with a short questionnaire: A cross-national study. Educational and Psychological 
Measurement, 66, 701-716. doi:10.1177/0013164405282471

Snell, S. A., & Dean, J. W. (1992). Integrated manufacturing and human resource 
management: A human capital perspective. Academy of Management Journal, 35, 467-
504. doi:10.2307/256484

Spector, P. E., & Fox, S. (2003). Reducing subjectivity in the assessment of the job environment: 
development of the Factual Autonomy Scale (FAS). Journal of Organizational Behavior, 
24, 417-432. doi:10.1002/job.199

Steiger, J. H. (1980). Tests for comparing elements of a correlation matrix. Psychological 
Bulletin, 87(2), 245-251.

Subramony, M. (2009). A meta-analytic investigation of the relationship between 
HRM bundles and firm performance. Human Resource Management, 48, 745-768. 
doi:10.1002/hrm.20315

Sun, L., Aryee, S., & Law, K. S. (2007). High-performance human resource practices, 
citizenship behavior, and organizational performance: A relational perspective. The 
Academy of Management Journal, 50, 558-577. doi:10.5465/AMJ.2007.25525821

Takeuchi, R., Lepak, D. P., Wang, H., & Takeuchi, K. (2007). An empirical examination 
of the mechanisms mediating between high-performance work systems and the 
performance of Japanese organizations. Journal of Applied Psychology, 92, 1069-1083. 
doi:10.1037/0021-9010.92.4.1069



81

Measurement of HR practices through employee surveys

4

Wright, P. M., & Boswell, W. (2002). Desegregating HRM: A review and synthesis of micro 
and macro human resource management research. Journal of Management, 28, 247- 
276. doi:10.1177/014920630202800302

Wright, P. M., Gardner, T. M., & Moynihan, L. M. (2003). The impact of HR practices on 
the performance of business units. Human Resource Management Journal, 13, 21-36. 
doi:10.1111/j.1748-8583.2003.tb00096.x

Wright, P. M., Gardner, T. M., Moynihan, L. M., & Allen, M. R. (2005). The relationship 
between HR practices and firm performance: Examining causal order. Personnel 
Psychology, 58, 409-446. doi:10.1111/j.1744-6570.2005.00487.x

Wright, P. M., & Kehoe, R. R. (2008). Human resource practices and organizational 
commitment: A deeper examination. Asia Pacific Journal of Human Resources, 46, 6-20. 
doi:10.1177/1038411107086540



82

Chapter 4

4

Appendix: Overview of measures

Implemented HR practices (yes/no response format)

Please indicate whether for the employees in your unit the following practices are present.

Recruitment and selection

selection interviews for the selection of new employees 

selection tests (for example intelligence, personality, interests) for the selection of new employees 

assessment centers for the selection of new employees 

specialized recruitment agencies for the selection of new employees

Training and development

regular training and education (at least once a year)

regular formal internal training (at least once a year)

regular external trainings (at least once a year)

training for personal professional development

training of social skills like communication training or presentation training

formal career paths

internal promotion (qualified employees have the opportunity to be promoted to positions of greater pay) *

Reward

salary higher than those paid by competitors *

pay raises based on individual job performance

a bonus or other financial extras next to base salary

individual merit pay (bonus or other financial extras) in addition to base salary

unit based merit pay next to their base salary 

profit sharing *

Performance appraisal

a formal performance evaluation system

yearly evaluations of job performance

multiple performance evaluation conversations a year

joint agreement of performance goals

evaluation of team performance as part of performance appraisal

Participation and communication

regular information sharing meetings in the unit

involvement in strategic decisions in the organization

freedom to invest in new materials and technology

the opportunity to divide tasks themselves among colleagues

participation in self-guided teams 

formal participation processes such as quality improvement groups *

the opportunity to monitor the quality and execution of work by myself *

the opportunity to monitor costs and productivity by myself

involvement in decisions concerning the selection of a new colleague

Note: Items with an asterix (*) have been removed from the scale based on the results of the CFA.
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Evaluations of HR practices (five-point Likert scale)

Item Source

Recruitment and selection

In this unit, great effort is taken to select the right person for a position Sun et al. (2007)

Very extensive efforts are made in this unit in selecting new employees Sun et al. (2007)

Considerable importance is placed on the staffing process in this unit Snell & Dean (1992)

A lot of money is invested in selecting new employees for this unit Snell & Dean (1992)

Training and development

The promotion process used in this unit is fair * Macky & Boxall (2007)

Individuals in this unit have clear career paths within the organization Delery & Doty (1996)

Individuals in this unit have very little future within this organization Delery & Doty (1996)
Sun et al. (2007)

Employees in this unit are provided with sufficient opportunities for training and development Macky & Boxall (2007)

Not much priority is placed on training employees in my unit Snell & Dean (1992)

Much money is spent in my unit on training employees Snell & Dean (1992)

Extensive training programs are offered to employees in this unit Snell & Dean (1992)
Delery & Doty (1996)

Reward

Employees are paid what they are worth compared to others in the work unit Snell & Dean (1992)

Employees in this unit are rewarded (recognized) fairly considering the amount of effort they put in Allen et al. (2003)

Salaries in this unit are fair internally Paré & Tremblay (2007)

Salaries are fair in comparison with what is offered for a similar job elsewhere Paré & Tremblay (2007)

Differences in pay across members of this work unit represent differences in their contribution Paré & Tremblay (2007)
Snell & Dean (1992)

Pay raises for employees in this unit are based on job performance Wright et al. (2005)

Performance appraisal

A lot of effort is given to measuring employee performance in this unit Snell & Dean (1992)

Employees in this unit receive regular and constructive feedback on how well they do their job Macky & Boxall (2007)

Appraisals of performance of employees in this unit are fair and accurate Macky & Boxall (2007)

Performance appraisals in this unit are based on objective quantifiable results Delery & Doty (1996)
Sun et al. (2007)

Participation and communication

Supervisors keep open communications with employees in this unit Delery & Doty (1996)
Sun et al. (2007)

Management keeps employees well informed about the firm and how well it is doing Macky & Boxall (2007)

Employees in this unit are provided the opportunity to suggest improvements in the way things are done Delery & Doty (1996)

Employees in this unit are often asked by their supervisor to participate in decisions Delery & Doty (1996)
Sun et al. (2007)

In this work unit, employees’ suggestions are followed up regularly Paré & Tremblay (2007)

Note: Items with an asterix (*) have been removed from the scale based on the results of the CFA.
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Abstract
While aiming to gain insight in the relationship between HR activities and outcomes, 
recent studies have not only focused on managerial reports of these activities but have 
increasingly made use of employee reports. In an attempt to study the commonly held 
assumption that employee and managerial reports of HR activities in units can be used 
interchangeably, this study compares these two types of reports and their associations 
with outcomes. To conduct a strict test of this assumption, the study is designed to 
maximize the likelihood of finding convergence. Findings show that differences do appear 
when employee and managerial reports of HR practices are compared, and associations 
with outcomes differ in strength although this varies across functional practices and 
outcome measures examined. More research is needed to examine these issues further 
but based on the results of this study researchers are urged to determine carefully the 
appropriate source of data collection for their study as findings based on these two types 
of reports were not interchangeable. Future work could aim to explore and explain the 
pattern of findings further, and herewith gain more insight in the factors that matter when 
comparing employee and managerial reports of HR practices.
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Introduction
In the HRM literature, considerable importance is placed on the examination of the 
relationship between HR practices and various employee and organizational outcomes. 
Empirical studies based on surveys have made use of both managerial and employee 
reports of HR practices to gain insight in the activities implemented in work units. 
Initially only managers were asked to report regarding the HR activities in place (e.g. 
Huselid, 1995; MacDuffie, 1995). Later, line managers have been given special attention 
given their role in the implementation of HR activities (Guest & Bos-Nehles, 2013; 
Knies  & Leisink,  2014; Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007). Recent studies have increasingly 
used employees as respondents to HR practices measures (e.g. Kehoe & Wright, 2013; 
Macky & Boxall, 2007; Peters, Poutsma, Van der Heijden, Bakker & Bruijn, 2014). This type 
of research responds to the plea by Guest to pay more attention to the workers’ verdict 
regarding HRM (Guest, 1999). In line with this plea, authors have increasingly focused 
on employee perceptions and evaluations of HR activities (e.g., Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; 
Knies & Leisink, 2014; Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007). The work by Nishii and Wright (2008), 
emphasizing the importance of studying employee perceptions of HR practices, has been 
important in this respect and has stimulated research based on employee reports of HR 
practices.

Within the stream of literature examining the linkages between HR practices 
and outcomes, a considerable number of studies focus on implemented HR practices 
which reflect the HR activities that are operationalized in a work unit. When HR practices 
are defined along these lines it is plausible that both employees and managers (most 
often line managers) can be asked to report on the extent to which HR practices are 
implemented in their work unit. Employees then report their view on the extent to which 
practices are implemented, and line managers provide their perspective on the practices 
implemented in the work units.

In current literature, both employee and managerial data are indeed being used 
for assessing HR activities. An implicit assumption that appears to underlie these studies 
is that the findings based on employee or manager reports of HR practices will be similar. 
This becomes clear in meta-analyses (Combs, Liu, Hall & Ketchen, 2006; Subramony, 2009) 
in which findings of studies based on different sources of data collection are combined, 
which rests on the assumption that these different types of reports yield the same results 
and are thus comparable. The meta-analysis by Jiang, Lepak, Hu and Baer (2012) is an 
exception as employee rated HR measures are excluded in their meta-analysis. In the 
studies by Combs et al. (2006) and Subramony (2009) source effects are examined but 
the focus is on contrasting survey versus objective reports of HRM and performance. 
It is examined whether a common source of data is used for the HRM and outcome 
measures and how this effects associations between the variables. Although this provides 
valuable information, no insight is gained in potentially different patterns in reports 
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when employees or managers are used as source of data. Given the increasing focus on 
employee reports in recent studies, it would be important for future studies (including 
meta-analyses) to examine whether employee and managerial reports of HR activities 
converge, and are similarly related to the outcomes investigated.

The mixture of data sources for the measurement of HR practices in empirical 
studies and meta-analyses would not cause any problems if these two ways of studying 
HR practices are indeed interchangeable. The aim of the current study is to address 
this question by comparing empirically line management and employee reports of HR 
practices implemented in units. The core research question is to what extent employee 
and manager reports of HR practices in the unit are similar, and whether these two types 
of reports relate similarly to outcomes. To examine this question, the available evidence 
to date is first reviewed to determine what is currently known about the relationship 
between employee and managerial reports of HR activities. Six studies which include 
both employee and managerial reports of HR practices were identified, and findings of 
these studies regarding the associations between these types of reports are examined. 
Subsequently employee and managers reports are compared empirically in a new study.

The empirical study is designed in such a way that a strict test can be performed 
of the assumption that manager and employee reports are the same. This means that 
conditions are created to maximize the likelihood of finding convergence between the two 
types of reports. When, while having created these most favorable conditions, differences 
can still be detected, convincing evidence exists against the accuracy of the assumption 
that reports are the same. Finding convergence is argued to be most likely when employees 
and managers report regarding an identical set of questions, as compared to making use 
of a different set of questions for the two types of respondents. Also, by making use of 
factual as opposed to evaluative measures, the likelihood of finding agreement between 
the two raters is optimized. Additionally, conditions for findings converge are optimized 
by making use of referent shift items (both employees and managers report regarding HR 
practices in the unit). Differences found based on this conservative study design will signal 
potentially much larger differences based on studies which have for example made use 
of different sets of items for the two types of respondents, or more evaluative questions, 
or different referents.

In sum, this study aims to examine the assumption that employee and manager 
reports of implemented HR practices are the same, which seems to underlie current 
survey-based HRM research. By creating conditions to maximize the likelihood of 
finding convergence between the two types of reports, a strict test is performed and 
any differences detected based on this type of design will signal potentially much bigger 
differences in other types of studies.

This study makes three main contributions. First, an in-depth review is provided 
of extant studies in which both employee and managerial reports of HR practices are 
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included. Reviewing these studies provides valuable insights in the current knowledge 
with respect to ratings of HR practices by employee and managerial respondents. 
Second, it is studied empirically whether it matters if employee or managerial reports of 
HR practices are used. This is studied in terms of whether convergence exists between 
the two types of reports. Third, it is examined whether employee and manager reports 
of practices relate similarly to outcomes. Reflecting on previous research, and gaining 
insight in the validity of some of the underlying assumptions is important for HR research 
and can guide decisions researchers make regarding the use of employee or managerial 
reports of HR practices in future studies.

Review of the literature
Extant research has only recently started to examine these issues and as a result of this 
only a limited amount of previous studies have included both employee and managerial 
reports of implemented HR practices in their study. Although these studies are generally 
not designed with the aim of comparing employee and managerial views on HR practices 
(the study by Liao, Toya, Lepak and Hong (2009) is an exception), some information is 
commonly available regarding how the two reports interrelate. Six studies have been 
identified which date from 2001 to 2014 (Den Hartog, Boon, Verburg & Croon, 2013; Jensen, 
Patel & Messersmith, 2013; Liao et al., 2009; Takeuchi, Lepak, Wang & Takeuchi, 2007; 
Vermeeren, 2014; Wright, Gardner, Moynihan, Park, Gerhart & Delery, 2001). Studies have 
been selected which represent the wide range of HR activities that is commonly studied 
(Boselie, Dietz & Boon, 2005) and studies focusing on a particular subset of HR practices 
are not included in our review (e.g. Peters et al., 2014). We provide a detailed review 
of these studies (see also Table I) by describing their conceptualization of HR practices, 
research design, measures, and results. By analyzing these studies in detail, characteristics 
of the studies that can potentially explain the reported results can be taken into account.

It should be noted that there is variation in these studies in terms of the degree 
of similarity between items used for the two types of respondents. It becomes clear that 
previous studies tend to assess different constructs among managers and employees. 
More specifically, managers are often asked to report on the implemented HR practices, 
while employees report on so-called perceived HR practices, which often reflect subjective 
evaluations of HR practices. One can hypothesize that assessing different constructs will 
lower the likelihood of finding similarity between the two reports.

Related to this, studies differ regarding whether employee and manager reports 
are argued to be causally related, or whether these are viewed as two perspectives that 
reside alongside each other. While some studies assume that a causal link exists (i.e. 
managerial reports of practices are assumed to predict employee reports) (e.g. Jensen 
et al., 2013), other studies view these two measures as interrelated and existing alongside 
each other (e.g. Liao et al., 2009). When one examines what managers do in terms of the 
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practices they implement, a causal link could be hypothesized. However, when employee 
and managerial reports of the presence of practices (or availability, coverage) are 
compared, it is unclear why managerial reports would be predictive of employee reports. 
In the latter situation two descriptions of the same work context are compared, and while 
one can expect that these will converge, it is not clear why one would hypothesize that 
the two are causally related in the sense that managers descriptions will be predictive of 
employee descriptions. In the empirical part of the current study employee and manager 
reports are therefore viewed as existing alongside each other, and no causal links are 
assumed, however, in our review all studies including two sources of data are included 
as this enables us to include a larger number of studies in our review.

With these considerations in mind six studies are reviewed, and each of the studies 
will be described in some detail. First, Jensen et al. (2013) have examined managerial 
reports of the utilization of high performance work practices and employee perceptions 
of these practices. In this study employee reports of utilization of practices were assessed 
and related to managerial reports of the percentage of employees covered by a practice. 
Jensen et al. (2013) argue to use department-level data regarding HR practices to validate 
employee reports of practices. A correlation between the two measures of .59 is found 
(based on aggregated employee responses), which would be considered high based on 
Cohen (1992). It is concluded that consistency exists between departmental and employee 
attitudes towards the use of HPWS. It should be noted though that this correlation implies 
that employee and managerial measures share about one third of the variance, which is 
relatively small.

Liao et al. (2009) explicitly compare management and employee perspectives on 
HPWS and argue that although a disconnect is expected to exist between managerial 
reports of implemented HR practices and employee experiences of HR practices, the two 
are hypothesized to be positively related as managerial reports of implemented practices 
reflect the ‘objective environment shaped by formal management practices’. It is argued 
this provides a contextual cue for employees regarding HR practices in place. Unlike 
much of the other studies, the measures used for both types of respondents correspond. 
Liao et al. (2009) find significant mean differences in the reported levels of HPWS, with 
managers reporting higher levels of HPWS. The average correlation across three job 
groups between the two perspectives was .39 (on the aggregate level) and the authors 
conclude that the two perspectives diverge but are positively related to each other.

Den Hartog et al. (2013) argue that management and employee responses to HR 
practices items are positively related as in work units where managers implement more 
HRM, employees will also report higher levels of HRM. The employee measure focuses 
on the HR practices offered to the individual and corresponding items were used for 
managers to assess the extent to which mangers offered practices to employees. Den 
Hartog et al. (2013) find a between-level correlation of .38 between aggregated employee 
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responses and managerial reports of HR, and a correlation of .13 at the within-level 
between employee responses and disaggregated managerial reports.

Takeuchi et al. (2007) examined the relationship between HPWS and performance, 
and made use of both aggregated employee and aggregated managerial ratings as 
multiple employees and managers per establishment were used. Different sets of items 
were used, and Takeuchi reports evidence of convergent validity of the employee and 
managerial measure of HPWS as a correlation of .41 is found between the two ratings. 
ICC1/2 is also reported, and is .23 and .68 respectively for the employee measure, and .22 
and .55 respectively for the managerial measure.

The study by Wright et al. (2001) is part of the larger debate in Personnel Psychology 
regarding measurement error in single respondent measures of HR practices. Although 
most of the studies in this series focused on the reliability of single rater designs based on 
managers as raters of HR practices, study 2 and 3 in Wright et al. (2001) focus on interrater 
reliability between HR directors and job incumbents in two different samples. Results are 
reported in terms of ICC values, and in study 2 the average ICC (1,1) across items is .16, 
and ICC(1,k) is .26. For study 2, correlations are reported between reports of HR directors 
and employees for each job group, and the average correlation found is .30, but this value 
ranges from .06 to .64.

Vermeeren (2014) examines the relationship between actual HRM as reported by 
line managers and employee perceptions of HRM within units of a Dutch municipality. 
Similar sets of items are used although managers report regarding practices within the 
unit as a whole, and employees report regarding their individual experience of practices. 
The correlation between the two variables is low: .18. In addition, variability in HRM 
implementation is detected across the work units examined.

In sum, what is currently known regarding the relationship between employee 
and managerial reports of HR activities is that the overall proportion of shared variance 
between employee and managerial reports ranges from a low of 3% to a high of 35%, 
which means that shared variance varies from small to somewhat larger based on the 
guidelines for interpreting effect sizes (Ferguson, 2009). Additionally, it is clear that studies 
so far provide very little information regarding the degree of convergence between the 
two reports. No significance test of differences between associations of management 
and employee reports with outcomes is provided. Therefore it is unclear whether these 
different data sources provide similar insights regarding associations with outcomes. As 
one can conclude that the current knowledge regarding these issues is thus quite limited, 
this study aims to shed more light on the extent of convergence between manager and 
employee reports and their associations with outcomes.
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Convergence between managers and employees in ratings of implemented HR 
practices in the unit
Convergence can be viewed in two ways. First, it can be examined whether the number of 
practices reported to be present in work units is the same for managers and employees, 
and secondly correlations between the two types of reports can be examined. Both 
aspects are considered in the current study.

Three main considerations can be taken into account when examining convergence 
between manager and employee reports of HR practices. These three considerations 
refer to the conditions that were created for optimal convergence between employee 
and managerial reports. First, with respect to the referent used, previous studies differ 
regarding the type of referent that is used as some studies ask employees to indicate 
whether certain practices are present for themselves personally, while other studies are 
interested in the HR practices implemented within the work unit (or larger entity) as a 
whole (see Table I). When employees are asked to report about their personal experience 
of practices a number of factors can cause differences between managerial and employee 
reports of presence of practices. For example, differentiation might take place which 
means that different practices are offered to different employee groups (Lepak & 
Snell, 1999). Also, line managers might not be successful in implementing practices across 
all employees. For example, performance appraisal interviews might actually only be 
carried out with a minority of employees in the work unit. As a result, reports of managers 
and these individual employees can be expected to reflect this difference. These causes of 
divergence between manager and employee reports of implemented HR practices might 
be avoided when employees are asked to report on the practices implemented in their 
work unit, instead of the practices applied to them personally.

Second, with respect to the type of question that is used and the referent, the 
current study makes use of a measure of implemented HR practices which reflects 
factual reports of the activities that are carried out in the work unit, and considerable 
convergence is expected between managers and employees in their reporting regarding 
these practices as the focus is on what is happening in the work unit. When respondents are 
asked about the presence of HR practices in the work unit, individual differences between 
employees as a result of differentiation, or as a result of imperfect implementation will 
not be reflected in their assessments. Employees then report about the HR practices 
that are applied to workers in the unit, regardless of whether the practice is present 
or available for the individual employee and therefore greater consistency is expected 
between manager and employee reports.

Related to the second condition, the third condition concerns the two sets of items 
that are used for employees and managers. Previous studies differ in whether the same 
set of items is used for the two types of respondents. As the current study aims to create 
optimal conditions for finding convergence, the same set of items of used as it can be 
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expected that reports of manager and employees will be more similar when they respond 
to the same item as opposed to different items.

While asking employees to report regarding the practices present in the work unit 
based on the same set of items potentially eliminates part of the differences between 
manager and employee reports of practices, a number of other factors remain which 
can cause divergence between employee and managerial reports of HR practices. For 
example, differences might exist between employees in their reports of HR practices 
depending on their level of knowledge of implemented practices. This could be linked to 
the salience or visibility of the specific HR practices, as it can be hypothesized that reports 
regarding practices which are less visible to employees will show more divergence. Also, 
depending on the usefulness or applicability of the practice to the individual employee 
it can be expected that the level of knowledge regarding the specific practices differs 
across employees. Here it can be reasoned that when a practice is relevant for the specific 
employee, (s)he will gather more information regarding the practice, and will thus report 
more accurately about the practice. Related to this, it is expected that when an HR practice 
is not applied to a specific employee, it is more likely that (s)he will not know whether the 
practice is present in the work unit. For example, when specific compensation practices 
are only applied to senior staff members, junior staff members might possess less 
knowledge regarding these practices. Thus, when practices are only used for a particular 
subset of employees, this will decrease the likelihood of employees reporting accurately 
about the presence of this practice in the unit, resulting in larger divergence between 
manager and employee reports. Finally, reports can diverge as it can be expected that 
managers will report more favorably regarding HR practices implementation to the extent 
that they are themselves responsible for the implementation of these practices. Self-
serving biases might occur when managers make fundamental attribution errors, which 
results in more positive reports of managers regarding implemented HR practices as 
compared to those reports based on observers, which has been previously demonstrated 
(e.g. Van Veldhoven, Debats & Dorenbosch, 2009).

All in all, there are arguments in favor of the common assumption that employees 
and managers will report similarly regarding HR practices in place in the work unit, but 
at the same time there are also arguments against this assumption. To investigate the 
accuracy of this assumption, the following research question is examined:

Research question 1: To what extent do employee and line management 
responses to items regarding implemented HR practices in the work unit 
converge?

Associations with outcome variables
Another question is whether the assumption that manager and employee reports 
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of HR practices are similarly related to outcomes, is valid. Previous studies have used 
both manager and employer ratings of activities and related these to outcomes, but the 
question is whether the two differ in terms of the strength of relationships with outcomes 
found. Currently findings of studies based on different sources of data collection are 
compared, and for example related to measures of performance (e.g. Combs et al., 2006), 
but it is unclear to what extent the type of measure affects the findings of studies. In case 
differential relationships are found between measures of HR practices and outcomes 
depending on the source of data collection, this has important implications for HR 
research as it would mean that different conclusions are drawn regarding these important 
relationships depending on the source of data used. In the current study it is examined 
whether differences are found between manager and employee reports in the strength 
of the linkages with outcomes.

Outcome measures selected reflect commonly used constructs in HRM research. 
More specifically, affective commitment is studied which is a frequently used and central 
variable in HRM research (e.g. Gilbert, De Winne & Sels, 2011; Kehoe & Wright,  2013) 
as it has been linked to desired work outcomes (Meyer, Stanley, Herscovitch, & 
Topolnytsky,  2002). Job satisfaction is also included as a wide range of studies have 
linked HR practices to this attitudinal outcome (see meta-analysis by Kooij, Jansen, Dikkers 
and De Lange (2010)). Work engagement has more recently gained attention in the OB 
literature (Bakker, Schaufeli, Leiter & Taris, 2008), but is also more frequently examined 
in HRM research. Organizational citizenship behavior is also selected as this focuses on 
behaviors of employees, in addition to the attitudinal outcomes. In addition to these 
employee reported variables, a measure of comparative performance is also included 
which reflects line managers’ subjective assessments of unit performance. It is studied 
whether employee and managerial reports of HR practices are similarly related to the 
above mentioned outcome measures, and the following research question is proposed:

Research question 2: Do employee and manager ratings of implemented HR 
practices relate similarly to outcomes?

Methods

Participants and procedure
In order to compare employee and managerial reports of HR practices in work units and 
their association with outcome measures, survey data was collected in the Netherlands 
among employees and their line managers. No restrictions were imposed on the type 
of work unit to be included in the study so these work units stem from a variety of 
organizations which operate in a variety of branches (for example financial services, 
health care, education, government, and manufacturing) and vary in size. This variation 
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was aimed at in order to increase the likelihood of finding variation in the scores on 
implemented HR practices. To limit the levels of nesting to two (employees in units), only 
one unit per organization is included in the study.

The questionnaire was made available both online and on paper. Students assisted 
in data collection as part of the requirements of doing their MSc thesis and they were 
closely supervised through all the steps of data collection by the first author. Students 
contacted organizations through their own network and were instructed about the type 
of work units that should be included in the study, and the way respondents should 
be informed about the research. Employees in the unit were randomly selected for 
participation in the study as the line manager was provided with a selection of letters of 
the alphabet based on which employees with their last name starting with this letter were 
selected. Students were instructed to collect data from three or four employees in a unit 
and their line manager.

In total, 222 suitable units were approached, and 72% of these units agreed to 
participate (159 units). A total of 474 employees took part in the study. However, due to 
missing values both on the unit level as well as on the individual level, the actual sample sizes 
are lower. After listwise deletion of missing values the sample contains line management 
and employee reports stemming from 71 work units, which is 45% of the 159 units that in 
total agreed to participate in the study. As the focus is on implemented practices within 
work units, analyses are performed on employee data which is aggregated to the unit 
level. In total 205 employee responses were used, which represents 43% of the total 
of 474 employee responses. An average of 2.9 employees per unit have reported on the 
HR practices present. The number of responses per unit ranges from two to six.

A number of factors explain the loss of data. First, the design of the questionnaire 
can have caused some missing data (see for more information chapter 3). Also, this 
study requires matched employee and managerial responses which means that when a 
managerial response is missing, a complete unit cannot be included. At the same time, 
to enable aggregation, data was required for more than one employee per unit and 
therefore some other units could not be included in the dataset. All in all, the resulting 
sample size is sufficient, and represents, as intended, considerable variation on both the 
unit as well as individual level, which is described in more detail in the following part.

Description of the sample
The work units represented in the sample stem from a wide variety of organizations located 
in the Netherlands. Both profit as well as non-profit organizations are included. 28% of 
the units stem from commercial services (shops, restaurants). 13% of the units operate 
in the educational context, 11% of the units are part of governmental bodies, and 10% 
reflect trade. The remaining units are divided over manufacturing, transportation, 
communication, care, and other branches of industry. Organizations of which the units 
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are part vary in size, with 45% of the units stemming from organizations larger than 500 
employees, 21% from organizations between 101 and 500 employees, 11% between 51 
and 100 employees, and 22% of the units stem from organizations smaller than 51 
employees. The average unit size is 46 employees, but considerable variation in unit size 
exists.

In addition to characteristics of the units, characteristics of line managers are 
described. Mean age of the line managers is 43 years, and 66% of line managers is male. 
With respect to educational level, for 56% of respondents higher vocational education is 
the highest level of education. For 32% this is university level education, for 7% vocational 
education, and for 3% high school is the highest level of education.

With respect to demographic characteristics of employees, the mean age of 
respondents included in the sample is 37 years. 45% of respondents is male. With respect 
to educational level, for 37% of respondents higher vocational education is the highest 
level of education. For 30% this is university education, 19% vocational education, 12% 
high school, and 1% lower vocational education. Occupational type varies, with 28% 
representing professionals (researchers, engineers, doctors), 20% managers/senior 
professionals (general management, senior consultants), 20% semi-professionals 
(nurses, IT specialist), 17% administrative and secretarial employees (secretary, clerical 
officers), 13% sales/customer service/leisure (shop attendant), and 1% skilled workers in 
manufacturing (machine operator) or routine-unskilled (manual workers).

Measures
Implemented HR practices
The measure of implemented HR practices used assesses the presence of a practice 
in a work unit by means of a yes/no response scale (0 = no, and 1 = yes). This type of 
measure is in line with the measurement of implemented HR practices in previous work 
(e.g. Kehoe & Wright, 2013; Wright, Gardner, Moynihan & Allen, 2005). Prior to the items 
an instruction was provided in which the respondents were asked to indicate whether 
the activities listed were present for employees in the unit. The same items were used for 
the employee and manager questionnaire, in order to facilitate comparisons between the 
two assessments of HR practices. A referent shift model is used where both managers 
and employees were asked to indicate whether practices were present in the unit (instead 
of for example for employees individually).

Based on previous studies (Boselie et al., 2005; Posthuma, Campion, Masimova & 
Campion, 2013), five categories of functional practices were selected: (1) recruitment and 
selection, (2) training and development, (3) reward, (4) participation and communication, 
and (5) performance appraisal. Items used are described in more detail below, and for 
each of the activities a sample item is provided. The items were derived from Kroon, Van 
de Voorde and Van Veldhoven (2009), which are based on Den Hartog and Verburg (2004), 
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Boselie (2002) and De Kok, Uhlaner and Thurik (2002). See the appendix attached to this 
chapter for the full list of items included.

Recruitment and selection was assessed based on four items. Prior to all items 
employees are instructed to indicate whether a practice is present in the work unit, after 
which items are listed, like: ‘Selection interviews for the selection of new employees’. 
For training and development we used seven items in which we asked respondents 
regarding the presence of, for example, ‘regular training and development (at least once 
a year)’. For reward (six items) we asked employees whether a number of activities were 
present, such as ‘Pay rises based on individual performance’. Performance appraisal was 
assessed through five items, for example questioning the presence of ‘yearly evaluation 
of individual performance’. And finally, participation and communication (nine items) was 
assessed through items questioning for example the presence of ‘regular meetings in 
the work unit’.

Outcome measures
Employee reports of work engagement were aggregated to the unit. Nine items are used 
(UWES-9 by Schaufeli, Bakker and Salanova (2006)) which were rated on a seven-point 
frequency rating scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (always). An example item is ‘At my 
work, I feel bursting with energy’.

Employees reported on their level of affective commitment by means of five items. 
The items are based on items by Allen and Meyer (1990) but translated to Dutch by Jak and 
Evers (2010). The adaptations include removal of three items and adaptation of reversed 
items. A five-point response scale is used with answer categories varying from (1) weakly 
applies to me to (5) strongly applies to me. Consistent with the measures of HR practices 
we changed the referent from organization to unit. An example item is ‘I really feel as if 
this units problems are my own’.

To measure job satisfaction, employees respond to a single item (Wanous, Reichers & 
Hudy, 1997), which is formulated as follows: ‘All things considered, I am satisfied with my 
job’. A five-point response scale ranging from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree 
was used.

Aggregate employee reports of organizational citizenship towards the organization 
(OCBO) are based on a nine item scale by Tsui, Pierce, Porter and Tripoli (1997). The items 
were rated on a seven-point agreement scale ranging from (1) strongly disagree to (7) 
strongly agree. An example item is ‘I make suggestions to improve work procedures’.

Line managers provided an assessment of comparative unit performance. 
Performance is rated with subjective measures of operational performance (productivity, 
quality, customer service, and innovation), employee absenteeism, and turnover. The 
answering categories are based on Wall et al. (2004) as managers are asked to compare the 
performance of their unit to other units. This type of performance assessment has been 
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used previously by Guest and Peccei (2001) and Ramsay, Scholarios and Harley (2000). 
A five-point response scale is used for the indicators of operational performance which 
range from (1) much worse to (5) much better. For absenteeism and turnover answer 
categories range from (1) much lower to (5) much higher. An example item for operational 
performance is ‘What is your level of customer (internal and external) satisfaction 
compared to other units?’.

Statistical analyses
Two sets of analyses were performed to answer the research questions as presented 
above. In preparation for this, indexes are created for both employee and manager 
reports of each of the functional HR practices which reflect the sum scores of the number 
of practices present in a work unit. The use of indexes has been recommended over 
the use of scales (e.g. Delery, 1998) and indexes have been frequently used in extant 
research (e.g. Batt & Valcour, 2003; Guest, Michie, Conway & Sheehan, 2003; Trevor & 
Nyberg, 2008). Also, results of the analyses were found to be the same when an index or 
scale is used. In order to examine the five functional practices simultaneously, an HRM 
sum score is created which reflects the sum of all practices present in the unit. For the 
outcome variables scales are used as this is most common for this type of variable.

As the current study focuses on implemented HR practices in work units, employee 
data is aggregated to the unit level. Both HR practices measures as well as outcome 
measures are aggregated to the unit. In order to justify aggregation, ICC1 and ICC2 is 
computed based on unit membership. ICC1 values for HR practices functions are high 
(see Table II). ICC1’s range from .373 for recruitment and selection to .635 for reward. 
For the HRM sum score, ICC1 is .614. ICC2’s are also high, and these range from .633 for 
recruitment and selection to .834 for reward. For the HRM sum score ICC2 is .822. These 
values indicate that a very substantial proportion of the variance in the HR practices 
reports by employees can be attributed to unit membership. Employees within a unit thus 
provide, to an important extent, similar reports regarding the presence of HR practices 
and these reports can be reliably used to compare units. This finding justifies aggregation 
of employee scores to the unit level. It also signals a large degree of similarity of employee 

Table II: ICC1/2 for employees within units

Measure ICC1 ICC2

Recruitment & selection .373 .633

Training & development .553 .782

Reward .635 .834

Performance appraisal .378 .638

Participation & communication .471 .721

HRM sum score .614 .822
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reports of HR practices.
The main analyses are performed in two steps. To answer research question 1 which 
concerns the extent to which employee and line management responses to items 
regarding implemented HR practices converge, paired samples t-tests are performed to 
determine whether mean differences between HR practices as reported by managers and 
employees are significant. Second, correlations between line management and employee 
ratings of HR practices are examined. These correlations are both examined for the five 
functional practices as well as for HRM sum score. In addition, the range of correlations 
of individual items within a function is examined.

A second set of analyses is carried out to gain insight in research question 2 which 
focuses on the extent to which employee and managerial reports of HR activities are 
similarly related to outcomes. To study this, correlations are examined between aggregate 
employee and managerial reports of HR practices on the one hand and aggregate outcome 
measures on the other hand. This type of analysis fits best as HR practices measures (both 
based on the employee and manager perspective) assess implemented practices in the 
unit by making use of referent shift items. Steiger’s Z-test (Steiger, 1980) is performed to 
test whether the correlations between employee and managerial reports of HR practices 
and outcomes are significantly different.

Results
The mean number of practices and SD’s are reported for employees and managers for 
each of the functions and the HRM sum score (see Table III). Analyses show that for 
all functional practices and the HRM sum score, managers consistently report a higher 
number of HR practices to be present than employees. Paired samples t-test show that 
these differences are significant for recruitment and selection, training and development, 
reward, participation and communication, and the HRM sum score. For performance 
appraisal the difference between managers and employees in number of practices 
reported is not significant.

Table III: Mean comparison employee and manager reports

Manager Employee

Range of 
scores Mean SD Mean SD T-test: 

p-value

Recruitment & selection 0-4 2.18 1.32 1.44 1.04 .000

Training & development 0-7 5.17 1.95 4.43 1.99 .001

Reward 0-6 2.63 1.75 2.03 1.41 .000

Performance appraisal 0-5 3.35 1.30 3.15 1.13 .102

Participation & communication 0-9 6.46 2.03 5.75 1.90 .007

HRM sum score 0-31 19.80 6.29 16.78 5.70 .000
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Subsequently, correlations are examined between employee and manager reports of 
the five HR practices and the HRM sum score. With respect to the individual practices 
it is found that these correlations are considerably high (see Table IV) as correlations 
between functional HR practices rated by employees and managers range for four out of 
five practices from .634 to .715 (i.e. recruitment and selection, training and development, 
reward, and performance appraisal). These correlations are larger than .50 and can 
therefore be considered as large effect sizes (Cohen, 1992). The functional practice 
participation and communication is the exception as for this practice a correlation of 
only .379 is found between manager and aggregated employee responses, and this effect 
size is medium (Cohen, 1992). Correlations between employee and manager reports of 
the same functional practice are consistently higher than for different functional practices. 
This means that correlations on the diagonal are consistently higher than correlations off 
the diagonal.

With respect to the HRM sum score, a correlation of .670 is found for employee 
and managerial reports. This correlation is higher than correlations between the HRM 
sum score and individual functional practices as rated by the different respondents. Thus, 
the correlation on the diagonal is consistently higher than correlations off the diagonal.

Overall, the correlations suggest overlap between managerial and employee 
reports of the same practice, although these levels vary across the functional practices 
examined and items used. Based on these correlations it is clear that the proportion of 
shared variance is small for participation and communication (14%), while it is moderate 
for the other practices and the HRM sum score (ranging from 37% for training and 
development to 51% for reward) (Ferguson, 2009).

Correlations between the two types of reports of HR practices and outcomes are analyzed 
on the unit level. In the previous section ICC1/2 values were reported for the HR practices 
variables, and these values are also examined for the outcome variables. As is common in 
previous literature, the ICC1/2 values are lower for the outcome measures as compared 
to the HR practices measures. In our study ICC1’s are .184 for job satisfaction, .185 for 

Table IV: Correlations

Line manager

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6.

Em
pl

oy
ee

1. Recruitment & selection .634 .338 .272 .179 .202 .416

2. Training & development .405 .604 .384 .456 .282 .565

3. Reward .557 .398 .715 .420 .292 .621

4. Performance appraisal .434 .397 .489 .634 .300 .578

5. Participation & communication .307 .334 .168 .230 .379 .385

6. HRM sum score .583 .561 .514 .498 .394 .670



104

Chapter 5

5

affective commitment, and .197 for OCBO. For work engagement the value is somewhat 
lower; .075. ICC2 is also low for this variable; .190. For the other three measures ICC2 
values range from .396 to .415. As these values are low, multilevel analyses can be 
viewed as more appropriate. Therefore, multilevel regressions were performed in SPSS 
with aggregate employee and managerial reports of HR practices and outcome variables 
on the individual level. For the 24 B values obtained, the pattern of significance of the 
correlations obtained in the aggregate and multilevel analysis was identical in 23 cases. 
This means that significant estimates in the multilevel analysis are also significant in the 
correlation analysis based on aggregated data. As no test is available in multilevel analysis 
for examining whether the strength of two dependent estimates is significantly different, 
results are presented based on the aggregate analysis, where such a test, Steiger’s Z-test, 
is easily available.

Thus, as the results based on the two types of analyses are the same, correlations 
are reported between the five functional practices and the HRM sum score with aggregated 
outcomes (see Table V). The results of Steiger’s Z-test (with two-tailed significant test with 
p < .05) are also reported and this test indicates whether associations of two reports of 
a functional practice with an outcome are significantly different. For reasons of clarity 
we only report the results of Steiger’s Z-test when these indicated significantly different 
correlations.

When examining the associations with outcome measures, it becomes apparent 
that out of the 30 pairs of correlations studied (based on six HR measures times five 
outcome measures), for five pairs of correlations a significant difference between the 
employee and manager association with the outcome is found. This concerns associations 
of reward, performance appraisal, participation and communication, and the HRM 
sum score with job satisfaction, and the association of the HRM sum score with work 
engagement. When looking in more detail at the significantly different correlations, it is 
found that the strength of the correlation of reward with job satisfaction is significantly 
different for managers and employees (Z = 2.154, p = .03), with managers showing a 
negative linkage between implemented reward practices and job satisfaction while for 
employees almost no correlation is found. Also, the correlation of managerial reports of 
participation and communication and job satisfaction is significantly different from the 
correlation for employees (Z = 3.1416, p = .000). Correlations between employee reports 
of performance appraisal and job satisfaction are significantly stronger than managerial 
reports (Z = 2.499, p = .012). When looking at the HRM sum score it is found that for 
two outcome measures correlations between managerial reports and employee reports 
are significantly different, namely for work engagement (Z = 2.011, p = .044) and for 
job satisfaction (Z = 3.301, p = .000). For these four significantly different correlations 
it is found that correlations with the outcomes are positive and moderately strong for 
employees, while for managers almost zero correlations are found.
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It should be noted that these results alleviate concerns regarding common method 
variance. It is found that although most of the significant associations between HR 
practices and outcomes are based on HR practices rated by employees, for recruitment 
and selection the managerial report is significantly associated with commitment while 
the employee report is not. In addition, for comparative performance two significant 
correlations are based on managerial reports of practices while two are based on 
employee reports (i.e. for participation and communication, and the HRM sum score). In 
case common method variance would have played a more important role, correlations 
based on the same rater should have been consistently stronger than correlations based 
on different raters.

All in all, when looking at significant differences between employee and manager 
reports, particularly job satisfaction stands out, as we find that for three functional 
practices associations between managers and employee reports are significantly different 
(for reward, performance appraisal, and communication and participation). For the HRM 
sum score, correlations with work engagement and job satisfaction are significantly 
different for manager and employees.

Conclusion and discussion
In response to the large number of recent studies focusing on employee reports of 
implemented HR practices instead of managerial reports, the current study examines 
whether the use of these different sources of data collection makes a difference, by 
studying the extent of convergence between the two reports and their associations 
with outcomes. The aim was to test the common assumption that seems to exist in HR 
literature that both employees and managers can be used interchangeably to assess HR 
practices. If this is valid and HR research is thus based on accurate assumptions, strong 
evidence should have been found for the absence of differences between employee and 
managerial reports. However, the findings of this study suggest otherwise, as differences 
do appear when employee and managerial reports of HR practices are compared.

More specifically, this study shows that the number of practices as reported by the 
two types of respondents differs significantly, and correlations between the reports are 
large (Cohen, 1992), but lower than would be expected in case of strong convergence. The 
proportion of shared variance between the two measures is relatively low as this ranges 
from 14% to 51% across the functional practices examined. With respect to associations 
with outcomes, some significant differences are found between the two types of reports, 
although the findings vary across the functional areas and outcomes studied.

Due to the design of this study, it is expected that the results of this study are 
somewhat conservative in terms of the extent to which differences are found between the 
two types of reports. As conditions were created to ensure a high level of convergence, one 
would expect that measures not designed in such a way will show larger divergence, and 
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this is partially reflected in the findings of extant studies included in our review. Designing 
our measures this way is a strength of the study as currently one can be confident that the 
differences detected in this study are real, and probably even somewhat underestimated 
when compared to findings based on differently designed studies. However, it is clear that 
more research is needed to further support our initial findings, and to examine further 
whether the current study design has indeed affected our findings.

It can be concluded that the findings of this study raise sufficient doubt to question 
the assumption that employee and managerial reports of implemented HR practices 
are the same. The results provide a clear indication of the fact that interchangeability 
of employee and manager reports cannot just be assumed, and this has important 
implications for empirical studies and meta-analyses on the relationships between HR 
activities and outcomes, which has been based on data collected from both managers 
and employees.

These findings have important implications for HR research, as it suggests that the 
current practice in which both employee and manager reports of HR practices are used 
to assess HR practices should be questioned. This could thus have important implications 
for the way in which future research compares and synthesizes extant research in meta-
analyses. As these two types of reports do not completely converge, conclusions drawn 
based on the findings of studies using a mixture of employee and manager data (as in 
some meta-analyses) should be considered with caution, as it is not clear whether the 
findings of studies are actually comparable. Also, as studies have recently relied more 
often on employee reports, the proportion of studies based on employee reports in meta-
analyses will become more substantial, underlining the importance of taking this issue 
into account in future meta-analyses.

Researchers are also advised to determine carefully the measures that are used for 
the two types of respondents. Decisions need to be made regarding whether the same 
items are used for the two types of respondents (1), the referent used (2), and the type 
of items used (3). When the goal is to gain reasonable levels of convergence, the current 
study suggests that the same items should be used for employees and managers and 
that these items should be of a factual nature, while making use of a unit referent. More 
research is needed to determine how different choices on these factors would affect 
levels of convergence, and an important first step would be for future studies to report 
and explain their choices on these factors, so that potential patterns in findings of these 
studies can be examined. Including a list of full items in studies would be helpful in this 
respect. An open and ongoing discussion regarding these issues will be enabled in this 
way, and this will increase our understanding of the issues at play as this will create a 
heightened level of attention and knowledge regarding the different issues.

Also, the findings of this study can be informative for organizations as nowadays 
surveys are frequently used and are gaining more importance due to the current emphasis 
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on HR analytics. At the same time, investments in data collection often have to remain 
limited, resulting in the need to make choices regarding which actors (e.g. managers 
or employees) to include in the survey, and required sample sizes. The findings of this 
suggest that if it would only be possible to collect data based on managerial reports, 
due to these monetary constraints, it would be appropriate to study implemented HR 
practices based on a unit referent. Our study suggests that although employee and 
managerial reports of implemented practices are distinct, considerable associations 
are found between the two. Caution is however in place when studying the HR practice 
participation and communication as it is found that the levels of convergence are lower 
for this functional practice. Furthermore, our studies have also shown that reports of 
implemented HR practices in the unit based on a small number of employees per unit 
provide high levels of shared variance. When one is thus confronted with a constraint in 
the number of employees per unit that can be included in the data collection procedure, 
implemented HR practices can be still studied.

Limitations
The findings presented have to be viewed in light of the limitations of this study. The first 
limitation concerns sample size. The current study made use of data that was collected 
among employees and their line managers. As the focus is on HR practices implemented 
in the unit, employee data was aggregated to the unit level and the sample size thus 
reduces to the number of units. Due to missing values a number of units could however 
not be included. As employee and managerial responses needed to be coupled, missing 
data in managerial questionnaires can cause the exclusion of a number of employee 
questionnaires. Also, some units had to be excluded as the minimum number of 
respondents per unit was two. As a result of this, the resulting sample size was lower 
than what would have been preferred.

A second limitation lies in the fact that when linking HR practices to outcomes, 
common method bias potentially plays a role when employee reports of practices are 
linked to employee rated commitment, engagement, OCB and satisfaction. These concerns 
are though mitigated by the fact that in some instances managerial reports of practices 
correlate significantly with employee rated outcomes when employee reports do not (and 
the other way around when studying line manager rated comparative unit performance). 
Despite this, more research is needed which also links reports of HR activities to data 
gathered from a third source. The examination of the linkages with for example objective 
performance data are an important avenue for future research.

Future research
This study provides valuable insights for future research. It would be particularly important 
for future research to replicate and further extend the findings of the current study. In 
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light of the small sample used in this study, more work is needed to further examine 
convergence in larger samples and based on samples stemming from different contexts. 
As the current study makes use of data collected within units operating in different sectors 
and types of organizations more work is needed to examine the potential effects of this. 
In addition, various other types of outcomes measures could be studied including those 
obtained through different data collection methods.

It is particularly interesting to study further degrees of convergence between 
manager and employee reports of HR practices across functions and types of outcomes. 
Also, future studies could involve different stakeholders in the analysis, to examine for 
example whether HR managers differ in their views on implemented practices. Also, 
it would be insightful to examine systematically convergence between employee and 
manager reports based on different measures of HR practices. While currently similarities 
are maximized, it would be interesting to study whether differences in reports would 
indeed become larger when different items are included, different referents are used, or 
when more evaluative items are included. It would be interesting to test the hypothesis 
that convergence between employees and managers will be lower when more evaluative 
items are used as opposed to factual items. Understanding the conditions under which 
convergence exist, and gaining insight in when greater of smaller differences are likely to 
be found, is crucial for a more thorough understanding of the issues at play.

Testing different sets of items could be done by replicating the study multiple 
times while differences in items (for example the referent used) are examined one by one. 
This type of study could be performed within one sample while making use of different 
versions of the same questionnaire. By for example distributing two versions of a survey 
within one work unit, all other conditions are held constant and differences in responses 
can be attributed to differences in items used. By studying different measures in this 
manner, findings of studies can be compared and differences in findings can be attributed 
to differences in items. Clearly this implies a considerable research agenda as this type 
of research where numerous small differences between items are examined in detail 
requires a substantial investment.

A remarkable finding was that this study showed that correlations of employee and 
managerial reports of the different functional practices are reasonably high. One would 
expect to see lower correlations between two reports of different practices. This finding 
suggest a system effect which means that when a large number of HR activities is used 
within one functional area, that this is associated with a large number of practices being 
present in another functional area. Potential synergetic effects that result from this could 
be studied future in future research.

All in all, this study raises sufficient doubt as to the implicit assumption that 
manager and employee reports of HR practices are the same, and this underlines the 
importance of additional research regarding these issues. Unless more understanding 
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is gained in the issues at play, it is difficult for researchers to determine the appropriate 
source of data for their measure of HR practices, and this hinders the development of 
HRM research.
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Appendix: Implemented HR practices (yes/no response format)

Please indicate whether for the employees in your unit the following practices are present.

Recruitment and selection

selection interviews for the selection of new employees

selection tests (for example intelligence, personality, interests) for the selection of new employees

assessment centers for the selection of new employees

specialized recruitment agencies for the selection of new employees

Training and development

regular training and education (at least once a year)

regular formal internal training (at least once a year)

regular external trainings (at least once a year)

training for personal professional development

training of social skills like communication training or presentation training

formal career paths

internal promotion (qualified employees have the opportunity to be promoted to positions of greater pay)

Reward

salary higher than those paid by competitors

pay raises based on individual job performance

a bonus or other financial extras next to base salary

individual merit pay (bonus or other financial extras) in addition to base salary

unit based merit pay next to their base salary 

profit sharing

Performance appraisal

a formal performance evaluation system

yearly evaluations of job performance

multiple performance evaluation conversations a year

joint agreement of performance goals

evaluation of team performance as part of performance appraisal

Participation and communication

regular information sharing meetings in the unit

involvement in strategic decisions in the organization

freedom to invest in new materials and technology

the opportunity to divide tasks themselves among colleagues

participation in self-guided teams 

formal participation processes such as quality improvement groups

the opportunity to monitor the quality and execution of work by myself

the opportunity to monitor costs and productivity by myself

involvement in decisions concerning the selection of a new colleague
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Abstract 
Although research has shown that the use of High Performance Work Systems is associated 
with employee outcomes, our knowledge of the meanings employees attach to HPWS 
systems and how these shape employee outcomes is still limited. This study examines the 
signalling impact of HPWS on HR well-being and HR performance attributions, and how 
these influence happiness- and health-related outcomes. Using multi-level data (1,065 
employees nested within 150 work units) obtained from multiple sources (line-managers 
and employees), our results show that coverage of HPWS was positively associated with 
the two HR attributions. In addition, HR well-being attributions were associated with 
higher levels of commitment and lower levels of job strain. HR performance attributions 
were associated with higher levels of job strain. The findings of this study highlight the 
importance of taking into account how employees attach meaning to implemented HPWS 
in order to predict employee outcomes.
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Introduction
Starting in the late 1990s there has been a growing interest in examining the effects 
of High Performance Work Systems (HPWS) on employee attitudes and behaviors (e.g., 
Appelbaum, Bailey, Berg & Kalleberg, 2000). Nevertheless, there is still considerable 
debate regarding the precise nature of the relationship between HPWS and employee 
outcomes. While the mainstream ‘optimistic’ perspective holds that HPWS have a positive 
effect on employee outcomes, an alternative ‘pessimistic’ perspective posits that the 
adoption of HPWS has a negative effect on employee outcomes (Peccei, Van de Voorde & 
Van Veldhoven, 2013). Linked to this, while the evidence in the area suggests that HPWS 
are mainly positively associated with happiness-related outcomes, a limited body of 
empirical evidence also points to a negative association between HPWS and employee 
health-related outcomes (Van de Voorde, Paauwe & Van Veldhoven, 2012). More research 
is clearly needed on the effects of HPWS on different types of work-related outcomes and, 
importantly, on the processes that help to explain how HPWS influences happiness- and 
health-related outcomes. 

As part of the attempt to gain a better understanding of the mechanisms through 
which HPWS affect employee outcomes there has been a growing focus on how employees 
attribute meanings to the HPWS practices that are adopted in the organization (e.g., 
Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; Nishii & Wright, 2008; Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007). The central idea 
here is that HPWS signal the organizations’ intentions and goals to employees including, 
in particular, i) the extent to which employees are seen as valuable resources and ii) the 
level of performance that is expected of them at work (Jensen, Patel & Messersmith, 2013; 
Kroon, Van de Voorde & Van Veldhoven, 2009). Particularly important in this respect are 
employees’ attributions about management’s purpose in implementing given practices 
which, in turn shape individuals’ outcomes (Lepak, Jiang, Han, Castellano & Hu, 2012; 
Nishii, Lepak & Schneider, 2008). Focusing on the two core HPWS signals identified above, 
this study examines the role of two types of employee HR attributions, namely (1) that 
HPWS practices are motivated by a concern for employees well-being and (2) that HPWS 
practices are motivated by maximizing employee performance.

This study is designed to contribute both theoretically and empirically to the 
literature by examining the impact of HPWS on happiness- and health-related outcomes 
via the two types of HR attributions. Specifically, the first novelty of this study is that 
we examine the mediating role of HR attributions in the relationship between HPWS 
and employee outcomes in the context of (HRM specific) attribution theories (Bowen & 
Ostroff, 2004; Kelley, 1967). Even though HRM scholars have suggested that HPWS have 
an influence on employee outcomes via employee interpretations of HRM (e.g., Nishii & 
Wright, 2008), there is still a limited understanding of how employees attribute meanings 
to HPWS, and how these meanings shape employees’ outcomes. In particular, the HR 
attribution pathway has -to our knowledge- not yet been examined in empirical research. 
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Second, this study explicitly distinguishes two conflicting perspectives (i.e. mainstream 
optimistic perspective and the critical pessimistic perspective) on the effects of HPWS on 
happiness- and health-related outcomes. Previous research has tended to investigate the 
former perspective, while the latter perspective and the integration of both perspectives 
has received little attention in the extant literature (Peccei et al., 2013). 

The association between HPWS and employee HR attributions
HPWS comprise a group of separate but interconnected HR practices designed to 
enhance employee and firm performance through enhancing employee skills, motivation, 
and opportunity to contribute (e.g., Appelbaum et al., 2000). While there is still no 
consensus on the specific HPWS practices that should be included in measures of HPWS, 
recent reviews have identified some common threads in the literature on HPWS (i.e. 
Gong, Chang & Cheung, 2010; Posthuma, Campion, Masimova & Campion, 2013). The 
HPWS activities in the current study reflect the five HR activities which are consistently 
identified in these two extant reviews of the literature and include selectivity in hiring, 
employee development and career opportunities, rewards, performance evaluation, and 
participation and communication. In line with previous research on the signalling effect 
of HPWS (Chuang & Liao, 2010; Jensen et al., 2013; Kroon et al., 2009), we examine the 
combined effect of HPWS practices on employee HR attributions and outcomes. In line 
with recent HRM process models in which actual HPWS practices (implemented HPWS 
practices by line-managers) are theorized to influence employees’ interpretations of 
these practices, line-manager reports of the proportion of employees in their work unit 
covered by HPWS practices are included. This type of measure provides an indication 
of the magnitude and spread of implemented HPWS activities in a work unit (Gardner, 
Wright & Moynihan, 2011).

HPWS activities represent an important characteristic of the work environment and 
can be viewed as important tools through which signals on what the organization values 
and expects from workers are send to employees (e.g., Bowen & Ostroff, 2004). Drawing 
on the notion of sense-making (Weick, 1995), we expect that as a way of making sense of 
their work environment, employees will try to interpret management’s motivations for the 
use of these activities and HR attributions will thus be formed. As such, the HR attributions 
reflect employees’ attempts to understand the causality for a specific event (Lord & 
Smith, 1983). A distinction can be made between internal and external HR attributions 
(Koys, 1988). Internal attributions are formed when the underlying reasons for the use of 
certain HR activities are perceived to lay in the choices that management makes, whereas 
external attributions are formed when the causes of these activities are viewed as being 
outside of the company’s responsibility. As internal attributions are expected to relate to 
employee outcomes, we focus internal HR attributions in this study (Nishii et al., 2008). In 
particular, we concentrate on two core potential HR attributions regarding management’s 
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employee-oriented philosophy, namely the extent to which employees perceive that the 
intended goals of HR practices (1) reflect a concern for their well-being (well-being HR 
attribution), and (2) are motivated by maximizing employee performance (performance 
HR attribution) (Koys, 1988; Nishii et al., 2008).

Drawing on (HRM specific) attribution theory (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; Kelley, 1967), 
we argue that the attribution making process is facilitated by the level of implemented 
HPWS through the mechanisms of distinctiveness, consistency, and consensus. First, 
we expect that in a work unit where more HPWS practices are implemented (coverage 
is high), distinctiveness is higher. In a ‘high coverage’ situation, a wide range of HPWS 
practices is implemented that affect a large number of employees. The HPWS practices 
are more visible and stand out in the environment, affording employees the opportunity 
for sense-making. Second, when coverage is high there is more consistency in the HPWS 
practices applied across employees in a work unit. In a ‘low’ coverage situation, not all 
HPWS practices might be applied to employees, resulting in internal inconsistency across 
the HPWS practices. As the HPWS practices do not complement one other and fit together 
as a whole, incompatible signals are sent. In addition, in a ‘low’ coverage situation not all 
employees in a work unit might be managed by HPWS practices. This lack of a consistent 
pattern in the application of HPWS practices across employees communicates that 
there is inconsistency in the way employees are managed within a work unit, resulting 
in ambiguous signals being send to employees. Finally, we expect that higher levels of 
coverage result in consensus; i.e. more agreement among employees. When employees 
within the work unit experience consistency in HPWS practices (when clear and consistent 
signals are send), employees are more likely to agree on how they view the situation. 
When there is consensus more accurate attributions are likely to be made. In sum, we 
expect that when a larger proportion of employees is covered by HPWS practices within 
a work unit, the more salient HPWS practices are and the stronger the signalling effect of 
these HPWS practices is, facilitating the attribution making process.

To the extent that HPWS practices offer employees direct tangible benefits and 
socio-emotional resources such as training, promotion opportunities, involvement 
in decision making, compensation and job security, they can signal to them that the 
organization’s intention is to invest in their development and to take care of their well-
being (Chuang & Liao, 2010). Previous research has shown that employees do indeed 
view the implementation of staffing, training and development, and compensation and 
benefits as evidence of management’s respect for them (Koys, 1988; Koys, 1991). However, 
HPWS practices may also be viewed in a less positive light by employees, for example as 
signalling that increased work effort is expected. This is the case if employees view these 
practices as being motivated primarily by management’s desire to increase performance 
in order to improve the competitive position of the organization, rather than by a concern 
for employee welfare (Jensen et al., 2013; Kroon et al., 2009). A study by Koys (1988) 
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indeed confirmed this as it has been shown that employees do view the implementation 
of staffing, training and development, and compensation and benefits to be motivated by 
the organizations desire to improve performance. Therefore, we expect that:

Hypothesis 1: The level of coverage of HPWS practices in a work unit is 
positively associated with HR well-being attributions.
Hypothesis 2: The level of coverage of HPWS practices in a work unit is 
positively associated with HR performance attributions.

The association between employee HR attributions and employee outcomes
Further, we argue that HR attributions influence employee outcomes. In terms of 
happiness-related outcomes we focus on organizational commitment. The importance 
of commitment is reflected in the growing number of studies that have examined the 
relationships between HPWS and commitment (e.g., Gardner et al., 2011; Takeuchi, 
Chen & Lepak, 2009). We also focus on job strain as a health-related outcome. Specially, 
we focus on short term work related fatigue, which is an early symptom of more severe 
job strain (e.g., chronic stress, burnout) and which has been related to health complaints 
and absenteeism (Van Veldhoven & Broersen, 2003). To explore relationships between HR 
attributions and employee outcomes, we turn to the literature on social exchange theory 
(SET) (Blau, 1967) and its extensions (e.g., perceived organizational support (Rhoades & 
Eisenberger, 2002)) and the literature on the job demands- resources (JDR) model (e.g., 
Bakker, Demerouti & Verbeke, 2004).

Drawing on SET, we can expect that when HPWS practices are interpreted by 
employees as expressing appreciation, investment and recognition, they perceive 
themselves in a social exchange, and they will feel an obligation to reciprocate accordingly 
in their attitudes and behaviors (Takeuchi, Lepak, Wang & Takeuchi, 2007). In line with 
this theorizing, we argue that when employees perceive HPWS to be used with the goal of 
enhancing their well-being (i.e. when employees form HR well-being attributions), this will 
be experienced as being provided with support, benefits and resources. Employees will 
feel an obligation to reciprocate accordingly with higher levels of commitment (Blau, 1967). 
In addition, feelings of support and appreciation will enhance feelings of commitment 
and reduce feelings of strain (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). In line with this reasoning, 
both Nishii et al. (2008) and Koys (1988; 1991) found support for a positive relationship 
between employee HR well-being attributions and organizational commitment. However, 
performance HR attributions can lead to the feeling that the organization does not care 
about employee well-being and is reluctant to invest in employee development and welfare 
(Koys, 1988; Nishii et al., 2008). As a result of this experienced lack of social exchange, 
employees will feel less emotionally attached (Blau, 1967). Moreover, if employees’ 
experience that the time and effort they invest in their work is not properly reciprocated 
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by the organization increased feelings of strain and decreased feelings of commitment 
may result. Previous work has shown that a lack of reciprocity is related to lower levels of 
commitment, as well as to higher levels of burnout (Gakovic & Tetrick, 2003). 

In the JDR model, social resources are located at different levels, including the 
level of support provided by the organization (Salanova, Bakker & Llorens, 2006). In this 
study context we argue that when employees perceive that HR practices are motivated 
by an underlying managerial philosophy of caring for employee well-being, employees 
experience a higher level of social resources, as employees feel a strong sense of 
consideration and support from their management. Following the JDR model, these 
resources activate an intrinsic and extrinsic motivational process, whereby basic needs 
are satisfied and work goals are achieved, which in turn positively influences engagement 
and commitment (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). In addition, resources have been found to 
be negatively linked to job strain so that individuals who possess more resources are less 
likely to experience negative outcomes such as feelings of burnout and stress (Hobfoll & 
Freedy, 1993).

When employees experience that HR practices in their work unit are motivated by 
maximizing employee performance, expectations of increased performance and effort at 
work will become more salient. According to the JDR model, when a continuous feeling of 
high demands is experienced, an energy depletion process is activated, which gradually 
results in enhanced levels of job strain (Bakker et al., 2004). A number of previous studies 
have indeed found that HPWS are associated with increased levels of work demands, 
work intensification, and job strain (e.g., Ehrnrooth & Björkman, 2012; Kroon et al., 2009). 
In addition to making these performance expectations more salient, performance HR 
attributions can lead to the feeling that the organization does not care about employee 
well-being (Koys, 1988; Nishii et al., 2008). Following the JDR model, this experienced lack 
of support may well result in lower levels of commitment and higher levels of job strain 
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). 

On this basis we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 3: Well-being focused HR attributions are associated with higher 
levels of commitment.
Hypothesis 4: Well-being focused HR attributions are associated with lower 
levels of job strain.
Hypothesis 5: Performance-focused HR attributions are associated with 
lower levels of commitment.
Hypothesis 6: Performance-focused HR attributions are associated with 
higher levels of job strain.
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The mediating role of HR attributions in the HPWS – employee outcome relationship
Employees interpretations of HR practices are seen as a crucial linking pin between 
implemented HR practices and employee attitudinal and behavioral responses to these 
practices in HRM process models (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; Nishii & Wright, 2008; Purcell & 
Hutchinson, 2007). A recent stream of empirical research provides evidence that employee 
perceptions and evaluations of HR activities are indeed important to gain more insight in 
relationships between HRM and employee outcomes (e.g. Boxall, Ang & Bartram, 2011; 
Den Hartog, Boon, Verburg & Croon, 2013).

In the current study the focus is on a specific type of HRM process, namely that of 
attributions that are formed by employees about why certain practices are in place (Nishii 
et al., 2008). Following the HRM process models, HPWS are expected to influence two 
counterbalancing processes, through the formation of HR attributions of performance 
and well-being. In line with the positive perspective on the HRM-employee outcomes 
relationship outlined above, we expect a positive association between implemented 
HPWS and employee HR well-being attributions, which are in turn linked to enhanced 
commitment and reduced job strain. By contrast, based on the critical perspective, we 
expect a positive relationship between implemented HPWS and employee HR performance 
attributions, which are in turn linked to reduced commitment and enhanced job strain. 
On this basis, we expect that:

Hypothesis 7: Well-being focused HR attributions mediate the relationship 
between HPWS and commitment.
Hypothesis 8: Well-being focused HR attributions mediate the relationship 
between HPWS and job strain.
Hypothesis 9: Performance focused HR attributions mediate the relationship 
between HPWS and commitment.
Hypothesis 10: Performance focused HR attributions mediate the relationship 
between HPWS and job strain.

Methods

Study context
To study the relationship between HPWS, employee attributions, and employee outcomes 
we collected data on HPWS practices from line-managers of work units, and data on 
HR attributions, commitment and job strain directly from employees (this approach has 
recently been applied, among others, by Den Hartog et al. (2013)). Data were collected 
within a wide variety of industries in the profit and non-profit sector (e.g., financial 
services, health care, education, government, and manufacturing). Each of the work units 
included is based in the Netherlands. This study is not limited to one particular branch 
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of industry in order to increase the heterogeneity of HPWS in our sample. By including 
units stemming from different industry contexts we allow for larger variation in the use 
of HPWS, which is important to be able to link the use of HPWS to outcomes.

Procedure and sample
To increase the heterogeneity of HPWS in our sample, data were collected in a variety 
of Dutch industries (e.g., financial services, health care, education, government, and 
manufacturing). Work units were identified through a network of master students in HR 
studies as part of their thesis project, under close supervision of the authors. Multiple 
studies have collected data via this procedure, among others, El Akremi, Vandenberghe 
and Camerman (2010) and Spell and Arnold (2007). The work units needed to comprise 
a distinguishable collection of employees with a line-manager involved in the enactment 
of HPWS practices. Preferably all employees in a work unit were surveyed, in case not 
all employees could be surveyed in the work unit, the manager was instructed to select 
a sample of employees in the work unit that should include only employees working in 
the primary process of that specific work unit. Both surveys (for the employees and their 
line-manager) needed to be sent out at the same time. 

After deletion of work units with fewer than three employee responses or with no 
returned line-manager questionnaire, the sample consists of 1,065 employees working 
in 150 units (the 150 units are nested within 73 organizations). The average number 
of employee questionnaires per unit was seven; the average response rate in a unit 
was 47 percent, and the overall response rate was 24 percent. Almost sixty percent of 
the managers was male, and their average age was 43 years (SD = 8.24). The majority 
of the manager sample holds at least a bachelor’s degree (more than 80 percent). The 
median number of years within the organization is 10 (SD = 10.22). In the employee 
sample almost 60 percent of the respondents was female, and the average age of the 
respondents was 37 years (SD = 11.27). Nearly 50 percent of the respondents hold at least 
a bachelor’s degree, and the median number of years within the organization was five 
(SD = 8.56). About 54 percent of the units were in the profit sector and about 46 percent 
of the units in the non-profit sector.

Measures
HPWS 
HPWS was measured along five functional HPWS areas (selectivity in hiring, employee 
development and career opportunities, rewards, performance evaluation, participation 
and communication). To measure the five HPWS activities, 26 HPWS items were selected 
based on earlier work on HPWS in the Netherlands 23 HPWS items by Kroon et al. (2009), 
and three additional items on involvement by Boselie (2002) are included. Line managers 
reported the extent of coverage of employees by the HPWS items on a four-point scale 
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with the following response categories: ‘Yes, for all employees in this unit’, ‘Yes for a 
majority of employees in this unit (>50%)’; ‘Yes for a minority of employees in this unit 
(<50%)’ and ‘No, for none of the employees in this unit’.

To create an index of HPWS activities, the 26 HPWS items were first grouped into 
skill-enhancing, motivation-enhancing and opportunity-enhancing bundles (following 
Jiang, Lepak, Hu & Baer, 2012). Based on the mean score of these three reliable and 
validated bundles1 the HPWS score was calculated to accommodate for a disproportionate 
emphasis on specific HPWS activities. Cronbach’s alpha for the HPWS index was .79. To 
examine the validity of our line-manager measure of HPWS we used employee reports 
on the use of HPWS. Employees were asked to indicate the extent to which their work 
unit uses each of the 26 HPWS items on a five-point response scale ranging from totally 
disagree to totally agree. Line-managers ratings on the coverage of HPWS practices were 
correlated with aggregated employee reports on HPWS practice utilization from their 
respective departments (see Gardner et al. (2011) for a similar approach). The aggregation 
of employee responses on HPWS use to the work unit level seemed valid (ICC1 = .34; 
ICC2 = .78). The correlation between the employees’ and line-managers’ reported HPWS 
index   was 0.49 (p<.01). This correlation suggests consistency in line-manager and 
employee reports on HPWS use.

HR attributions
In this study respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which the five core HPWS 
activities were used in order to promote employee well-being; and to get the most work 
out of employees. Following Nishii et al. (2008) we asked employees to score each HPWS 
activity on the two attributions, instead of having employees select one attribution per 
HPWS activity, thereby leaving open the possibility that there may be multiple goals 
attached to each activity. A five-point response scale was used ranging from ‘strongly 
disagree’ (1) to ‘strongly agree’ (5). Reliability for the employee well-being attribution 
was  .79, and for the performance attribution .85.

Organizational commitment 
To assess the level of organizational commitment the affective commitment scale by 
Moideenkutty, Blau, Kumar and Nalakath (2001) was used. A sample item is: ‘I really feel 
as if this organization’s problems are my own’. Items were answered on a seven-point 
response scale (1 = ‘strongly disagree’ to 7 = ‘strongly agree’). Cronbach’s alpha for this 
scale was .78.

Job strain
To measure job strain a six-item need for recovery scale by Van Veldhoven and 
Meijman  (1994) was included. The work-related items of the need for recovery scale 
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measure short term work related fatigue. A sample item is: ‘I find it difficult to relax at the 
end of a working day’. Participants responded on a four-point scale (never, sometimes, 
often, always). The reliability of this scale was .80.

Control variables
We controlled for four demographic individual-level variables: gender (1 = male 2 = 
female), age (in years), tenure (0 through 2 years; 3 through 5 years; 6 through 10 years 
and more than 11 years) and education (low = lower vocational, secondary; medium = 
middle vocational; high = higher vocational, college / university). At the unit-level, we 
controlled for work unit size (less than 12 employees; between 12 and 25 employees; 
more than 25 employees) and sector (profit = 1, non-profit = 2). Finally, we included an 
interaction effect between HPWS and sector in our multi-level analyses, as the impact of 
HPWS on employee attributions and employee outcomes might differ across industry 
context.

Analytical strategy
In order to examine whether the HR attributions and employee outcomes captured 
different constructs, we first conducted a series of confirmatory factor analyses. We 
compared a confirmatory factor analysis in which the indicators were set to load on the 
four hypothesized factors with models in which indicators of HR well-being attributions, 
HR performance attributions, commitment and job strain were set to load on three factors. 
The hypothesized four factor model fitted the data well (RMSEA = .07; CFI = .89), and 
obtained a better fit than all other three factor models (Δχ2 (3) = 1347.46; 1421.65; 697.97, 
p < .05). These results support the discriminant validity of our attributions and employee 
outcomes measures. 

To assess relationships between HPWS, HR attributions and employee outcomes 
we need to take into account that the data are hierarchical (macro-micro) in nature as 
employees are nested within units. The model to be tested is referred to as cross-level 
mediation – lower mediation (Mathieu & Taylor, 2007), because HPWS emanates from the 

Figure I: Model linking HPWS to commitment and job strain
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work unit level of analysis, whereas employee HR attributions, organizational commitment, 
and job strain reside at the individual level of analysis (see Figure I). Therefore, multi-level 
analysis is the statistical tool of choice (Snijders & Bosker, 1999).

We tested our hypotheses with four sets of multi-level analyses with the two 
employee attributions, job strain, and organizational commitment as dependent variable 
using MLwiN v2.02 (Rasbash, Browne & Goldstein, 2003). To test the effect of HPWS on 
employee HR attributions (H1 and H2), we first included our control variables (M1) and 
added HPWS (M2). To test the effects of employee HR attributions on employee outcomes 
(H3-H6) and the possible mediation of employee HR attributions in the relationship 
between HPWS and employee outcomes (H7-H10) we started with a model which included 
the control variables (M1). In the second step, we added HPWS (M2). Finally, the two HR 
attributions were added (M3). MacKinnon, Fairchild and Fritz’s (2007) guidelines to assess 
mediation were used. In addition, we performed a one-tailed Sobel (1982) test to assess 
the significance of the proposed mediating mechanisms.

Results
Table I shows that the extent of use of HPWS is positively related to the two HR attributions. 
In addition, the two HR attributions were positively intercorrelated (.12). HR well-being 
attributions were positively related to commitment and negatively to job strain, while HR 
performance attributions were only positively correlated with job strain. Finally, sector is 
significantly related to the use of HPWS as the coverage of HPWS in work units operating 
in the profit sector is higher compared to the non-profit sector. 

Table I: Means, standard deviations and correlations

Mean SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10.

1. Gender 1.60 .49

2. Age 36.60 11.27 -.09**

3. Education 2.33 .74 -.05 -.07*

4. Tenure 2.53 1.15 -.08* .59*** -.10**

5. Sector 1.48 .50 .32*** .12*** .03 .03

6. Work unit size 1.93 .81 .18*** -.12*** -.22*** -.03 .37***

7. HPWS 2.46 .37 -.26*** .09** .26*** .11*** -.24*** -.29***

8. HR well-being 
attribution

3.35 .66 .08* -.01 .01 -.04 .07* .05 .09**

9. HR 
performance 
attribution

3.03 .76 -.02 -.03 -.04 -.03 .01 .09** .09** .12***

10. Commitment 4.45 1.27 -.14*** .06* -.01 .09** -.15*** -.06* .19*** .32*** -.00

11. Job strain 1.82 .48 .01 -.03 .09** -.02 .10** .15*** -.02 -.14*** .08* -.08*

Note: *p < .05, ** p < .01; ***p < .001. Descriptives and correlations are reported at the individual level of analysis. Valid N (listwise) = 
933 employees.
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HPWS and employee HR attributions
Hypotheses 1 and 2 proposed effects of HPWS on the employee HR attributions types. 
Table II (M2) shows that HPWS is positively related to HR well-being attributions (B = .30; 
t = 3.61; p < .001). HPWS is also positively associated with HR performance attributions 
(B = .25; t = 2.34; p < .05; M2 Table II). Therefore, hypothesis 1 and 2 are supported. 

Employee HR attributions and outcomes
Second, relationships between HR attributions and employee outcomes were assessed 
(H3-6). HR well-being attributions are found to be positively associated with commitment 
(B = .57; t = 9.52; p < .001; M3 Table III) and negatively with job strain (B = -.13; t = - 5.25; 
p < .001; M3 Table III). HR performance attributions are found to be positively associated 
with job strain (B = .05; t = 2.52; p < .05; M3 Table III). However, no significant relationship 
was found between HR performance attributions and organizational commitment 
(B = -.07; t = -1.33; p > .05; M3 Table III)2. In sum, these findings indicate that higher levels 

Table II: Predicting HR attributions

HR well-being attributions HR performance attributions

Variable M1 M2 M1 M2

B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE)

Individual level

Gender .08 (.05) .10 (.05)* .01 (.06) .02 (.06)

Age .00 (.00) .00 (.00) -.00 (.00) -.00 (.00)

Education

- Medium -.06 (.07) -.08 (.07) -.06 (.08) -.07 (.08)

- High -.02 (.07) -.06 (.07) -.08 (.08) -.11 (.08)

Tenure

- Moderate -.06 (.06) -.06 (.06) -.11 (.07) -.11 (.07)

- High -.06 (.06) -.07 (.06) -.06 (.07) -.06 (.07)

- Very high -.09 (.07) -.12 (.07) -.06 (.08) -.07 (.08)

Work unit level

Sector .03 (.07) .06 (.07) -.02 (.09) .00 (.09)

Work unit size

- Medium .07 (.07) .08 (.07) .23 (.10)* .24 (.09)*

- Large .05 (.08) .10 (.08) .10 (.10) .14 (.10)

HPWS .30 (.08)*** .25 (.11)*

Variance components

  Individual level .36 (.02) .36 (.02) .44 (.02) .44 (.02)

  Work unit level .07 (.02) .06 (.01) .14 (.03) .14 (.03)

Modelfit (-2 log likelihood) 1803.43 1790.94 2039.75 2034.36

Note: B is the unstandardized parameter estimate; SE is the standard error. *p < .05, ** p < .01; ***p < .001.
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of HR well-being attributions are associated with more commitment and less strain. In 
addition, higher levels of HR performance attributions are associated with higher levels 
of experienced strain.

HPWS, employee HR attributions and employee outcomes
Finally, hypothesis 7–10 suggested that employee HR well-being and performance 
attributions mediated the relationship between HPWS and employee outcomes. 
Requirements for mediation concern a statistically significant relation between (1) the 
independent variable and the mediator variable, and (2) between the mediator variable 
and the dependent variable (MacKinnon et al., 2007). HPWS was positively related to 
HR well-being attributions (M2 Table II), and HR well-being attributions were associated 

Table III: Predicting employee outcomes

Variable Commitment Job strain

M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3

B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE)

Individual level

Gender -.14 (.09) -.11 (.09) -.16 (.09) -.04 (.04) -.04 (.04) -.03 (.04)

Age .01 (.01) .01 (.01) .01 (.01) .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00)

Education

- Medium -.14 (.13) -.16 (.13) -.13 (.12) .13 (.05)** .13 (.05)* .13 (.05)**

- High -.09 (.13) -.15 (.13) -.15 (.12) .17 (.05)*** .17 (.05)*** .17 (.05)***

Tenure

- Moderate .21 (.11) .21 (.11) .23 (.11)* -.01 (.04) -.01 (.04) -.01 (.04)

- High .13 (.12) .12 (.12) .13 (.12) -.02 (.05) -.02 (.05) -.02 (.05)

- Very high .11 (.14) .08 (.14) .13 (.13) -.02 (.05) -.02 (.05) -.02 (.05)

Work unit level

Sector -.37 (.14)** -.31 (.13)* -.33 (.12)** .08 (.04) .08 (.04) .09 (.04)*

Work unit size

- Medium .03 (.15) .04 (.14) .00 (.13) .06 (.05) .06 (.05) .06 (.05)

- Large -.02 (.16) .06 (.16) -.00 (.15) .17 (.05)*** .17 (.05)** .18 (.05)***

HPWS .51 (.17)** .36 (.15)* .01 (.05) .03 (.05)

HR well-being attribution .57 (.06)*** -.13 (.02)***

HR performance attribution -.07 (.05) .05 (.02)*

Variance components

  Individual level 1.26 (.06) 1.26 (.06) 1.16 (.06) .21 (.01) .21 (.01) .20 (.01)

  Work unit level .32 (.06) .29 (.06) .22 (.05) .02 (.01) .02 (.01) .01 (.01)

Modelfit (-2 log likelihood) 3008.67 2999.69 2896.84 1238.75 1238.70 1203.50

Note: B is the unstandardized parameter estimate; SE is the standard error. *p < .05, ** p < .01; ***p < .001. 
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with commitment and job strain (M3, Table III), thereby meeting the requirements of 
mediation. The result of additional Sobel (1982) tests support partial mediation of HR well-
being attributions on the relationship between HPWS and commitment (t = 3.38; p < .001), 
and job strain (t = - 2.97; p < .01). Therefore hypothesis 7 and 8 are partially supported. 

Although HPWS was positively related to HR performance attributions (M2 Table II), 
HR performance attributions were only associated with job strain and not with commitment 
(M3, Table III), thereby precluding a mediation effect of HR performance attributions on 
the relationship between HPWS and commitment (MacKinnon et al., 2007). The result of 
an additional Sobel (1982) test support mediation of HR performance attributions on the 
relationship between HPWS and job strain (t = 1.72; p < .05). In sum, the findings indicate 
that HR well-being attributions partially mediate the relationship between HPWS and 
employee outcomes, and HR performance attributions mediate the relationship between 
HPWS and job strain.

Discussion
This study examined the mediating role of HR attributions in the relationship between 
HPWS and employee outcomes in the context of (HRM specific) attribution theories 
(Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; Kelley, 1967). The present study demonstrates that when a 
larger proportion of employees is covered by HPWS practices within a work unit, the 
more salient the HPWS practices are and the stronger the signalling effects of these HPWS 
practices are, facilitating the HR attribution making process (Bowen & Ostroff,  2004). 
Implemented HPWS practices were found to positively influence HR well-being and HR 
performance attributions. These findings support the idea that HPWS can signal two 
messages to employees; both that they are seen as valuable resources as well as that 
increased performance is expected of them (Jensen et al., 2013; Kroon et al., 2009).

Second, consistent with SET (Blau, 1964; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002) and JDR 
arguments (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007), employee perceptions that the intended goal 
of the HPWS practices reflect care and support for them, can be a signal and resource 
of support, which results in higher levels of commitment and reduced feelings of job 
strain. In addition, our findings confirm the idea that HR performance attributions are 
positively related to job strain, although employee commitment is not affected by this 
type of HR attribution. As a result of HR performance attributions employees might 
experience higher work demands which activate an energy depletion process gradually 
leading to feelings of job strain (Jensen et al., 2013; Kroon et al., 2009) when this process 
is not buffered by available resources (Bakker et al., 2004). Based on the idea that HR 
performance attributions lead to the feeling that management does not have employee 
interests at heart, we hypothesized that perceived lack of support resulted in lower levels 
of commitment and higher levels of job strain (Bakker et al., 2004; Blau, 1964). However, 
performance HR attributions were not related to commitment. An explanation for our 
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finding might be that HR performance attributions are perceived as a demand, and not so 
much as lack of support or social resources. Recent research has confirmed that demands 
and resources initiate two psychological processes, with demands primarily associated 
with job strain and not with engagement or commitment (Bakker et al., 2004).

Third, the findings support the idea that coverage of employees by HPWS is related 
to job strain and employee commitment through employees’ attribution of the underlying 
goal of the HR practices. HPWS lead to less job strain when employees feel more supported 
and have more social resources. This is only partially confirmed for commitment as 
HWPS also directly influence commitment which indicates that other processes such 
as feelings of justice and psychological empowerment might play a role. At the same 
time HPWS was found to increase levels of job strain when employees felt that these 
HPWS practices were implemented to maximize their performance. As explained above, 
no effect was found between HR performance attributions and commitment, thereby 
precluding a mediation effect. HPWS, therefore, appear to affect commitment only via 
the optimistic pathway of HR well-being attributions. However, the findings for job strain 
support both an optimistic and a critical pathway, as the implemented HPWS initiated 
two counterbalancing processes through the formation of HR attributions of well-being 
and performance. This finding corresponds with the idea that HPWS elicit two opposing 
mediational processes: HPWS positively affect employee health (via increased resources) 
and at the same time HPWS negatively affect employee health (via increased demands) 
(Kroon et al., 2009; Peccei et al., 2013).

Limitations
The current study makes use of a multi-level and multi-actor design, which is highly 
recommended in the literature. Employee and line-manager data was used, but the HPWS 
practices implemented within a work unit are only being rated by one line-manager. 
Gerhart, Wright, McMahan and Snell (2000) have shown that the reliability of a single 
rating might be low. A second limitation relates to the HPWS system approach that was 
adopted and which is in line with prior work (Chuang & Liao, 2010; Jensen et al., 2013; Kroon 
et al., 2009). While the current study distinguishes ability-, motivation- and opportunity 
enhancing bundles, potential differential effects of these bundles on HR attributions are 
not examined in depth. Future research should develop and test explanations for why 
each of these three HPWS bundles affects HR attributions. Related to this point, future 
studies could investigate the effect of other work-related factors on HR attributions, like 
leadership style and history of employment relations. Third, as we took a cross-sectional 
approach (all variables were measured at the same time), we cannot draw conclusions 
regarding causality. Fourth, data were collected from work units within organizations 
across a variety of branches. This approach enabled us to avoid restriction of variance 
in our variables. However, by controlling for sectoral differences (profit / non-profit) 
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and work unit size it was shown that sector was in particular correlated with our study 
variables. To understand the influence of industry context on relationships between 
HPWS, HR attributions, and outcomes, additional research is needed explicitly designed 
to compare these relationships in multiple industry settings (e.g., financial service setting 
versus hospital setting). Related to this point it should be noted that as the data were 
obtained from Dutch organizations, the generalizability of our findings to other countries 
might be limited, since in the Netherlands the influence of institutional factors on work-
related issues is relatively large (Boselie, Paauwe & Jansen, 2001). Moreover, compared 
to the Dutch workforce individuals employed in the health care sector are moderately 
overrepresented in our sample. 

Practical implications
Two important practical implications of the current study are discussed. The first implication 
is that employee commitment can be enhanced based on HR well-being attributions 
which are related to HPWS. In particular, the study suggests that line-managers can 
positively stimulate employee commitment in their work unit by increasing the coverage 
of employees by HPWS in their work unit. By communicating that the intended goal of 
the HPWS practices reflects care and support for employees, line-managers can further 
enhance employee commitment and reduce feelings of job strain. This underlines the 
importance of clear communication regarding HR activities (Den Hartog et al., 2013). Also, 
increasing the coverage of employees by HPWS in the work unit is important as HPWS are 
a vital contextual cue in the working environment through which this attribution process 
can be stimulated (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004). Organizations could invest in line-managers 
abilities to perform these HPWS implementation tasks in such a way that the intended 
signals are conveyed to employees (Knies & Leisink, 2014). Line managers are then likely 
to be more successful in providing appropriate information in a clear and consistent 
manner which will positively influence the attribution making process of employees.

There is however a caveat as increasing the coverage of employees by HPWS also 
stimulates HR performance attributions, which are positively related to job strain. It might 
be difficult to prevent higher levels of HR performance attributions in a HPWS setting, 
however line-managers need to take account of these negative employee health effects of 
HPWS practices which result from HR performance attributions. This second implication 
of the study is specifically important as we know that high levels of job strain are early 
symptoms of more severe health-related outcomes (Van Veldhoven & Broersen, 2003). 
Line-managers could focus on mitigating these negative effects by providing stress 
management and health promotion programs (Richardson & Rothstein, 2008). In addition, 
line-managers could focus on giving more resources to their employees (such as more 
support and control) to buffer the negative health consequences. Jensen  et  al.  (2013) 
demonstrated that employees with more control feel less pressure as a result of HPWS 
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within the organization and line managers can make use of this type of resource to 
alleviate negative health effects.

Implications for future research
This study has several important implications for the literature on HRM. This is the first 
study that revealed that the coverage of employees in a work unit by HPWS practices 
relates to both HR well-being and HR performance attributions. It therefore responds to 
Nishii et al.’s (2008) call to study how implemented HPWS influence employee attribution 
processes. Future research could investigate more directly which features of implemented 
HPWS practices as outlined by Bowen and Ostroff (2004) (e.g., distinctiveness, consistency, 
and consensus) can further stimulate the formation of attributions. Examples of how 
to measure these features can be found in recent studies (e.g., Delmotte, De Winne & 
Sels, 2012). 

Second, this study answered the call by Van de Voorde et al. (2012) for research 
on the underlying mechanisms through which HPWS affects employee happiness- and 
employee health-related outcomes. Overall we found more support for the optimistic 
perspective than for the critical perspective as the HR well-being attributions were 
related to commitment and job strain, whereas the HR performance attribution was 
only related to job strain. HPWS affect commitment through the mechanism of HR 
well-being attributions. Nevertheless, HPWS are associated with job strain through 
two counterbalancing processes via HR performance and well-being attributions. As 
implemented HPWS facilitate the process of HR well-being and performance attribution 
making, it would be worthwhile for future research to focus on how combinations of 
these two HR attributions are related to outcomes. Consistent with the JDR model 
(Bakker et al., 2004), well-being attributions may function as a buffer (resource) for the 
negative health consequences of HR performance attributions. 

In sum, this study focused on examining the impact of HPWS on two types of HR 
attributions regarding HPWS, and further how these HR attributions influence happiness- 
and health-related outcomes. The findings of this study underline the importance of taking 
into account how employees attach meaning to implemented HPWS in order to predict 
employee outcomes. Moreover, it stresses the need for a more balanced approach to the 
effects of HPWS by taking into account both the optimistic and critical perspective on the 
effects of HPWS on happiness- and health-related outcomes.

Footnote 1: Reliability and validity analyses for the three bundles are available upon request. 

Footnote 2: The interaction effect between HPWS and industry setting was not significant in all multi-level analyses; 

hence, we decided to report results without the interaction effect as a control variable.
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Appendix: High Performance Work System Items (four-point 
coverage response format)

Item

Are selection tests used (for example intelligence, personality, interests)?

Are assessment centers used?

Are specialized recruitment agencies used?

Does your unit provide any form of education?

Does your unit offer formal internal training?

Does your unit offer external training?

Do employees follow training courses to improve their social skills?

Are formal career paths used?

Are employees offered the possibility to develop their skills further?

Is management training and development used?

Does your unit pay above average salaries?

Do employees in your unit receive next to their base salary a bonus or other financial rewards? 

Do employees receive next to their base salary individual merit pay?

Do employees receive next to their base salary team or unit based merit pay?

Does your unit have a system for profit sharing for employees?

Does your unit have a formal performance evaluation system?

Is the performance of employees evaluated yearly in a conversation?

Is the performance of employees evaluated multiple times a year in a conversation?

Are performance goals agreed with employees?

Do information sharing meetings take place?

Are employees involved in policy making?

Are employees free to invest in new materials and technology?

Do employees divide tasks themselves among colleagues?

Do employees work in autonomous teams?

Do employees monitor quality and execution of work?

Do employees monitor the costs and productivity?
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During the last decade, HRM research has focused on studying the relationship between 
HR practices and important individual and organizational outcomes. Despite the centrality 
of the HR practices construct in this field of research, researchers have commented 
frequently on the lack of clarity regarding the HR practices construct, and the problems 
this causes for the development of the field (e.g. Guest, 2011; Klein & Delery, 2012; 
Paauwe, 2009). 

Currently meta-analyses do not seem to take these issues into account as findings 
of studies - based on different measures of HR practices - are compared, while it is not 
clear whether these measures actually assess the same construct. For example, often 
no systematic distinction is made between measures of implemented HR practices or 
evaluations of HR practices. This is problematic as Klein and Delery (2012) argue that 
‘Summarizing findings in meta-analysis that were obtained for weakly defined and 
operationalized constructs is not advisable and potentially misleading at best’ (pp. 1).

The lack of clarity regarding the HR practices construct mainly relates to how the 
construct has been used in extant research. Firstly, the lack of clarity is visible in so-called 
‘jingle fallacies’ (Block, 1995) which means that researchers sometimes refer to studying 
HR practices while this label is then actually used to refer to a construct that, for example, 
focuses on employee evaluations of such practices (e.g., Macky & Boxall, 2007; Paré & 
Tremblay, 2007). Secondly, lack of clarity is also apparent when a mix of different types 
of items is included in HR practices scales, as is for example the case in a recent study by 
Piening, Baluch and Salge (2013) in which both items regarding implemented HR practices 
and evaluations of HR practices are included in an overall measure of HRM (see also 
Takeuchi, Lepak, Wang and Takeuchi (2007)).

The work by Nishii and Wright (2008) has provided useful starting points for further 
clarification of the construct, and this has resulted in a new line of research focusing on 
employee perceptions of HR practices. At the same time, more work is still needed to 
systematically examine and distinguish different conceptualizations of HR practices. Also, 
studies are required to determine whether the examination of different constructs affects 
the findings of studies as only a small amount of studies to date have focused on the 
comparison of measures of HR practices (i.e. Edgar & Geare, 2005; Edgar & Geare, 2014; 
Marescaux, De Winne & Sels, 2013a).

The aim of this thesis is to contribute to clarifying the notion of HR practices 
conceptually as well as empirically by examining the distinctiveness of the focal HR 
practices construct and various related HR constructs. The overarching research question 
is how the notion of HR practices has been defined and conceptualized in extant research 
and how distinct notions related to this core construct empirically interrelate, and relate 
to outcomes. Studying the meaning and measurement of HR practices is crucial as the 
current lack of clarity regarding the use of this central construct in the literature seriously 
hampers progress in the area (Becker & Gerhart, 1996). Unless some clarity is gained 
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regarding what constructs mean and how they should be measured it is difficult to build 
systematically on previous findings, and thus to accumulate knowledge (Suddaby, 2010).

This thesis has, in an aim to contribute to clarifying the notion of HR practices, 
distinguished the focal HR practices construct from associated constructs and has 
provided definitions of the constructs identified (see Table I). The focal HR practices 
construct has been argued to reflect the HR activities that are implemented in work units, 
and both managers as well as employees can provide their views on the practices in place. 
Related but distinct associated constructs are identified, and these concern the notions of 
intended HR practices, evaluations of HR practices, and enacted HR practices. 

Building on this, empirical studies were performed to study the distinctiveness 
of the constructs. On the whole, initial empirical tests support the distinctiveness of the 
different constructs, and provide some preliminary evidence that the different measures 
show differential relationships with outcomes. Based on these findings we thus challenge 
the assumption that different types of measures of HR practices are interchangeable. 
Problems are therefore expected when researchers compare the findings of studies 
without taking into account differences in conceptualization and measurement of the 
constructs.

When looking at the empirical studies more specifically, the focus was initially on 
the focal construct and it was shown that employee reports of implemented practices can 
be distinguished from the associated construct which reflects employee evaluations of HR 
practices (chapter 4). After having established the distinctiveness of the focal construct, 
the extent of convergence between reports of the focal construct based on different 
types of raters is examined (chapter 5). Different sources of data collection for measures 

Table I: Refining and defining focal and associated HR practices constructs building on Nishii and 
Wright (2008)

Nishii and Wright (2008) Refined conceptualization Definition

Intended HR practices Intended HR practices HR practices as described in policies which 
should be implemented by managers

Actual HR practices Implemented HR practices: 
Manager perspective

Managerial reports of the actual programs, 
processes and techniques that actually get 
operationalized in the unit

Perceived HR practices Implemented HR practices: 
Employee perspective

Employee reports of the actual programs, 
processes and techniques that actually get 
operationalized in the unit

Evaluations of HR practices Employee reports of their subjective 
interpretation and assessment of (qualities 
of) HR practices 

Enacted HR practices Behaviors resulting from the adoption of 
HR practices by employees

Note: Gray block represents the focal HR practices construct
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of implemented HR practices were found to make a difference, and their associations 
with outcomes should be studied further as variations across functional practices and 
outcome measures were observed. The final empirical chapter has examined, in addition 
to studying employee reports of the activities that are carried out and how these are 
evaluated, employee perceptions of why these practices are put in place.

When reflecting on the empirical studies, one should note that these studies 
represent initial tests of the issues identified. These studies provide some first explorations 
regarding the constructs identified, and the associated measurement issues. Nevertheless, 
one of the core contributions of this thesis is that considerable doubt is raised regarding 
the assumption - which seems to be implicit in much of the HRM literature - that studies 
based on different measures of HR practices are comparable. This thesis shows that 
these different measures are not interchangeable and based on this the validity of the 
findings of previous studies is questioned. Suggestions are provided to further examine 
these issues in future research. A research agenda is proposed (chapter 2) focusing on 
the validation of the focal and associated constructs. This research agenda makes clear 
that an entire stream of (empirical) research might be needed to examine these issues 
systematically and thoroughly.

This chapter adds to the earlier chapters by reflecting on a number of issues 
raised by presented studies. First, the complexity and scope of the issues involved is 
discussed (1), followed by a discussion of the value of meta-analyses (2), future validation 
studies (3), additional comparisons of constructs (4), and antecedents of the focal and 
associated HR constructs (5).

1. Complexity and scope of the issues involved
One important understanding based on this thesis concerns the scope and complexity 
of the issues surrounding the HR practices construct. One of the factors that contribute 
to this complexity is the observation that researchers disagree on a number of 
fundamental issues. The real problem is that this remains implicit as the disagreements 
are not identified and discussed. As a result, confusion emerges regarding the meaning 
of constructs, for example when researchers refer to HR practices when actually a 
related but distinct construct is studied (jingle fallacies) (Block, 1995). Underlying this 
are more important and fundamental disagreements and unclarities regarding the 
conceptualization of HR practices. As long as these are not discussed explicitly, issues 
regarding the operationalization of constructs remain unresolved. These issues might 
be related to the multidisciplinary nature of the field in which researchers with disparate 
frames of reference are brought together, which might cause differential interpretations 
of constructs when these are not clearly defined (Klein & Delery, 2012).

Another complicating factor concerns the fact that the conceptualization and 
measurement of HR practices concern a variety of dimensions of the construct (i.e. 
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the range of functional practices, source of data, levels of abstraction (varying from HR 
philosophy to HR techniques), indicators (e.g. presence, coverage, use), response options, 
and nature of items (e.g. factual versus evaluative)) (e.g. Delery, 1998; Delery & Shaw, 2001; 
Guest, 2001; Wright & Gardner, 2003; Kepes & Delery, 2007; Langevin-Heavey, Beijer, 
Federman, Hermans, Klein, McClean & Martinson, 2013). For each of these dimensions 
there is no one best way, but decisions regarding these aspects should be strongly 
informed by the specific conceptualization of the construct adopted. Also, there should 
be a certain degree of alignment across the dimensions, and choices should be related to 
the specific study context. These factors explain the complexity and scope of the issues 
surrounding the HR practices construct.

2. The value of meta-analyses
This thesis has learned that the value of meta-analyses not taking into account differences 
in conceptualization and measurement of HR practices should be questioned. The various 
meta-analyses regarding the link between HR practices and performance (Combs, Liu, 
Hall & Ketchen, 2006; Jiang, Lepak, Hu & Baer, 2012; Subramony, 2009) have not discussed 
in great detail the conceptualization and operationalization of the independent variable, 
and have not examined how the different types of measures are interrelated and related 
to outcomes. As our studies suggest that the type of constructs and measures examined 
matters, it would clearly be important to revisit the meta-analytic evidence to examine 
how possible variations in the conceptualization and measurement of HR practices 
might have affected the results. One of the issues that could be studied, for example, 
is whether findings of studies differ systematically depending on whether employee 
or managerial reports of HR activities are used. Given the growing amount of studies 
making use of employee reports, it would be important to study source as a moderator. 
This type of rigorous meta-analysis is clearly important and evidence of differences in 
findings depending on the measures used would have important implications for our 
understanding regarding the linkages between HR practices and outcomes. 

Another type of meta-analysis could focus on the inter-correlations between 
employee perceptions and evaluations of HR practices on the one hand, and variables 
studied in the organizational behavior and industrial and organizational psychology 
literature on the other hand. It would be insightful to determine the extent of overlap 
between more evaluative measures of HR practices and constructs such as perceived 
organizational support and leader-member exchange (Godard, 2014).

3. Building further on the distinction of the focal and associated constructs 
through validation studies

This thesis has identified and distinguished various associated constructs (see Table I) 
and initial evidence is provided regarding the distinctiveness of these constructs. Future 
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research is required to test systematically and extensively the validity of the focal HR 
practices construct and the various associated constructs. Ideally different versions 
of a questionnaire are used to collect data on the different constructs in one sample. 
This means, for example, that half of the employees in a unit receive one version of 
the questionnaire, while the other half receives another version. This type of split-
ballot experiment (Petersen, 2008) requires substantial sample sizes, and sufficiently 
large numbers of respondents per unit, but offers the opportunity test whether 
particular differences between items make a difference, and herewith insight is gained 
in convergent and discriminant validity of measures. Multi-trait multi-method analyses 
(Saris, Satorra & Coenders, 2004) would be particularly useful in this respect, enabling 
researchers to compare different HR constructs (traits) and different HR items (methods). 
This type of innovative study designs and research methods (see also Braeken, Mulder 
and Wood (2014)) might be required to obtain additional insights.

4. Additional comparisons of constructs
This thesis has focused on the comparison of implemented HR practices and evaluations of 
HR activities (chapter 4), and employee and managerial reports of implemented practices 
(chapter 5). When represented in a two-by-two matrix with on the different axes the sources 
of data and constructs identified, it becomes clear that six types of comparisons can be 
carried out (see Figure I). One of these comparisons involves evaluations of HR practices 
by managers. While our conceptualization of evaluations of HR activities has not taken 
this into account, it can be argued that in a similar manner as employees, managers can 
be asked to evaluate the HR activities. This is less common in extant research as managers 
are generally asked to report on a quite factual level on the activities in place. But it would 
be insightful to examine the distinctiveness of managerial reports of presence of practices 
and their evaluations of practices, which would be similar to the analyses that have been 
performed in chapter 4. It would then also be insightful to examine whether employee 
and managerial evaluations of practices converge, to test the hypothesis that HR practices 
that are evaluated more positively by managers will also be evaluated more favorably 
by employees. Here it would be argued that managerial evaluations affect the extent 
to which managers promote activities among workers, herewith affecting evaluations 
of HR practices by employees. Also, evaluations by managers can be expected to affect 
the extent to which practices are successfully implemented as one can hypothesize that 
managers will put more effort in implementing practices they evaluate more favorably 
(Bos-Nehles, 2010). A further complication can be added by distinguishing evaluations by 
managers as implementers of practices and as recipients of practices. Managers are also 
subject to HR activities, and it could be insightful to study the interrelationships between 
these different types of evaluations.
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5. Antecedents of the focal and associated HR constructs
Building on the constructs identified in this thesis, more work could be performed to 
examine the antecedents of these constructs. For example, when looking reports of 
implemented HR practices by employees, it can be hypothesized that in addition to the 
actual number of practices implemented by the line manager, whether a practice is 
applicable to the employee determines an employees’ level of interest and awareness 
of the practice, and herewith ones report of the practice (Nishii & Wright, 2008). Also, 
consistency and visibility of practices could affect the extent to which employees accurately 
report regarding HR practices (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004). Similarly, evaluations of activities 
could be affected not only by the content of practices but also based on the extent to which 
practices answer to the needs of employees (Marescaux et al., 2013a). Social processes 
could also play a role when co-workers share opinions regarding practices, or when 
employees compare the perceived favorability of HR practices outcomes (Marescaux, De 
Winne & Sels, 2013b). Future research could examine the potentially distinctive sets of 
antecedents of the different constructs, and herewith more insight in the ground that the 
different constructs cover.

Limitations
The empirical studies in this thesis have been designed so that differentiation in HR 
practices across job groups can be taken into account, which has been recommended 
in previous literature (Delery & Shaw, 2001; Wright & Boswell, 2002). Also, based on 
recommendations in the literature, line managers have been used to report on HR 
activities, as these represent knowledgeable informants (Delery & Shaw, 2001; Lepak, 
Liao, Chung & Harden, 2006). Based on this, the empirical studies have provided some 
valuable initial insights, although some limitations related to the datasets used should 
be noted.

For each of the empirical chapters it would have been beneficial if data on 
outcome measures was collected from another source. Although line management 

Figure I: Overview of comparisons
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rated comparative performance was used for chapter 5, measures such as objective 
performance or absenteeism could have provided additional insights in the associations 
between HR activities and outcomes.

In addition, sample size is somewhat low for chapter 5 as a result of aggregation to 
the unit level. As missing values were observed in the employee responses, a number of 
units had to be excluded from the sample as less than two responses were available for 
those units. This could have been prevented when data was collected based on a larger 
number of employees per unit. Additionally, the missing values in employee reports have 
resulted in part from our aim to compare different types of response options for our 
measure of implemented HR practices (i.e. presence versus coverage). To prevent missing 
values in future studies, more attention should be paid to the design of questionnaires, 
in particular when different types of survey items and response options are included in 
one questionnaire.

With respect to the nature of the sample, the aim was to collect data within a wide 
variety of organizations operating in a variety of branches as this was expected to increase 
the variability in HR practices implementation. Also, this type of sampling is beneficial for 
the generalizability of findings. As a result of this sample strategy, and because the sample 
size was relatively limited, we were unable to examine whether branches of industry or 
size of organization makes a difference. Although this was not the goal of the current 
study, additional insights could be gained based by studying this in future research. 

Another limitation involves the associated construct which refers to evaluations 
of HR practices, as this can be argued to require additional specification. This construct 
has been separated from the focal HR practices construct as it reflects subjective 
interpretations and assessments of (qualities of) HR practices. However, it can be argued 
that its conceptualization is still broad as many different types of evaluations are included. 
Evaluations concerning satisfaction, perceived usefulness, importance, and fairness have 
been included in the conceptualization used. Although a first step is made in enhancing 
the clarity of this construct, is clear that future work is needed to further differentiate 
these different ways of evaluating HR practices.

This thesis has focused on survey-based HRM research, and the contributions of 
this thesis also mainly apply to this type of research. Other methods could however also 
be used to gain more insight in HR activities. It might for example be valuable to study 
implemented HR practices through interviews or observation, to study how employees 
might actively engage in different ways with HR practices (Janssens & Steyaert, 2009). 
By studying practices in this way new characteristics of practices might be discovered 
which are currently not captured in survey measures. While taking into account these 
limitations a number of implications of this thesis can be identified which are discussed 
in the following part.
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Implications
Three sets of implications are presented. First, implications for theory building are 
presented, followed by implications for researchers. Third, implications for practice are 
discussed. 

1. Implications for theory building: Using the HR practices construct carefully
The findings of this thesis urge researchers to be more careful in their use of the term 
HR practices, as this creates greater construct clarity which enables accumulation of 
knowledge (Suddaby, 2010). Researchers are advised to carefully examine how they define 
and operationalize their HR practices construct of interest, and to compare this with the 
definitions of constructs as proposed in chapter 2. The appropriate construct label can be 
determined based on the definitions used and construct label provided. A plea is made 
for using the HR practices label only for referring to the focal HR practices construct. 
Researchers should not refer to HR practices when related constructs are examined or 
measured. Additionally, with respect to operationalizing constructs, researchers should 
be particularly careful and attentive that their set of items only assesses one construct. 
This means that one should not combine different types of items in one scale that actually 
refer to different constructs. These recommendations can contribute to a more careful 
use of the HR practices construct, which enables advancements in HRM research.

2. Implications for research: The HR practices cycle
As a wide range of issues should be taken into consideration when conceptualizing and 
measuring HR practices, a model is presented which describes six steps researchers can 
go through when assessing HR practices. This model is distinctive as issues regarding the 
actual measurement of HR practices are not discussed in the first step of the model, but 
in the third step, which means that various issues should precede determining how to 
actually measure a construct (Figure II). Important factors are identified in each of these 
steps, which provide the required information based on which appropriate measures can 
be developed in subsequent steps.

Figure II: The HR practices cycle

1: Determining content
    and design of the study 
    (research question, 
    hypotheses, context)

2: Determining construct 
    of interest

3: Determining measures 
   (including source of data)

4: Reporting choices

6: Learning from findings

5: Reporting findings 
    (including comparisons)
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Step one of the so called ‘HR practices cycle’ concerns formulating research questions 
and hypotheses. These choices should strongly influence the conceptualization and 
measurement of HR practices, and this takes place in step two of the model. More 
specifically, the research question affects the selection of the main construct of interest 
as when the study focuses on the extent to which HR practices are operationalized in the 
work unit, a measure of implemented HR practices is more appropriate than a measure of 
evaluations of HR practices. Second, the outcome variable of interest can be an important 
factor in determining the type of construct to be studied. Researchers should develop 
rationales regarding which of the constructs would be the most suitable predictor of the 
outcome measure studied. This thesis shows that correlations with outcome measures 
vary across the measures used, and this should be taken into account when selecting 
measures. Third, study design is an important factor as often researchers are faced 
with constraints in terms of the number and types of respondents that are available 
for participation in one’s research. These constraints determine in part the types of 
measures that can be included. For example, if only managerial data is available it is not 
possible to study evaluations of practices. It would be helpful if studies would explicitly 
discuss the considerations involved in determining which construct to focus on. Once a 
specific construct of interest has been identified, it is important that researchers explain 
in some detail the conceptualization of the construct and how this relates to previous 
conceptualizations of the construct in the extant literature.

The third step of the model involves developing measures for the constructs as 
identified in step two. Researchers are advised to describe in detail the decisions made. 
It would also be beneficial if researchers would include the full items used. If one is 
interested in the focal HR practices construct, a number of considerations should be 
taken into account when determining which source of data to use. This thesis has shown 
that when the same set of factual items is used for managers and employees based on 
a unit referent, a high degree of correspondence exists between manger and employee 
reports. Based on this finding one could argue that manager rated items are thus more 
efficient. The type of referent used might play an important role here as it is expected 
that when employees are asked to report regarding the practices they personally receive, 
and not regarding the practices that are available in the unit, lower levels of convergence 
will be observed (Guest, 2001; Klein, Conn, Smith & Sorra, 2001). The appropriate referent 
should be mainly determined on basis of the construct that one aims to capture, and 
this can concern personal experiences or more general descriptions of a unit as a whole. 
These issues are further complicated as the type of functional practice studied could also 
play a role in determining the appropriate source of data collection. For certain functional 
practices more or less divergence in employee and managerial reports can be expected, 
related to the visibility of certain practices to employees (e.g. selection procedures). More 
research is needed to be able to provide more specific recommendations concerning 
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this issue. Finally, organizational context can also be argued to play an important role in 
the selection of employees or managers as respondents to HR practices measures as it 
can be argued that in case a large degree of differentiation exists across job groups in an 
organization it would be more appropriate to turn to the receiver of practices as these 
responses can capture this differentiation (Lepak & Snell, 2002; Wright & Boswell, 2002). 
Instead, in case of standardization across employee groups it might be more efficient to 
make use of managerial reports.

Reporting choices as part of step four is important as this will bring more clarity 
regarding the constructs studied, and at the same time it will facilitate a more explicit 
discussion of what the HR practices construct entails. Researchers are advised to discuss 
in their research papers choices made linked to the various steps in the HR practices cycle.

Step five, reporting the findings of studies, is important and particularly the 
comparison of measures would be informative.

Finally, it is crucial that researchers reflect on the results obtained and discuss 
lessons that can be learned. This is helpful for developing future studies, and it can 
provide new insights for steps one, two and three of this model. This learning process is 
crucial for the development of the HR practices construct in survey research. 

It is clear that the HR practices cycle does not offer a one best way of measuring 
HR practices, including a set of items to be used in future studies. Although this would 
be beneficial for knowledge accumulation, and helpful for HR researchers, the current 
stage of HR research only allows for general recommendations. In order to be able to 
suggest a measure for future use, validation studies are required to gain more evidence 
regarding the suitability of measures. At this stage, no systematic comparison or 
validation of measures is available in extant literature. Therefore it is important at this 
point to encourage a general discussion regarding the measurement of HR practices. This 
should start with discussions regarding the construct that one aims to assess, given the 
particular research question and study context. Although this thesis has provided some 
suggestions regarding the constructs that can be distinguished, more theorizing and 
debate is needed. By investing in validation studies and meta-analyses of measures used 
in extant studies, the field can move towards the development of commonly accepted 
constructs and measures.

3. Implications for practice 
Organizations nowadays also frequently make use of surveys. The aim is often to link these 
survey reports to measures of organizational performance (i.e. HR analytics). Essential 
for the value of HR analytics is the availability of sound HRM metrics, as otherwise no 
insights can be gained in the relationship between HR activities and various important 
outcomes. Based on the findings of this study a number of recommendations can be 
provided to organizations. These recommendations mainly concern the type of construct 
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to be assessed in surveys.
Based on the findings of this thesis we urge practitioners to determine carefully the 

construct that they are interested in and to develop measures that tap into the specific 
construct selected. Determining the construct of interest can, in practice, also be guided 
by the type of data available in case of constrains in terms of the resources available (time 
and money). The findings of chapter 5 would suggest that in case it is only possible to collect 
data based on managerial reports, due to for example monetary constraints, it would be 
appropriate to study implemented HR practices based on a unit referent. Line managers 
can be viewed as knowledgeable informants in this situation (Delery & Shaw, 2001; Lepak 
et al., 2006). Also, our study suggests that although employee and managerial reports 
of implemented practices are distinct, considerable associations are found between the 
two. Therefore, in case only a limited number of employees per unit can participate in a 
study, this might still be valuable when implemented HR practices are studied. 

The findings of chapter 4 suggest that studying evaluations of HR practices is 
particularly useful when the research question concerns predicting attitudinal outcomes 
such as engagement and commitment. Although differences are found across functional 
practices, evaluations tend to be more strongly associated with the outcomes studied 
than measures of implemented HR practices. One can wonder though whether studying 
evaluations will provide organizations with the required information as organizations will 
benefit most from learning how practices should be adapted in order to in turn positively 
affect evaluations of activities. Only studying evaluations of HR practices will not provide 
this type of knowledge. One can argue that it is only useful for organizations to know 
that evaluations are related to an outcome in combination with knowledge on what has 
caused employees to evaluate activities in this way. More work might be needed to gain 
insight in this. 

Concluding remark
This thesis has signaled that what researchers refer to as HR practices, are often in fact 
not HR practices, but HR policies, evaluations of HR practices, or enacted HR practices. 
As these different constructs were found to be empirically distinct, and differentially 
related to outcomes, this thesis has important implications for interpreting the findings 
of previous research, but also for the design of future studies. Researchers are urged 
to clearly distinguish constructs, and determine carefully which construct they aim to 
focus on. Clearly referring to the specific construct studied, and relating this to decisions 
regarding study context, research questions, and study design, is important. These 
recommendations can represent some first steps towards enhanced clarity and specificity 
of the HR practices construct. A more precise use of the HR practices construct will enable 
our understanding of the HR activities at work that matter, which potentially makes a big 
difference for both employees and organizations.
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Summary
Human resource management (HRM) involves the management of work and employment 
in organizations. HRM departments and practitioners develop HR policies and practices 
which reflect the way in which the organization manages its workforce. For example, 
organizations often make use of employee development programs which describe the 
specific training and educational activities that are available for employees. HR policies 
and practices are often based on the strategic goals of the organization, and the way in 
which the workforce is managed can for example be aimed at increasing organizational 
performance.

Research in the area of HRM is focused on these HR policies and practices, and 
an important stream of research concentrates on gaining evidence for the relationship 
between the use of HR activities and important individual and organizational outcomes, 
such as well-being of employees, work stress, and organizational performance. The 
management activities studied, more specifically HR practices, reflect the tools that 
are used in organizations in the areas of recruitment and selection, reward, training 
and development, performance evaluation, and communication and participation. 
Mainstream HRM research has often made use of survey research to gain knowledge on 
the use of HR activities in organizations. This means that managers and employees are 
asked to report via questionnaires regarding the HR practices in place.

This stream of research has developed significantly over the last years, and 
a substantial amount of studies has been performed in which these HR activities are 
examined (see for meta-analyses Combs, Liu, Hall and Ketchen (2006), Jiang, Lepak, Hu and 
Baer (2012), and Subramony (2009)). These activities thus clearly occupy a central position 
in the HRM literature. Nevertheless, an important lack of clarity regarding the meaning 
and measurement of this construct is often commented on (e.g. Delery, 1998; Guest, 2001; 
Langevin-Heavey, Beijer, Federman, Hermans, Klein, McClean & Martinson,  2013). 
Researchers note a lack of consistency regarding the use of this central construct. This 
means that the meaning and definition of this construct has been unclear.

This thesis focuses on this core construct in HRM research and aims to contribute 
to its clarity, both in terms of its conceptualization as well as its measurement. 
Clarifying this construct is of crucial importance for HRM research as construct clarity 
is an important prerequisite for accumulation of knowledge in a research field. When a 
construct is not clearly conceptualized, and the meaning of a construct is thus unclear, 
it is not possible for studies to build on previous findings. Consistency is thus required 
regarding the conceptualization of constructs. Consistency is also required with respect 
to the operationalization of constructs. This means that a certain degree of agreement 
regarding the measurement of constructs is needed as this allows researchers to compare 
study findings.
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Research question and overview of the thesis
This thesis aims to enhance our knowledge regarding the conceptualization (meaning) 
and operationalization (measurement) of the HR practices construct. As this construct 
occupies a central position in the HRM literature, it is important that more research is 
performed aimed at the clarification of this construct. The focus of this thesis and its 
intended contributions are within mainstream HRM research in which HR practices are 
examined by means of surveys. The central research questions is: ‘How has the notion of 
HR practices been defined and conceptualized in extant research and how do conceptually 
distinct constructs related to the core HR practices construct empirically interrelate and relate 
to outcome variables?’. By focusing on this research question we aim to gain more insight 
in the meaning and measurement of the construct HR practices, which is important for 
accumulation of knowledge within the field of HRM.

The thesis consists of a number of chapters, which are all aimed at providing more 
insight in the meaning of the HR practices construct. First, a conceptual study is performed 
(chapter 2) in which an analysis is presented of extant research. Based on these earlier 
studies, a definition of the HR practices construct is proposed. It is argued that previous 
research has often referred to the HR practices construct while in fact distinct constructs 
were studied. In these situations researchers refer the construct HR practices while they 
actually focus on a related construct. Based on this observation, a number of related 
associated constructs are identified and separated from the focal HR practices construct. 
It is argued that these associated constructs are often referred to as HR practices, while 
the clarity of the focal construct would be enhanced when these associated constructs 
would not be referred to as HR practices. The associated constructs are identified and 
definitions of these constructs are presented. 

The focal HR practices construct is argued to reflect managerial and employee 
reports of the actual programs, processes and techniques that get operationalized in the 
unit. The focal HR practices construct thus refers to the HR activities that are implemented 
in work units. Associated constructs include ‘intended HR practices’, which reflect the HR 
practices as described in policies which should be implemented by managers. ‘Evaluations 
of HR practices’ are also distinguished from the focal construct and these are defined as 
subjective interpretations and assessments of (qualities of) HR practices by employees. 
Finally, ‘enacted HR practices’ are identified and this construct refers to employees 
behaviors resulting from the adoption of HR practices.

A series of empirical studies is then presented, and these focus on the constructs 
that have been identified in chapter 2. Prior to the actual studies, the research design 
and data collection for these empirical studies are described in chapter 3. The procedure 
by which the survey data is collected among employees and line managers in units is 
described. The three empirical chapters that follow focus on different aspects of the HR 
practices construct, and the studies are described in some more detail below.
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In the first empirical study (chapter 4) it is tested whether the associated construct 
which reflects evaluations of HR practices can indeed be separated from the focal 
construct. It is important to examine whether the separation of constructs based on 
conceptual considerations is also supported by the data. This means that it is studied 
whether the different constructs are indeed empirically distinct. It is also studied whether 
the constructs differentially relate to outcomes, which would be an important finding 
for HRM research as this would imply that studying different aspects of the HR practices 
construct matters for the conclusions one draws regarding relationships with outcomes.

Subsequently it is examined whether different actors provide different insights 
regarding the focal construct (chapter 5). This means that employee and managerial 
reports of HR practices are compared, to determine whether different actors have a 
different perspective on the HR activities that are implemented in the unit. These reports 
are also related to outcomes to gain insight in the extent to which they are potentially 
differentially related to outcomes.

The final empirical study does not focus on examining reports of HR practices as 
such, but is focused on employee reports of why they think that certain HR activities are 
used (chapter 6). This is referred to as HR attributions, and a distinction is made between 
well-being and performance attributions. It is studied to what extent HR activities are 
related to these attributions, and whether these attributions affect employees’ levels of 
job strain and commitment.

The series of empirical studies offer an initial test of the constructs that are identified 
in the conceptual chapter. The core findings of the dissertation can be summarized in 
four main themes, namely (1) understanding lack of clarity, (2) interwoven constructs of 
interest, (3) distinctiveness of measures, and (4) different measures make a difference. 
These four themes are discussed in more detail below.

Theme 1: Understanding lack of clarity
It can be argued that a lack of clarity exist regarding the HR practices construct in extant 
research. This thesis has provided more insight in where this lack of clarity applies to, 
and where it stems from. It is argued that while clear definitions have been proposed, 
which commonly refer to HR practices as the activities that get operationalized in work 
units (Wright & Boswell, 2002), the main reason why the construct of HR practices has 
been unclear in extant research relates to the imprecise use of this construct. This lack of 
clarity in the use of the HR practices construct concerns both a lack of clarity regarding 
the use of the term HR practices when it is used to refer to associated constructs, as well 
as a lack of clarity regarding the measurement of constructs when measures do not fit 
the conceptualization of the underlying constructs.

When two separate constructs are given the same label, this is described as the 
‘jingle fallacy’ (Block, 1995), and it can be argued that these fallacies occur frequently in 
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the HRM literature when researchers label their constructs HR practices, but actually 
refer to a construct that, for example, focuses on employee evaluations of such practices 
(e.g., Macky & Boxall, 2007; Paré & Tremblay, 2007). Jingle fallacies also exist in relation to 
measurement of a construct when, for example, items reflecting a subjective evaluation 
of a practice (e.g. whether pay is fair) are used as indicators of the focal HR practices 
construct rather than as a measure of a related but separate construct concerning 
employees’ evaluation of the pay practices that are in use in the organization (e.g. 
Appelbaum, Bailey, Berg & Kalleberg, 2000). Frequently a mixture of different types of 
items can be observed in HR practices measures, as is for example also the case in a 
recent study by Piening, Baluch and Salge (2013) in which both measures of implemented 
HR practices and evaluations of HR practices are included in an overall measure of HRM 
(other examples can be found in Macky and Boxall (2007) and Takeuchi, Lepak, Wang and 
Takeuchi (2007)).

In sum, this thesis has argued that lack of clarity regarding the HR practices 
construct is related to the use of the term HR practices to refer to distinct constructs 
which are related to the focal HR practices construct, but are different. The HR practices 
construct as such is thus not unclear, however when operationalizations of the construct 
reflect conceptually distinct notions, doubts regarding the meaning of the focal construct 
arise. By studying this, this thesis sheds more light on the precise nature of the lack 
of clarity of the HR practices construct. This creates opportunities for clarification, for 
example by disentangling various interwoven constructs of interest.

Theme 2: Interwoven constructs of interest
Building on the observation that the HR practices construct has been used to refer to 
related constructs, it becomes interesting to understand why this is the case. It is argued 
that the lack of clarity in the use of the HR practices construct can be partly explained 
based on developments in HRM research which have resulted in different ways of looking 
at HR practices. These developments concern process models that have been recently 
developed in which employee reports of HR activities are given more attention.

While at first the knowledge and studies regarding the notion of HR practices 
were somewhat simplistic as the main focus was on relating management reports of 
HR activities in firms to performance measures (e.g. Huselid, 1995; MacDuffie, 1995), 
important refinements of research models have contributed to our understanding 
of the processes through which HR activities impact employees. This concerns the 
acknowledgement of the importance of the process of implementation, and the role of 
the line manager (Brewster, Gollan & Wright, 2013; Woodrow & Guest, 2014). It is argued 
that the HR practices implemented by managers need to be perceived and evaluated 
by employees in order to gain an effect (Nishii & Wright, 2008). This idea has resulted 
in a large amount of studies focusing on the psychological processes of employees in 
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assessing, interpreting and evaluating and HR practices.
These insights and perspectives have resulted in the examination of different 

but related constructs of interest. While these are potentially interesting and valuable, 
it is argued that a lack of clarity arises regarding the focal construct when these related 
constructs are not explicitly referred to, or separated from the focal construct. The 
developments in the field have thus resulted in the examination of distinct constructs 
of interest which are not clearly separated but are interwoven. This is problematic as in 
order to be able to accumulate knowledge in a research field, a basic level of agreement 
is required regarding what constructs mean, and how these should be measured in 
empirical studies.

This thesis has identified the focal HR practices construct and has disentangled 
distinct notions related to the focal construct. A definition is presented of the focal HR 
practices construct, and various associated constructs are identified, distinguished and 
defined. As summarized in Table I, the focal HR practices construct reflects implemented 
HR practices in work units and both employees and managers can be asked to report 
on implemented practices. It is argued that the focal construct, in line with Wright and 
Boswell (2002), refers to the activities that take place in the work unit. More specifically, 
implemented practices are defined as employee or managerial reports of the actual 
programs, processes and techniques that actually get operationalized in the unit.

A number of associated constructs are identified. ‘Indented HR practices’ are 
defined, in line with Nishii and Wright (2008) as the HR activities which are described in 
policies which should be implemented by managers. One of the associated constructs 
concerns ‘evaluations of HR practices’ which refers to subjective interpretations and 
assessments of (qualities of) HR practices by employees. This construct reflects a more 
evaluative approach to HR practices as it concentrates on evaluations of employees 
regarding particular aspects of HR practices, such as their quality or usefulness. ‘Enacted 
HR practices’ refer to employee behaviors resulting from the adoption of HR practices. 
For example, when employees engage in teamwork, this can be viewed as the enactment 

Table I: Refining and defining focal and associated HR practices constructs

Construct Definition

Focal HR practices 
construct

Implemented HR practices Managerial and employee reports of the actual 
programs, processes and techniques that 
actually get operationalized in the unit

Associated HR 
practices constructs

Intended HR practices HR practices as described in policies which 
should be implemented by managers

Evaluations of HR practices Subjective interpretations and assessments of 
(qualities of) HR practices by employees 

Enacted HR practices Behaviors resulting from the adoption of HR 
practices by employees
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of certain implemented HR practices such as job design practices. Central to this thesis is 
the idea that these constructs are distinct, but related to the focal HR practices construct, 
and therefore empirical studies are designed to examine the distinctiveness of these 
measures and their potential differential relationship with outcomes.

Theme 3: Distinctiveness of measures
While the different constructs are conceptually distinct, it is important to examine whether 
the notions can also be distinguished empirically. The empirical studies in this thesis have 
compared employee reports of implemented HR practices to evaluations of practices 
(chapter 4), and the extent of convergence between employee and managerial reports 
of the focal construct is examined (chapter 5). First, it is found that evaluations of HR 
practices are empirically distinct from employee reports of implemented HR activities. 
These findings support the distinctiveness of the focal HR practices construct and the 
associated construct reflecting employee evaluations of HR activities.

Mixed evidence is found regarding the convergence of manager and employee 
reports of implemented HR practices. This means that correspondence between employee 
and manager reports of HR activities is generally strong, but varies across the functional 
areas examined. As the measure of implemented practices examines on a factual level 
the practices carried out within the unit (instead of examining evaluations of practices, or 
practices available to an individual employee) the most favorable conditions were created 
for finding convergence between employee and managerial reports. More work is needed 
to assess the causes of divergence in reports as detected in this study.

All in all, this thesis provides some insights into the distinctiveness of measures 
of HR practices and related constructs, and this leads to the question of whether these 
different measures are also differentially related outcomes, which is discussed in the 
following part.

Theme 4: Different measures make a difference
Researchers have seemed to assume that findings regarding the relationship between 
HR practices and outcomes which are based on different measures of HR practices can 
be interpreted similarly. This is evidenced by meta-analyses in our field in which results 
of studies (making use of different measures) are brought together and synthesized. 
But as the proof of the pudding is in the eating, this thesis has examined whether this 
assumption is valid, which would be evidenced by a highly similar pattern of associations 
between different measures of HR practices and outcomes. 

This thesis has studied the relationships between different measures of HR practices 
and outcomes, and based on this the aforementioned assumption is seriously questioned 
as it is shown that different measures do make a difference. Examining employee or 
managerial reports of the focal construct makes a difference in terms of the associations 
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found with outcome measures. Also, when examining employee descriptions of practices 
versus evaluations of practices differential associations are found with various outcomes. 
The pattern of differences sometimes varies across the functional HR practice and 
outcome measures studied, but it is clear that when researchers want to be able to build 
on previous work and synthesize results of studies in terms of associations between HR 
practices and outcome measures, more attention should be paid to gaining consistency 
in constructs studied and measures used. 

Looking forward: Future research recommendations
This thesis has provided a number of valuable insights. However, it has also made clear 
that a substantial amount of future research is required to examine the issues in more 
depth. Studies are suggested to test systematically and extensively the validity of the focal 
HR practices construct and the various associated constructs. Various study designs can 
be used to study the issues at hand, as empirical studies can for example be designed in 
such a way that different measures are include in a single survey, but it is also possible 
that different versions of a questionnaire are distributed within one sample to collect data 
on the different constructs. By performing this type of study, more insight is gained in the 
distinctiveness of constructs.

Based on the findings of this study the value of meta-analyses not taking into 
account differences in conceptualization and measurement of HR practices is questioned. 
This thesis has shown that the type of construct and measures examined matters, and 
therefore it would be important to reexamine the findings of meta-analyses which do 
not take these variations into account. It would be insightful to determine, based on this 
meta-analytic data, whether different measures indeed systematically produce different 
results.

Implications
Based on the findings of this thesis a number of recommendations can be provided to 
HR researchers. Most importantly, researchers are urged to be more careful in their use 
of the term HR practices. To prevent jingle fallacies, researchers should be careful not 
to refer to their construct as reflecting HR practices when actually a related construct 
is studied. The HR practices label can only be used when studying implemented HR 
practices, and not when for example evaluations of practices are studied. To determine 
which of the constructs one is actually focusing on, researchers are advised to carefully 
examine how they define and operationalize their construct of interest, and compare this 
to the definitions of constructs as proposed in chapter 2. The appropriate construct label 
can be determined based on the definitions used and construct labels provided. Also, 
when researchers operationalize their constructs, they should be careful to only assess 
one construct at a time. This means that one should not combine different types of items 
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that refer to different constructs in one scale. This thesis has shown that the different 
constructs are distinct, and differentially related to outcomes, so mixing these in one 
measure causes serious difficulties in interpreting the findings of the study.

In order to enable researchers to determine their construct of interest, and to 
enhance knowledge accumulation regarding the conceptualization and measurement of 
HR practices, a cycle is developed which summarizes the steps that researchers can take 
when studying HR practices. This cycle consists of six steps and is distinctive as researchers 
often focus mainly on questions regarding operationalization (step three), while decisions 
in this step should be preceded and strongly determined by the choices made in step 
one and two. Researchers are thus advised to determine appropriate measures based 
on the content and design of the study as a whole. Researchers are also urged to discuss 
considerations regarding conceptualization and measurement in their journal articles, 
as this facilitates accumulation of knowledge regarding the conceptualization and 
measurement of HR practices.

To conclude
In this thesis it is signaled that what researchers refer to as HR practices, are often in fact 
not HR practices, but HR policies, evaluations of HR practices, or enacted HR practices. 
This finding has important implications for the interpretation of previous research, but 
also for future research making use of a measure of HR practices. As focal and associated 
constructs were found to be distinct, and differentially related to outcomes, researchers 
are urged to clearly distinguish these constructs, and determine which construct they aim 
to focus on. Clearly referring to the specific construct studied, and relating this to decisions 
regarding study context, research questions and study design, is important. Paying more 
attention to these types of procedures can contribute to a more precise use of the HR 
practices construct which enhances our understanding of the HR activities at work that 
matter, which potentially makes a difference for both employees and organizations.

Figure I: The HR practices cycle

1: Determining content
    and design of the study 
    (research question, 
    hypotheses, context)

2: Determining construct 
    of interest

3: Determining measures 
   (including source of data)

4: Reporting choices

6: Learning from findings

5: Reporting findings 
    (including comparisons)
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Samenvatting

HR activiteiten in bedrijf: Het conceptualiseren en meten van HR 
activiteiten in HRM onderzoek
Human resource management (HRM), ofwel personeelsmanagement, richt zich op alle 
activiteiten rond het aansturen van werk en werknemers in organisaties. HR en P&O 
afdelingen ontwikkelen HR beleid en voeren HR activiteiten uit die een weerspiegeling zijn 
van de manier waarop de organisatie haar werknemers wil aansturen. Er kan bijvoorbeeld 
gebruik gemaakt worden van ontwikkelingsprogramma’s waarin de specifieke opleidings- 
en educatieve activiteiten die beschikbaar zijn voor werknemers zijn beschreven. Het HR 
beleid en de HR activiteiten zijn vaak gebaseerd op de strategische doelstellingen van de 
organisatie. De wijze waarop het personeel wordt gemanaged kan bijvoorbeeld gericht 
zijn op het verhogen van prestaties.

Onderzoek op het gebied van HRM is gericht op dit HR beleid en deze HR activiteiten. 
Een belangrijk deel van dit onderzoek richt zich op de relatie tussen HR activiteiten en 
belangrijke individuele en organisatie uitkomsten. Dit onderzoek heeft als doel het aantonen 
van een verband tussen het gebruik van bepaalde managementactiviteiten en belangrijke 
uitkomsten, zoals welbevinden van medewerkers, stress en organisatieprestatie. Deze 
managementactiviteiten, meer specifiek HR activiteiten, zijn de instrumenten die 
worden gebruikt in organisaties op het gebied van werving en selectie, communicatie en 
participatie, training en ontwikkeling, beloning en prestatie-evaluatie. Onderzoekers in dit 
vakgebied maken met name gebruik van vragenlijstonderzoek om inzicht te verkrijgen in 
het gebruik van HR activiteiten. Dit betekent dat managers en medewerkers in organisaties 
rapporteren over het gebruik van HR activiteiten.

Onderzoek op dit gebied heeft zich de afgelopen jaren sterk ontwikkeld en een 
groot aantal studies richt zich op het onderzoeken van deze HR activiteiten (zie voor 
overzichtsstudies Combs, Liu, Hall en Ketchen (2006), Jiang, Lepak, Hu en Baer (2012) 
en Subramony (2009)). Deze activiteiten nemen dus een centrale rol in in de HRM 
literatuur. Desondanks wordt er ook een gebrek aan duidelijkheid over de betekenis en 
meting van dit construct opgemerkt (bijvoorbeeld Delery, 1998; Guest, 2001; Langevin-
Heavey, Beijer, Federman, Hermans, Klein, McClean & Martinson, 2013). Onderzoekers 
becommentariëren het gebrek aan consistentie in het gebruik van dit construct. Dit 
betekent dat de betekenis en definitie van het construct onduidelijk is.

Het doel van dit proefschrift is een bijdrage te leveren aan het ophelderen 
van het construct HR activiteiten, zowel wat betreft de definitie en betekenis die aan 
het construct wordt gegeven, maar ook wat betreft het meten van dit construct door 
middel van vragenlijsten. Het ophelderen van de betekenis en meting van dit construct 
is van groot belang voor HRM onderzoek aangezien duidelijkheid van constructen een 
voorwaarde is voor het accumuleren van kennis in het vakgebied. Wanneer een construct 
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onduidelijk is geconceptionaliseerd en het dus niet duidelijk is welke betekenis aan een 
concept wordt gegeven, kunnen studies niet op elkaar voortbouwen. Consistentie is nodig 
wat betreft de betekenis van constructen, aangezien dit ervoor zorgt dat onderzoekers 
eenzelfde fenomeen kunnen onderzoeken. Overeenstemming dient er ook te bestaan 
wat betreft het operationaliseren van constructen. Dit wil zeggen dat er een bepaalde 
mate van eenduidigheid moet zijn wat betreft de meting van een concept, aangezien 
alleen resultaten op basis van studies die hetzelfde construct meten vergeleken kunnen 
worden.

Onderzoeksvraag en overzicht van het proefschrift
Dit proefschrift heeft als doel een bijdrage te leveren aan zowel de conceptualisatie 
(betekenis) van HR activiteiten als aan de operationalisatie (meting). Aangezien dit concept 
een centrale rol inneemt in de HRM literatuur is het van groot belang dat onderzoek zich 
richt op het verduidelijken van het construct. De focus ligt hierbij op onderzoek naar HR 
activiteiten dat door middel van vragenlijsten wordt gedaan. De onderzoeksvraag luidt: 
‘Hoe is het construct HR activiteiten geconceptionaliseerd en geoperationaliseerd in eerder 
onderzoek en hoe verhouden constructen gerelateerd aan het kernconstruct zich tot elkaar 
en tot uitkomsten?’. Door middel van dit onderzoek kan er meer duidelijkheid worden 
verkregen over de betekenis van het construct HR activiteiten. Dit is van groot belang voor 
het accumuleren van kennis binnen het HRM onderzoek.

Om meer inzicht te verkrijgen in de betekenis van het construct HR activiteiten 
is er een aantal studies uitgevoerd. Ten eerste is een conceptuele studie uitgevoerd 
(hoofdstuk 2) waarin een analyse wordt gepresenteerd van eerder onderzoek. Op basis 
van eerder onderzoek wordt er een definitie en conceptualisatie van het construct HR 
activiteiten voorgesteld. Er wordt beargumenteerd dat eerdere studies vaak hebben 
gerefereerd aan HR activiteiten terwijl er in feite gerelateerde constructen worden 
onderzocht die verschillen van HR activiteiten. Op basis van deze observatie is een aantal 
gerelateerde constructen geïdentificeerd en onderscheiden van het kernconstruct HR 
activiteiten. Er wordt beargumenteerd dat het de duidelijkheid van het hoofdconstruct 
ten goede zou komen als deze gerelateerde constructen niet als zodanig worden 
aangeduid. De gerelateerde constructen worden geïdentificeerd en onderscheiden van 
het hoofdconstruct en definities worden gepresenteerd.

Het kernconstruct ‘geïmplementeerde HR activiteiten’ reflecteert rapportages 
van medewerkers en managers over de programma’s, processen en technieken die 
daadwerkelijk geoperationaliseerd zijn op de werkplek. Het kernconstruct behelst dus 
de HR activiteiten die geïmplementeerd zijn op de werkplek. Een gerelateerd construct 
is bijvoorbeeld het construct ‘geplande HR activiteiten’. Dit construct richt zich op de HR 
activiteiten die voorgenomen zijn in HR beleid en geïmplementeerd dienen te worden 
door HR en lijnmanagers. ‘Evaluaties van HR activiteiten’ worden ook onderscheiden van 
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het kernconstruct en deze zijn gedefinieerd als de subjectieve evaluaties en beoordelingen 
van medewerkers van HR activiteiten. Ten slotte worden ‘uitvoeringen van HR activiteiten’ 
onderscheiden die zich richten op gedrag van medewerkers waarbij HR activiteiten in de 
praktijk worden gebracht. 

De serie empirische studies die volgt op deze conceptuele studie is gericht op het 
empirisch onderzoeken van de constructen die in de conceptuele studie zijn onderscheiden. 
In hoofdstuk 3 wordt de dataverzameling voor de empirische studies omschreven. De 
exacte procedure en methode van dataverzameling, waarbij vragenlijsten zijn ingevuld 
binnen afdelingen van organisaties, wordt omschreven. De drie empirische studies die 
volgen richten zich op verschillende aspecten van het construct HR activiteiten. Deze 
studies worden hieronder meer in detail beschreven.

In de eerste empirische studie (hoofdstuk 4) is onderzocht of het gerelateerde 
construct dat zich richt op evaluaties van HR activiteiten daadwerkelijk onderscheiden 
kan worden van het kernconstruct. Het is van groot belang om te onderzoeken of de 
constructen die conceptueel van elkaar zijn onderscheiden ook daadwerkelijk op basis 
van de data verschillend blijken te zijn. Dit betekent dat er wordt geëvalueerd of de 
constructen empirisch verschillend zijn. Tevens is onderzocht of er op basis van de 
verschillende constructen andere relaties met uitkomsten worden gevonden. Dit zou 
een belangrijke bevinding zijn voor HRM onderzoek aangezien dit zou betekenen dat het 
bestuderen van verschillende constructen gevolgen heeft voor de conclusies die worden 
getrokken wat betreft de relaties met uitkomsten.

Vervolgens is gekeken of verschillende actoren andere inzichten verschaffen in 
het kernconstruct (hoofdstuk 5). Dit wil zeggen dat een vergelijking is gemaakt tussen 
rapportages van leidinggevenden en medewerkers van het kernconstruct, om zo vast te 
stellen of deze verschillende actoren een ander perspectief hebben op de HR activiteiten 
die plaatsvinden. Ook zijn deze rapportages gerelateerd aan uitkomstmaten om inzicht 
te krijgen in mogelijke verschillen in de mate waarin deze rapportages gerelateerd zijn 
aan uitkomsten.

De laatste empirische studie richt zich niet zozeer op rapportages over HR 
activiteiten, maar op de achterliggende redenen waarom de HR activiteiten volgens 
medewerkers worden gebruikt (hoofdstuk 6). Dit worden HR attributies genoemd. Er 
kan onderscheid worden gemaakt tussen welzijnsattributies en prestatieattributies. 
Er is onderzocht in hoeverre HR activiteiten gerelateerd zijn aan deze attributies en in 
hoeverre deze variabelen van invloed zijn op ervaren werkdruk en betrokkenheid van 
medewerkers.

De empirische studies bieden een initiële empirische test van de constructen die 
in het conceptuele hoofdstuk zijn onderscheiden. De bevindingen van het proefschrift 
kunnen samengevat worden in vier thema’s: (1) inzicht verkrijgen in de duidelijkheid van 
het construct HR activiteiten, (2) verwevenheid van constructen, (3) onderscheiden van 
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constructen en (4) differentiatie in relaties met uitkomsten. Deze vier thema’s die de 
bevindingen van dit proefschrift samenvatten worden verder toegelicht.

Thema 1: Inzicht verkrijgen in de duidelijkheid van het construct HR 
activiteiten
Er bestaat een gebrek aan duidelijkheid omtrent het gebruik van het construct HR 
activiteiten in eerder onderzoek. Dit proefschrift biedt inzicht in de specifieke aspecten 
van het construct waarop dit gebrek aan duidelijkheid betrekking heeft. Bovendien wordt 
inzicht geboden in hoe dit gebrek aan duidelijkheid verklaard kan worden. In eerder 
onderzoek zijn HR activiteiten vaak gedefinieerd als de handelingen en instrumenten op 
het gebied van HRM die in afdelingen zijn geoperationaliseerd (Wright & Boswell, 2002). 
Dit wil zeggen dat HR activiteiten de werkzaamheden reflecteren op het gebied van HRM 
die geïmplementeerd zijn in de organisatie. Hoewel deze definities van het construct 
HR activiteiten zijn beschikbaar zijn, kan worden beargumenteerd dat het gebruik van 
het construct in eerdere studies onduidelijk is geweest. Dit wil zeggen dat de term HR 
activiteiten ook vaak gebruikt wordt om te refereren aan andere constructen. Ook komt 
het voor dat een ander construct gemeten wordt, terwijl dit wel wordt aangeduid als 
meting van HR activiteiten.

Wanneer twee constructen hetzelfde label wordt gegeven dan wordt hieraan 
gerefereerd als een ‘jingle-fallacy’ (Block, 1995). Deze misvatting kan in de HRM literatuur 
opgemerkt worden wanneer onderzoekers aangeven zich te richten op HR activiteiten, 
terwijl de conceptualisatie en/of meting van het construct gericht is op bijvoorbeeld 
evaluaties van medewerkers van HR activiteiten (bijvoorbeeld Macky & Boxall, 2007; 
Paré & Tremblay, 2007). In een aantal HR studies refereren onderzoekers aan subjectieve 
evaluaties en beoordelingen van HR activiteiten door medewerkers als meting van HR 
activiteiten. Er wordt dan bijvoorbeeld aan medewerkers gevraagd of beloning in de 
afdeling eerlijk is en dit wordt bestempeld als meting van HR activiteiten (Appelbaum, 
Bailey, Berg & Kalleberg, 2000). Vaak wordt er een mix van verschillende typen items in 
een meting van HR activiteiten opgenomen. Dit is bijvoorbeeld ook het geval in de recente 
studie door Piening, Baluch en Salge (2013). In deze studie worden zowel evaluaties van 
HR activiteiten als rapportages van geïmplementeerde HR activiteiten opgenomen in een 
meting van HR activiteiten (zie andere voorbeelden in Macky en Boxall (2007) en Takeuchi, 
Lepak, Wang en Takeuchi (2007)). Hoewel deze evaluaties van HR activiteiten interessant 
zijn, kan worden betoogd dat deze evaluaties een gerelateerd construct vormen, maar 
niet behoren tot het hoofdconstruct HR activiteiten. Dit hoofdconstruct refereert slechts 
aan de activiteiten die geïmplementeerd zijn in afdelingen en niet naar beoordelingen 
hiervan.

Dit proefschrift laat zien dat er duidelijke definities van het construct HR activiteiten 
beschikbaar zijn. Er bestaan echter onduidelijkheden in het gebruik van het construct, 
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met name wanneer het wordt gebruikt om te refereren aan gerelateerde constructen. 
Ook wanneer metingen van het construct zich niet richten op het kernconstruct, 
maar op gerelateerde constructen, ontstaat er onduidelijkheid over de betekenis van 
de constructen. Meer inzicht is verkregen in de aard van de onduidelijkheid hetgeen 
aanknopingspunten biedt voor verdere verduidelijking, onder andere door het ontrafelen 
van de verschillende verweven constructen.

Thema 2: Verweven constructen
Op basis van de observatie dat het construct HR activiteiten gebruikt is om te refereren 
aan gerelateerde constructen, is het van belang om deze verschillende constructen te 
identificeren. Hierbij is het nuttig om te kijken naar recente ontwikkelingen in de HRM 
literatuur. Er wordt beargumenteerd dat onduidelijkheden rond de betekenis van 
het construct HR activiteiten voor een deel kunnen worden verklaard door recente 
ontwikkelingen in HRM onderzoek. Deze ontwikkelingen betreffen procesmodellen 
waarin rapportages van medewerkers over HR activiteiten een prominente rol hebben 
gekregen.

Hoewel de eerste studies naar de relatie tussen HR activiteiten en uitkomsten 
enigszins simplistisch waren doordat ze gebaseerd waren op rapportages van HR 
activiteiten door een leidinggevende over de organisatie als geheel (zie bijvoorbeeld 
Huselid (1995) en MacDuffie (1995)), hebben er belangrijke ontwikkelingen plaatsgevonden 
die de kennis over de processen op basis waarvan HR activiteiten medewerkers 
beïnvloeden hebben vergroot. Onderdeel hiervan is het erkennen van het belang van het 
proces van implementatie en de rol van de lijnmanager (Brewster, Gollan & Wright, 2013; 
Woodrow & Guest, 2014). Dit perspectief op HR activiteiten heeft geresulteerd in een 
grote hoeveelheid aandacht voor de psychologische processen van medewerkers in het 
beoordelen, interpreteren en evalueren van HR activiteiten.

Deze inzichten en perspectieven hebben geleid tot de bestudering van 
verschillende, maar gerelateerde constructen. Echter, wanneer er niet expliciet wordt 
gerefereerd aan deze verschillende constructen, of wanneer deze niet gescheiden worden 
van het kernconstruct, ontstaat er een gebrek aan duidelijkheid van het kernconstruct. 
Ontwikkelingen in het veld hebben dus geresulteerd in de bestudering van verschillende 
constructen die niet duidelijk gescheiden zijn, maar verweven, wat resulteert in een 
gebrek aan duidelijkheid rond hetgeen onderzoekers bedoelen wanneer zij refereren aan 
HR activiteiten. Dit is problematisch aangezien een bepaalde mate van overeenstemming 
rond wat constructen betekenen en hoe deze gemeten worden in empirische studies een 
voorwaarde is voor het accumuleren van kennis in een onderzoeksveld.

Deze studie had tot doel om deze constructen gerelateerd aan het kernconstruct 
te ontrafelen. Door een definitie van het kernconstruct te presenteren en door 
het identificeren, onderscheiden en definiëren van de gerelateerde constructen, is 
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duidelijkheid verkregen wat betreft het kernconstruct HR activiteiten. Een overzicht van 
deze verschillende constructen is gepresenteerd in Tabel I. Hoewel het kernconstruct 
de geïmplementeerde HR activiteiten in afdelingen van organisaties reflecteert, richten 
gerelateerde constructen zich bijvoorbeeld op subjectieve evaluaties en interpretaties 
van deze HR activiteiten. Een centrale stelling in dit proefschrift is dat deze constructen 
verschillend zijn, maar gerelateerd aan het kernconstruct HR activiteiten. Empirische 
studies zijn ontwikkeld om het onderscheid tussen deze constructen en de mogelijk 
differentiële relatie van deze constructen met uitkomsten te onderzoeken.

Er zijn een aantal gerelateerde constructen geïdentificeerd. Het construct 
‘geplande HR activiteiten’ reflecteert, in lijn met Nishii en Wright (2008), de HR activiteiten 
die omschreven zijn in HR beleid en geïmplementeerd dienen te worden door HR 
en lijnmanagers. Een ander gerelateerd construct richt zich op ‘evaluaties van HR 
activiteiten’. Dit construct is gedefinieerd als de subjectieve interpretaties en evaluaties 
van medewerkers van HR activiteiten. Het reflecteert een meer evaluatieve benadering 
van HR activiteiten, aangezien het zich concentreert op evaluaties van medewerkers 
van bepaalde aspecten van HR activiteiten zoals hun kwaliteit of nut. ‘Uitvoeringen 
van HR activiteiten’ refereert aan gedragingen van medewerkers die resulteren uit het 
in gebruik nemen van HR activiteiten. Een voorbeeld is wanneer medewerkers in een 
team werken aangezien deze gedraging het resultaat is van geïmplementeerde HR 
activiteiten die teamwerk mogelijk maken. In dit proefschrift staat het idee dat deze 
constructen verschillend zijn, maar gerelateerd aan het kernconstruct, centraal. Daarom 
zijn empirische studies ontwikkeld om deze onderscheidbaarheid empirisch te testen. 

Thema 3: Onderscheidbaarheid van constructen 
Hoewel de gerelateerde constructen inhoudelijk verschillend zijn van elkaar en van 
het kernconstruct is het van belang te onderzoeken of de constructen ook empirisch 
te onderscheiden zijn. De empirische studies vergelijken daarom medewerker 

Tabel I: Verfijnen en definiëren van HR activiteiten en gerelateerde constructen

Construct Definitie

Kernconstruct HR 
activiteiten

Geïmplementeerde 
HR activiteiten

Rapportages van managers en medewerkers over 
de programma’s, processen en technieken die 
geoperationaliseerd zijn op werkplek

Constructen 
gerelateerd aan het 
kernconstruct HR 
activiteiten

Geplande HR 
activiteiten

HR activiteiten die omschreven zijn in HR beleid en 
geïmplementeerd dienen te worden door HR en 
lijnmanagers

Evaluaties van HR 
activiteiten

Subjectieve interpretaties en evaluaties van 
medewerkers van (bepaalde kwaliteiten van) HR 
activiteiten

Uitvoeringen van HR 
activiteiten

Gedragingen van medewerkers die resulteren uit het 
in gebruik nemen van HR activiteiten
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rapportages van het kernconstruct met evaluaties van deze activiteiten. Daarnaast wordt 
de mate van overeenkomst tussen rapportages van managers en medewerkers over 
geïmplementeerde HR activiteiten onderzocht. Hierbij is gevonden dat beschrijvingen 
van medewerkers van HR activiteiten empirisch te onderscheiden zijn van evaluaties van 
HR activiteiten door medewerkers (hoofdstuk 4). Deze bevindingen ondersteunen het 
conceptuele onderscheid dat is voorgesteld tussen het kernconstruct en het gerelateerde 
construct dat gaat over evaluaties van HR activiteiten.

Er is gemengd bewijs gevonden met betrekking tot de mate van overeenkomst 
tussen manager en medewerker rapportages van het kernconstruct (hoofdstuk 5). Dit 
betekent dat de overeenkomst tussen medewerker en manager rapportages van HR 
activiteiten over het algemeen hoog is, maar wel varieert tussen de verschillende functionele 
HR activiteiten. Aangezien de gebruikte vragen op een feitelijk niveau vragen naar de 
geïmplementeerde HR activiteiten in een afdeling van een organisatie (in tegenstelling 
tot het vragen naar activiteiten die beschikbaar zijn voor een individuele medewerker), 
worden de meest gunstige condities gecreëerd voor het vinden van convergentie tussen 
de twee typen rapportages. Meer onderzoek is nodig om de verschillen tussen de twee 
typen rapportages te verklaren. 

Al met al biedt dit proefschrift een aantal inzichten wat betreft het verschil tussen 
metingen van HR activiteiten en gerelateerde constructen. Dit heeft geleid tot de vraag of 
deze verschillende constructen ook in verschillende mate gerelateerd zijn aan uitkomsten, 
zoals hierna wordt beschreven.

Thema 4: Verschillende metingen maken een verschil
Onderzoekers hebben aangenomen dat bevindingen van studies over de relatie tussen 
HR activiteiten en uitkomsten, die gebaseerd zijn op verschillende metingen van HR 
activiteiten, op eenzelfde manier geïnterpreteerd kunnen worden. Dit blijkt uit meta-
analyses in het veld waarbij resultaten van studies (gebaseerd op verschillende metingen 
van HR activiteiten) samengebracht zijn en worden geanalyseerd. Dit proefschrift heeft 
beoogd te onderzoeken of deze assumptie juist is, wat zou blijken uit een sterk vergelijkbaar 
patroon van relaties tussen verschillende metingen van HR activiteiten en uitkomsten. 

Op basis van de bevindingen wordt de eerder genoemde assumptie serieus in twijfel 
getrokken, aangezien er bewijs wordt gevonden dat verschillende metingen daadwerkelijk 
een verschil maken. Gebruik maken van medewerker of manager rapportages van het 
kernconstruct maakt een verschil, aangezien er verschillende associaties worden gevonden 
met uitkomsten. Daarnaast worden er, wanneer beschrijvingen van HR activiteiten 
worden vergeleken met evaluaties van HR activiteiten, verschillende associaties met 
uitkomsten gevonden. Dit patroon van relaties verschilt tussen de functionele gebieden en 
uitkomstmaten die worden bestudeerd. Het is echter duidelijk dat wanneer onderzoekers 
willen voortbouwen op resultaten van eerdere studies en resultaten van deze studies 
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willen accumuleren, er meer aandacht dient te worden besteed aan het verkrijgen van 
consistentie in de constructen die worden bestudeerd en in de wijze waarop deze worden 
gemeten.

Kijken naar de toekomst: aanbevelingen voor toekomstig onderzoek
Dit proefschrift heeft een aantal waardevolle inzichten opgeleverd. Het heeft echter 
ook duidelijk gemaakt dat toekomstige studies nodig zijn om een aantal zaken meer 
in detail uit te zoeken. Er worden daarom een aantal suggesties voor toekomstig 
onderzoek gedaan. Voorgesteld wordt om systematisch en uitgebreid de validiteit van 
het kernconstruct en de gerelateerde constructen te onderzoeken. Hiervoor kunnen 
verschillende studieontwerpen gebruikt worden, aangezien verschillende metingen 
bijvoorbeeld in eenzelfde vragenlijst kunnen worden opgenomen. Het is echter ook 
mogelijk om verschillende versies van een vragenlijst te verspreiden binnen één 
doelgroep. Door middel van dergelijke studies kan meer inzicht verkregen worden in de 
onderscheidbaarheid van de verschillende constructen.

Daarnaast wordt op basis van de bevindingen van dit proefschrift de waarde van 
meta-analyses die verschillen tussen metingen van HR activiteiten niet in ogenschouw 
nemen, in twijfel getrokken. Dit proefschrift laat zien dat het type construct en de meting 
hiervan, een verschil maakt. Het is daarom van belang dat bevindingen van meta-analyses, 
waarbij deze verschillende metingen niet worden onderscheiden, worden herzien. Het 
zou waardevol zijn om te bepalen, op basis van meta-analyse, of verschillende metingen 
daadwerkelijk systematisch verschillend zijn en verschillende relaties met uitkomsten 
laten zien.

Implicaties
Op basis van de bevindingen van dit proefschrift kunnen er een aantal aanbevelingen 
gedaan worden aan HRM onderzoekers. De belangrijkste aanbeveling is dat onderzoekers 
voorzichtiger dienen te zijn in de wijze waarop de term HR activiteiten wordt gebruikt. 
Het zou waardevol zijn als zogenaamde ‘jingle fallacies’ voorkomen zouden worden, wat 
betekent dat onderzoekers niet refereren aan een construct als zijnde een reflectie van HR 
activiteiten wanneer feitelijk een gerelateerd construct wordt onderzocht. Het label ‘HR 
activiteiten’ zou alleen gebruikt moeten worden om te refereren aan geïmplementeerde 
HR activiteiten en niet als bijvoorbeeld evaluaties van HR activiteiten worden onderzocht.

Om te bepalen welk construct daadwerkelijk wordt onderzocht, krijgen onderzoekers 
het advies om te bepalen hoe zij het construct definiëren en operationaliseren en hoe dit 
zich verhoudt tot de definities zoals voorgesteld in hoofdstuk 2. De passende naam van 
het construct kan worden bepaald op basis van de definities die gebruikt worden en de 
namen van de constructen zoals voorgesteld. Daarnaast wordt onderzoekers geadviseerd 
om er bij het operationaliseren van constructen voor te zorgen dat slechts één construct 
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wordt gemeten. Dit betekent dat vragen die refereren aan verschillende constructen 
niet in eenzelfde schaal opgenomen dienen te worden. Dit proefschrift laat zien dat de 
constructen verschillend zijn en verschillend gerelateerd aan uitkomsten. Hierdoor kan 
het combineren van deze verschillende metingen grote problemen opleveren in het 
kader van de interpretatie van bevindingen.

Om onderzoekers te assisteren in het bepalen van het construct waarin zij 
geïnteresseerd zijn en om accumulatie van kennis rond het conceptualiseren en 
meten van HR activiteiten te faciliteren, wordt er een cirkel voorgesteld waarin de 
belangrijkste stappen zijn beschreven die genomen dienen te worden bij het bestuderen 
van HR activiteiten. Dit model bestaat uit zes stappen en is onderscheidend aangezien 
onderzoekers zich vaak richten op vragen rond de meting van constructen (stap drie), 
terwijl beslissingen in deze stap voorafgegaan dienen te worden en sterk beïnvloed 
dienen te worden door de keuzes die gemaakt worden in stap één en twee. Onderzoekers 
worden geadviseerd om de passende metingen te bepalen aan de hand van de inhoud 
en ontwerp van de gehele studie. Daarnaast dienen beslissingen over in welk construct 
men geïnteresseerd is voorzichtig gemaakt te worden om zo mogelijke ‘jingle fallacies’ en 
discrepanties tussen het construct en de meting te voorkomen. Onderzoekers worden 
ook aangespoord om overwegingen en argumenten rond het conceptualiseren en meten 
van HR activiteiten te bespreken in publicaties, aangezien dit accumulatie van kennis rond 
HR activiteiten mogelijk maakt.

Tot slot
Dit proefschrift signaleert dat waar onderzoekers aan refereren als zijnde HR activiteiten, 
vaak in feite geen HR activiteiten zijn, maar HR beleid, evaluaties van HR activiteiten, of 
uitvoeringen van HR activiteiten. Deze bevinding heeft belangrijke implicaties voor de 
interpretatie van bevindingen in eerder onderzoek, maar ook voor toekomstig onderzoek 
dat gebruik maakt van metingen van HR activiteiten. Aangezien het kernconstruct en 
gerelateerde constructen verschillend zijn en verschillend relateren aan uitkomsten, 

Figuur I: De HR activiteiten cirkel

1: Bepaal inhoud en 
    ontwerp van onderzoek 
    (onderzoeksvraag, 
    hypothesen, context)

2: Bepaal construct

3: Bepaal meting (o.a. 
    databron) 

4: Rapporteer keuzes 

6: Leer van bevindingen

5: Rapporteer bevindingen
    (inclusief vergelijkingen)
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wordt onderzoekers aangeraden om een duidelijk onderscheid tussen deze constructen 
te maken en om te bepalen in welk construct zij geïnteresseerd zijn. Duidelijk refereren 
aan welk construct wordt onderzocht en dit relateren aan keuzes wat betreft context 
van de studie, onderzoeksvragen en studieontwerp is van groot belang. Meer aandacht 
besteden aan deze procedures kan bijdragen aan een duidelijker gebruik van het 
construct HR activiteiten, wat ervoor zorgt dat beter begrepen kan worden welke HR 
activiteiten werken. Dit kan mogelijk een groot verschil maken voor zowel werknemers 
als organisaties.
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