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How do high-involvement work processes influence employee outcomes? In this paper,
we use Vandenberg et al.’s [Vandenberg, R. J., Richardson, H. A., & Eastman, L. J.
(1999). The impact of high involvement work processes on organisational
effectiveness: A second order latent variable approach. Group and Organisational
Management, 24, 300–339] elaboration of Lawler’s [Lawler, E. E. (1986). High-
involvement management: Participative strategies for improving organizational
performance. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass] model to test direct links and to explore
skill utilisation and intrinsic motivation as mediators. Survey data were collected from
a large New Zealand organisation providing distribution services and results were
analysed through structural equation modelling. While there are important direct
effects, the results demonstrate that both skill utilisation and intrinsic motivation
transmit high-involvement processes into valuable outcomes for employees. The
benefits to employees of such processes are direct but also lie in the way they make the
work itself more motivating and enable them to deploy and grow their skills. This
implies that forms of work organisation and supervision that offer workers greater
opportunity for discretion, and involvement in the decisions that concern them, create
the conditions for greater learning and, in turn, contribute to their well-being.
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Introduction

An important stream of research in the literature on work organisation examines the nature

and impacts of high-involvement work processes (HIWPs). HIWPs enhance employees’

scope for decision-making, and foster the skill-development, reward and voice practices

that support greater responsibility (Lawler, 1986). Much of the interest in employee

involvement is associated with attempts to improve the competitiveness of firms exposed

to heightened competition through releasing more of the potential of the workforce (e.g.

Appelbaum, Bailey, Berg, & Kalleberg, 2000). Such concerns grew from the 1970s when

Japanese ‘lean production’ systems began to make their impact through techniques such as

quality circles and team-based production, which engage workers in helping to improve

quality, cost, flexibility and delivery (e.g. Doeringer, Lorenz, & Terkla, 2003; Womack,

Jones, & Roos, 1990). Along with this challenge, the advent of advanced manufacturing

technology over the last 40 years has stimulated change in work systems to ensure that

workers can enhance the performance of the sophisticated equipment in their workplace

(e.g. Snell & Dean, 1992; Wall & Jackson, 1995). In addition, concern about the quality of

work design in Western industry has been encouraged by the rise of offshoring to China,
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India and other low-cost producers, not only in manufacturing but across the service sector

(e.g. Batt, 2002). This is compounded by the growth of the digital economy, which has

exposed previously sheltered firms to greater competition via the Internet, and made it

more important to improve problem-solving capabilities, at least among the critical core of

a firm’s workers (Teece, 2011).

In this paper, we focus on the question of how HIWPs affect employee outcomes.

In particular, we use Vandenberg, Richardson, and Eastman’s (1999) elaboration of

Lawler’s (1986) high-involvement model to explore the cognitive and motivational links

between empowerment processes and employee outcomes. The argument is that higher

involvement benefits employees via two pathways: through greater use of their skills and

latent potential and through the motivational benefit of enhanced autonomy and workplace

support. Our contribution lies in measuring these mediating relationships, which, to our

knowledge, have not been empirically tested. In this way, we aim to strengthen the

theoretical basis of the model in respect of its advantages for workers. The paper begins

with an explanation of the theory of HIWPs and then outlines the research context and

methods utilised. This leads to an explanation of the data analysis, followed by discussion

and conclusions, including the potential implications of the research for theory and

practice.

Theoretical framework: HIWPs

Lawler’s (1986) book on High-Involvement Management provides a wide-ranging review

of various forms of worker participation in management. Central to the work is a

conceptual framework designed around the ‘PIRK’ variables: power (P), information (I),

reward (R) and knowledge (K). These HIWPs are seen as the four critical factors that

should be addressed in any attempt to enhance employee participation in management.

The model begins with the worker’s degree of power or the extent to which workers

enjoy job autonomy and can participate in decisions that affect them. Enhancing the

worker’s scope to exercise their discretion at work and assume responsibility is seen as the

fundamental building block in the process of empowerment, in much the same way that

Appelbaum et al. (2000) see it as critical to enhance the worker’s opportunity to

participate. To this, Lawler (1986, p. 24) adds information, which ‘is a source of power

and effectiveness’, and is found in both downward (management to employee) and upward

(employee to management) flows. Lawler (1986, p. 25) then emphasises the role of

rewards as ‘important determinants of behavior in organizations’, suggesting that

organisations utilising high-involvement processes need to establish compatible reward

systems. Finally, Lawler (1986, p. 90) adds knowledge, arguing that more involved

employees have greater responsibility and therefore need to develop both technical and

‘ . . . thinking skills because they need to plan work, schedule work, and decide on work

methods’. In summing up his model, he argues that congruence between the PIRK

variables is imperative, explaining, for example, that ‘information and knowledge without

power leads to frustration because people cannot use their expertise’ (Lawler, 1986, p. 42).

Studies of high involvement have grown since the publication of this framework and

have raised issues concerning the level and nature of involvement (e.g. Marchington &

Wilkinson, 2005; Wood & de Menezes, 2011). An important question, for example,

concerns the extent to which employee involvement is more concentrated at the role,

rather than the organisational, level (Wood, Van Veldhoven, Croon, & de Menezes, 2012).

Drawing on Wall, Wood, and Leach (2004), Wood et al. (2012, p. 421) distinguish

‘enriched job design’ from ‘organisational’ or ‘high-involvement management’ (HIM),
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‘which entails workers participating in decision making beyond the narrow confines of the

job’. In a sophisticated mediational analysis of data gathered in the Workplace

Employment Relations Survey (WERS) 2004, they find that enriched job design enhances

job satisfaction while organisational involvement depresses it. This means that the latter

somewhat counteracts the positive impact of enriched job design on job satisfaction. Wood

et al. (2012) also show a link from HIM to anxiety. This suggests that British workers may

welcome greater autonomy on the job while finding wider involvement in decision-

making stressful. We will return to the implications of this distinction in our discussion.

Lawler’s (1986) book does not contain studies in which employee responses to HIWPs

are specifically tested through quantitative analysis. However, Vandenberg et al. (1999)

have built on the framework in a model that posits links from management practices to

HIWPs and thence to employee morale and organisational outcomes. Their multi-item

scales enable researchers to test each of the PIRK variables. The power variable addresses

the question of how workers rate their power and participation in decision-making.

Do they have the level of control they want and the opportunities they want to influence

relevant decisions? The information variable taps their assessment of the quality of two-

way communication: are they well informed and are they well listened to? The reward

variable taps the extent to which they feel confident that rewards (e.g. recognition, money,

promotion) will follow from good performance. At stake here is the way workers perceive

the fairness of the rewards they receive in relation to their efforts. Finally, the knowledge

variable assesses the extent to which employees feel they have the training and

development opportunities they need.

Direct links between involvement and employee outcomes

High-involvement processes are envisaged to improve employee attitudes. This is

consistent with the theoretical arguments in Lawler’s (1986) work and with Hackman and

Oldham’s (1980) theory of work design, in which greater job satisfaction is expected to

follow from greater autonomy and other improvements in job characteristics such as

feedback and variety. Vandenberg et al. (1999, p. 304) explain that through greater

experience of the PIRK variables, employees ‘ . . . begin to satisfy higher order needs, such

as those for challenge, independence, responsibility, support and recognition’. This is

consistent with self-determination theory, which argues that employees should be more

satisfied at work when they experience greater autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In a survey

of 775 New Zealand employees, based on Vandenberg et al.’s (1999) measures, Macky

and Boxall (2008) found that greater experience of the four high-involvement processes

was associated with higher job satisfaction. We therefore hypothesise the following:

H1. Worker perceptions of higher levels of power, information, reward and knowledge

will predict greater job satisfaction.

We also expect higher levels of involvement to enhance affective commitment or the

sense of a positive emotional attachment to an employer (Meyer & Allen, 1991).

As suggested by the theory of perceived organisational support (Eisenberger, Huntingdon,

Hutchison, & Sowa, 1986), it is likely that employees will reciprocate with greater loyalty

when they perceive that their work is enriched, and when there are improvements in their

rewards, and in the quality of communication and training. In their multi-level study of

3570 employees in 49 Canadian and US insurance companies, Vandenberg et al. (1999)

found that HIWPs led to higher commitment and lower turnover intentions. On this basis,

we hypothesise the following:
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H2. Worker perceptions of higher levels of power, information, reward and knowledge

will predict higher levels of affective commitment.

In evaluating employee responses to involvement processes, it is valuable, however, to

include a range of measures of employee well-being, which is a multidimensional concept

(e.g. Grant, Christianson, & Price, 2007; Warr, 2007). While job satisfaction and

employee commitment can be understood as indicators of happiness with the job and with

the organisation, they do not tap into health-related outcomes, such as stress levels, which

are also important aspects of employee well-being (Van De Voorde, Paauwe, & Van

Veldhoven, 2012). Following the demand–control model of job strain (Karasek, 1979;

Karasek & Theorell, 1990), it can be expected that improvements in employee control will

enable employees to more effectively handle stressful conditions and thus reduce negative

health outcomes from work. Similarly, the job demands–resources framework

(Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001) envisages employee autonomy as

a resource that can reduce the impact on employee health of heavy work demands (e.g.

Schaufeli, Bakker, & van Rhenen, 2009). In their New Zealand survey, Macky and Boxall

(2008) found that a greater experience of empowerment was associated with lower stress

and fatigue. Similarly, in a study of 573 workers in a US health-care site, Mackie,

Holahan, and Gottlieb (2001) found that greater exposure to employee involvement

processes led to lower stress. Accordingly, we hypothesise the following:

H3. Worker perceptions of higher levels of power, information, reward and knowledge

will predict lower stress.

Mediated links between involvement and employee outcomes

Simply positing direct links from independent variables to attitudinal outcomes is not,

however, a good theoretical explanation. We are left with the important question: how do

these outcomes come about in the ‘black box’ of HRM (e.g. Boselie, Dietz, & Boon, 2005;

Wright & Gardner, 2004)? Vandenberg et al. (1999) argue that HIWPs influence

organisational effectiveness through two pathways: a ‘cognitive’ one and a ‘motivational’

one. Our key goal in this paper is to enhance their model by testing certain mediating

relationships that were not included in their study. In particular, we examine the role of

skill utilisation and intrinsic motivation as intervening variables between HIWPs and

employee attitudes, as well as testing the direct links. The theoretical model to be tested is

shown in Figure 1.

High-involvement work 

processes

(P) Power/autonomy

(I) Information/voice

(R) Reward

(K) Training and 

development

Mediators

• Skill utilisation

• Intrinsic 

motivation

Employee outcomes

• Intrinsic job

satisfaction

• Affective 

commitment

• Stress

Figure 1. The hypothesised model of HIWPs, mediators and outcomes.
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The ‘cognitive path’ is based on the principle that high-involvement processes ‘take

greater advantage of the skills and abilities their employees already have’ (Vandenberg

et al., 1999, p. 304). When employees are empowered to complete their tasks in the way

they think is best, ‘[organizational] performance should be better than when workers’

actions are dictated by someone with less relevant experience or knowledge’ (Vandenberg

et al., 1999, p. 305). In addition, they argue, HIWPs provide employees with the

opportunity to utilise dormant skill-sets.

As Vandenberg et al. (1999) argue, there is strong justification for including skill

utilisation as a mediator in the relationship between involvement processes and affective

outcomes. Morrison, Cordery, Girardi, and Payne (2005, p. 59, 61) define skill utilisation

as ‘ . . . the opportunity to learn and apply skills on the job’, stating that ‘perceived skill

utilization has consistently been found to be amongst the strongest predictors of job-

related affective well-being’. They explain that research has linked skill utilisation to well-

being and mental health. Among other sources, they refer to studies by O’Brien (1982a,

1982b, 1983) which showed that ‘ . . . perceived skill utilization was amongst the most

powerful predictors of job satisfaction’ (Morrison et al., 2005, p. 61). Skill utilisation has

also been shown to foster organisational attachment. Allen and van der Velden (2001), in a

study of 2460 workers in the Netherlands, find that those who feel their skills are more

fully utilised have a lower propensity to look for another job.

While the impacts of skill utilisation on job satisfaction and commitment thus seem

straightforward, the impacts on stress are more arguable. Greater use of skills may be

associated with more responsible, more complex and more demanding work (Gallie, 2007,

p. 6). Morrison et al. (2005, p. 62), however, argue that ‘increased skill and knowledge

levels may mean that . . . a person has the cognitive and behavioural repertoire needed to

predict, control, and/or cope with variable and uncertain demands, thereby reducing the

levels of experienced job strain or stress’. Citing Wall and Jackson (1995) in respect of this

point, they also refer to Karasek and Theorell’s (1990) ‘active learning’ hypothesis, ‘which

proposes that jobs that are psychologically demanding and high in control give rise to

learning, which in turn mitigates the stress-inducing effects of potentially demanding jobs’

(Morrison et al., 2005, p. 62). Taking all this together, we hypothesise the following:

H4. Skill utilisation will mediate the relationships between the independent variables of

power, information, reward, knowledge and the dependent variables of job

satisfaction (higher), affective commitment (higher) and stress (lower).

Vandenberg et al. (1999) also highlight a motivational pathway, arguing that greater

involvement leads to improved effectiveness via enhanced motivation. Employee

motivation, which is the subject of an enormous literature, refers to the quality of effort

employees are willing to expend on the job. As many others do, Warr, Cook, and Wall

(1979) differentiate between intrinsic and extrinsic job motivation, with the former linked

to personal and task factors and the latter to external factors, such as remuneration levels

and the working environment. Intrinsic motivation is the key variable that should be

enhanced as the result of a process of job enrichment (Hackman & Oldham, 1980; Thomas

& Veldhouse, 1990). HIWPs aim to reshape the experience of the job itself in a way that is

more motivating for the job holder. Motivation therefore can be understood as both an

attitudinal outcome of involvement processes and as a mediator between involvement

processes and other employee outcomes, such as job satisfaction and affective

commitment. Taking this approach, Eby, Freeman, Rush, and Lance (1999) use meta-

analytic correlations and structural equation modelling (SEM) to test the links from job

characteristics and a supportive working environment via intrinsic motivation to affective

The International Journal of Human Resource Management 1741



commitment. Their definition of job characteristics is largely based on the job enrichment

model of Hackman and Oldham (1980), while their definition of a supportive working

environment includes ‘participation in important work-related decisions, supervisory

feedback and support, and rewards that are perceived as fair’ (Eby et al., 1999, p. 466).

Their findings, that intrinsic motivation predicts job satisfaction and affective commitment

and partially mediates the links between job characteristics and these variables, are

therefore highly relevant to our model. On this basis, we test the following hypothesis:

H5. Intrinsic motivation will mediate the relationships between the independent

variables of power, information, reward, knowledge and the dependent variables of

job satisfaction (higher) and affective commitment (higher).

This hypothesis, it should be noted, proposes no indirect link between involvement

processes and stress via intrinsic motivation. As far as we are aware, there is no literature

on such a set of links and we have, therefore, dropped this set of connections from our

hypothesis testing.

Research context and methods

Participants

This is a study at the employee level, in which all variables relate to employee perceptions,

responses and outcomes, and, therefore, require employee reports. Survey data were

collected from a large New Zealand organisation providing distribution services. All

workers in the study are members of the core operating workforce. Their work principally

involves monitoring, supplying and supporting mechanised processes for handling large

volumes of standard products. Some manual handling of non-standard items is still,

however, required. There is a heritage of work (time-and-motion) study, and individual

and team productivity are measured on an hourly basis. Union density is around 80% and

collective bargaining sets rates of pay and conditions of employment.

The organisation is an interesting case study because management has tried, over

several years, to reduce the impact of a strongly Taylorist work design by enhancing

worker involvement in problem-solving and by making a major investment in training.

The effort to do so has been variable, but work sites have team briefings at the start of each

shift, in which team leaders encourage worker input on problems, and a range of ‘action

groups’ (for example, for health and safety) in which employees can express their views.

Opportunities for involvement also exist in project work, focusing on such issues as

network changes and service improvement strategies. The goal of ameliorating Taylorist

job design through generating greater employee participation in management makes

it an appropriate organisation in which to test worker responses to HIWPs (Boxall &

Macky, 2009).

During late 2011, we gained access to three major operating sites, which enabled us to

study the relationships between involvement processes, the mediating variables and

employee outcomes. Individual questionnaires were distributed during team briefs, where

employees were invited to participate on a voluntary basis. Completing questionnaires at

team briefing sessions allowed employees to fill them out during work time. Participants

viewed a ‘participant information sheet’, which assured them of anonymity and

confidentiality, and gained their informed consent. A total of 285 useable responses were

received from a population of approximately 620 employees (a response rate of 46%).

The mean age of respondents was 37.91 years (SD ¼ 13.91), and the mean length of

service was 9.7 years (SD 9.8 years). The percentage of female responses (49.7%) was
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higher than that of male (46.3%), with the remainder not indicating their gender. The

majority of respondents were permanent employees (92.5%), either full-time (74.5%) or

part-time (18.0%). The majority held secondary school qualifications (53.1%), followed

by those with bachelor degrees or higher (15.0%), trade or technical qualifications (13.3%)

and no qualification (14.5%). In terms of ethnicity, the highest response rate was from

employees identifying themselves as Maori (28.6%), followed by Pacific Peoples (28.3%),

NZ European (21.6%) and Asian (9.3%), with 12.3% of respondents identifying with

ethnicities other than these. Overall, the profile of the sample is broadly consistent with

that of the population, with one exception: average tenure levels are somewhat higher in

the population. Nonetheless, our sample has an average tenure of nearly 10 years, which

implies they are highly knowledgeable about the company’s work and employment

practices.

Questionnaire and measures

Because all measures are based on employee self-reports, the dependent variables

appeared first in the questionnaire, a technique known as ‘counter-balancing’ (Podsakoff,

MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). Like strong assurances of confidentiality and

anonymity, this helps to reduce the potential for socially desirable responses (Kline,

Sulsky, & Rever-Moriyama, 2000).

All data were collected using established measures from existing studies. Job

satisfaction was measured using eight questions from Warr et al.’s (1979) scale that focus

on intrinsic job satisfaction. Respondents rated each statement using a five-point Likert

scale, anchored from very dissatisfied to very satisfied. Employee affective commitment

was measured using Meyer and Allen’s (1991) well-recognised six-item scale,

incorporating three positively and three negatively worded items, anchored on a five-

point Likert scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Employee stress was measured

using one question taken from Stanton, Balzer, Smith, Parra, and Ironson (2001), which

asks respondents to rate the stress in their job on a scale of 1–10, where 1 indicates no

stress and 10 indicates extreme stress. Stanton et al.’s (2001) research established a

correlation of 0.70 between the one-item measure of stress and their more comprehensive

stress in general measure, hence the appropriateness of the one-item measure.

Morrison et al.’s (2005) six-item measure of skill utilisation was provided by Professor

John Cordery of the University of Western Australia, and we adopted their response scale

(not at all, just a little, a moderate amount, quite a lot, a great deal). For intrinsic

motivation, all six items fromWarr et al.’s (1979) intrinsic job motivation scale were used

in their original format and respondents were asked to rate each measure item on a five-

point Likert scale, anchored from strongly disagree to strongly agree.

Following Macky and Boxall (2008), employee perceptions of their level of power,

information, reward and knowledge were measured using Vandenberg et al.’s scales

(1999), which are built on the work of Lawler (1986). Vandenberg et al. (1999) report

Cronbach a’s of 0.89 for power, 0.88 for information, 0.86 for reward and 0.90 for

knowledge. Using a five-point Likert scale, anchored from strongly disagree to strongly

agree, all original wording from the Vandenberg et al. (1999) power (seven items) and

information (10 items) measures was retained, except for some simplification and

contextualisation. We replaced the word ‘sufficient’ with ‘enough’, and one question was

reworded as ‘management knows about the important issues in my department’ rather than

‘management is adequately informed of the important issues in my department’. Finally,

the word ‘top’ was removed from two questions to avoid confusing respondents who
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regard ‘management’ as anyone above the team-leader level. Reward practices were

measured using the seven items from the ‘reward’ section of Vandenberg et al.’s (1999)

PIRK scales but were adjusted in two places to reflect the company’s specific reward

terminology. All wording from the Vandenberg et al. (1999) knowledge set (eight items)

was retained in the questionnaire, except for one question, where ‘supervisor’ was

replaced with ‘team leader’ to reflect organisational usage.

For power, then, sample items in our survey include: ‘I have enough freedom over how

I do my job’ and ‘I am encouraged to participate in decisions that affect me’. For

information, sample items include ‘management communicates clearly how each part of

the organisation contributes to achieving the organisational mission’ and ‘management

tends to stay informed of employee needs’. For reward, sample items include ‘I am

satisfied with the amount of recognition I receive when I do a good job’ and ‘If I do my job

well, I am likely to be promoted’. For knowledge, sample items include ‘I receive ongoing

training, which enables me to do my job better’ and ‘I am satisfied with the quality of

training and development available to me’.

Analytical procedure

We began with bivariate data analysis. SEM was then performed using IBM SPSS Amos

19. This form of analysis is useful in modelling multiple linkages in HR systems (Becker

& Gerhart, 1996; Guest, 2011). As is standard, SEM proceeded in two steps: testing of the

measurement model followed by testing of the theory through structural models. Further

details are given as the results are explained.

Results

Table 1 reports the correlations among study variables with Cronbach a’s (all higher than

0.70) in brackets in the diagonal. As expected, power, information, reward and knowledge

have positive associations with job satisfaction ( p , 0.01, in all cases). These correlations

are reasonably large, ranging from 0.53 to 0.61, providing preliminary support for the

association between these measures of HIWPs and job satisfaction reported by Macky and

Boxall (2008). The HIWP variables also have positive correlations with affective

commitment, ranging from 0.36 to 0.39 ( p , 0.01, in all cases). Each HIWP variable

correlates negatively with stress ( p , 0.01), though these correlations are lower (from –

0.17 to –0.24). Consistent with prior studies (e.g. O’Brien, 1982b), skill utilisation has a

large positive association with job satisfaction (r ¼ 0.63; p , 0.01). It also has a large

positive association with affective commitment (r ¼ 0.48; p , 0.01) Similarly, intrinsic

motivation is positively associated with job satisfaction (r ¼ 0.24; p , 0.01) and affective

commitment (r ¼ 0.26; p , 0.001). Neither skill utilisation nor intrinsic motivation has a

significant relationship with stress.

In the first step of the SEM process, a measurement model of all variables was tested,

with each latent variable loading onto its respective items. All variables were allowed to

intercorrelate. To obtain adequate fit, it was necessary to remove the three negatively

worded affective-commitment items, after which the model fits reasonably well (CFI:

0.88, RMSEA: 0.06, x 2: 2823.47, df 1449). The indicators’ factor loadings ranged from

0.50 to 0.91. When compared to alternatives, such as a model with a single latent PIRK

variable loading onto all PIRK items, a model where a single latent variable loaded onto

all items, and a model where the mediating items formed a single latent variable, the

original measurement model had the best fit, as shown in Table 2.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics, Cronbach a’s and correlations.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1 Power 3.37 0.97 (0.93)
2 Information 3.16 1.01 0.66** (0.94)
3 Reward 2.89 1.04 0.58** 0.62** (0.89)
4 Knowledge 3.10 1.05 0.56** 0.62** 0.58** (0.95)
5 Skill utilisation 2.83 1.09 0.59** 0.49** 0.57** 0.60** (0.94)
6 Intrinsic motivation 3.81 0.85 0.59** 0.51** 0.41** 0.38** 0.39** (0.81)
7 Job satisfaction 3.37 0.82 0.61** 0.53** 0.57** 0.55** 0.63*** 0.24** (0.89)
8 Affective commitment 3.13 0.68 0.36** 0.39** 0.39** 0.36** 0.48** 0.26** 0.49** (0.77)
9 Stress 5.01 2.33 20.20** 20.24** 20.20** 20.17** 20.11 20.05 20.23** 20.15*

Note: ***p , 0.001; **p , 0.01; *p , 0.05, two-tailed significance.
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Using the final measurement model, three different structural models were tested and

compared. The first model contained direct effects only, that is, direct paths between the

PIRK variables and the dependent variables (stress, affective commitment and job

satisfaction). Then, a partial mediation model was tested, with mediation paths added

while also retaining the direct paths from the first model. Finally, the direct paths between

PIRK and the dependent variables were removed, forming the third model, a full

mediation model. In all models, the four PIRK variables were allowed to intercorrelate.

In line with Podsakoff et al.’s (2003) technique, a common method latent variable was

included in each model, loading onto every item. The three models were compared, as

shown in Table 3, with the partial mediation model showing a significantly better fit than

the other two models (CFI: 0.90, RMSEA: 0.05, x 2: 2582.44, df 1399). During the

modelling process, control variables (gender, age and tenure) were added to the above

measurement and structural models, but were found to have no effect on the fit indices or

the regression estimates and were consequently removed.

The final model’s significant paths are shown in Figure 2, and the full results are set out

in Table 4, showing the indirect, direct and total effects of the PIRK variables on the

dependent variables.

Hypothesis 1 was an omnibus hypothesis, allowing us to test the relationships between

each independent variable and job satisfaction. It is confirmed for three of the four

Table 2. Comparison of different measurement models.

Model comparisons

Model x
2 df CFI RMSEA x

2 df p Details

1. Seven distinct latent
variables

2823.465 1449 0.884 0.057

2. As with model 1, but with
the P, I, R and K items
loading onto only one
latent variable.

4711.009 1470 0.728 0.087 1887.54 21 0.00 Model 2 to
model 1

3. As with model 1, but with
the motivation and skills
variables loading onto a
single mediator variable

3249.001 1457 0.849 0.065 425.54 8 0.00 Model 3 to
model 1

4. As with model 1, but with
stress, affective
commitment and job
satisfaction loading onto a
single latent variable

3308.645 1464 0.845 0.066 485.18 15 0.00 Model 4 to
model 1

5. All items loading onto one
latent variable

6528.125 1485 0.576 0.108 3704.66 36 0.00 Model 5 to
model 1

Table 3. Comparison of the partial mediation, direct effects and full mediation models.

Model comparisons

Model x
2

df CFI RMSEA x
2

df p Details

1. Direct effects 2761.68 1405 0.886 0.057
2. Partial mediation 2582.44 1399 0.901 0.054 179.24 6 0.00 Model 2 to model 1
3. Full mediation 2761.53 1411 0.886 0.057 0.15 6 0.99 Model 3 to model 1

179.09 12 0.00 Model 3 to model 2
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independent variables: power had a direct relationship with intrinsic satisfaction

(b ¼ 0.33, p , 0.01), while reward and knowledge had mediated effects (see Hypotheses

4 and 5). Hypothesis 2, which tested the relationships with affective commitment, was

supported for two of the independent variables: reward had a direct relationship with

affective commitment (b ¼ 0.31, p , 0.01), while power had a mediated effect.

Hypothesis 3 related the independent variables to stress and, as there was no support for

their direct impacts, was rejected.

Power 

Affective commitment 

(R² .75)

Reward

Knowledge

Skill utilisation 

(R² .59)

Intrinsic motivation 

(R² .16)

Information

Intrinsic job

satisfaction (R² .73)

Stress (R² .16)

.33**

.27**

.32**

.42**

.43**

.27**

.32**

.31**

Figure 2. The best fitting model: a partial mediation model. Paths are shown for significant paths
only. Regression weights are standardised.
Note: ***p , 0.001; **p , 0.01; *p , 0.05.

Table 4. Standardised total, direct and indirect effects from the PIRK variables to stress, job
satisfaction and affective commitment.

Predictor Outcome Direct Indirect Total Mediation supported

Power Stress 20.06 0.09 0.03 No
Intrinsic job satisfaction 0.33** 0.13** 0.46 Partial – through skill

utilisation
Affective commitment 0.14 0.15* 0.29 Full – through intrinsic

motivation
Information Stress 20.18 20.03 20.21 No

Intrinsic job satisfaction 0.12 20.05 0.08 No
Affective commitment 0.17 20.03 0.14 No

Rewards Stress 20.27 0.06 20.21 No
Intrinsic job satisfaction 0.14 0.10** 0.24 Full – through skill

utilisation
Affective commitment 0.31** 0.10 0.41 No

Knowledge Stress 20.07 0.05 20.01 No
Intrinsic job satisfaction 0.10 0.09** 0.18 Full – through skill

utilisation
Affective commitment 20.00 0.04 0.04 No

Note: **p , 0.01; *p , 0.05.
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Hypotheses 4 and 5 are concerned with the mediating roles of skill utilisation and

intrinsic motivation. The results are summarised in Table 4, and confirm that skill

utilisation and intrinsic motivation do serve a mediating role. Skill utilisation mediates the

relationships between the three independent variables of power, reward and knowledge

and the dependent variable of intrinsic satisfaction, while intrinsic motivation fully

mediates the relationship between power and affective commitment.

Discussion

Our results confirm the general expectation that HIWPs benefit workers, consistent with

prior studies that have used these particular measures (Macky & Boxall, 2008; Mackie

et al., 2001; Vandenberg et al., 1999). This study adds value to this general prediction by

providing evidence that the effects occur through both direct and indirect linkages.

In terms of direct effects, job satisfaction is higher in this organisation when workers

experience greater levels of power, and affective commitment is greater when these

workers feel that their rewards are linked to their performance.

The key research contributions in this study, however, relate to the findings on

mediating links, which have been relatively untested. While there are important direct

effects from the HIWP variables to employee outcomes, both skill utilisation and intrinsic

motivation play key roles in our data, transmitting high-involvement processes into

valuable outcomes for employees. Skill utilisation partially mediates the links from

empowerment to intrinsic satisfaction. In other words, for these workers, having greater

discretion in a job, and greater opportunities to participate in relevant decisions, does open

up opportunities to use their skills, thus enhancing intrinsic satisfaction. Training and

development (‘knowledge’) also links positively to intrinsic satisfaction when it improves

skill utilisation (a fully mediated effect). Interestingly, perceptions of reward fairness

partially impact on satisfaction through skill utilisation, suggesting that they are part of a

climate in which workers explore more of their potential. The quality of communication

(‘information’), which showed a bivariate correlation with skill utilisation, did not,

however, retain a significant relationship in the final model, suggesting that, in this

organisation, it is not contributing to the development of skills when other factors are taken

into account.

These findings on the mediating role of skill utilisation provide some evidence to

support Vandenberg et al.’s (1999) argument that a cognitive path transmits higher

involvement into greater satisfaction. They are also consistent with O’Brien’s (1982b)

body of research, which underlines the important role of skill utilisation in job satisfaction,

and with research by Morrison et al. (2005) on the links from the level of employee job

control to job satisfaction via greater skill utilisation.

Furthermore, the relevance of Vandenberg et al.’s (1999) motivational path is also

confirmed in this study. We find that intrinsic motivation fully mediates the links from

power to affective commitment. The finding of a mediating role for intrinsic motivation is,

of course, consistent with the tradition of work on job enrichment, which highlights the

motivational value of greater autonomy (e.g. Hackman & Oldham, 1980).

The findings on stress are also of interest. The bivariate correlations all show that the

high-involvement variables are associated with lower stress, but no significant links

survive after SEM. These results imply that the kind of empowerment processes measured

by Vandenberg et al.’s (1999) variables do not increase stress. But how do we reconcile

such findings with Wood et al.’s (2012) analysis of WERS data? Two comments are in

order. First, we confirm the beneficial impacts of enriched job design found in their study.
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This is very noticeable in the strong relationship between power and intrinsic job

satisfaction. Second, we differ on the negative side of involvement. Wood et al. (2012)

found a link between high involvement and anxiety, whereas we do not find a link from

empowerment processes to stress. It may be that the measures we use are closer to their

notion of enriched job design than they are to their notion of HIM. In addition, the

difference in findings may reflect the fact that Wood et al.’s (2012) measure of high

involvement is generated from management reports, whereas ours is based on worker

perceptions of what is occurring in their job and working environment. In HRM research,

asking managers versus asking workers can make a major impact on the results. In their

conceptualisation of involvement, for example, Wood et al. (2012) include management

reports of the incidence of performance appraisal, which is a practice that is likely to have

very variable impacts on employee attitudes (e.g. Jawahar, 2006). From our viewpoint,

such a measure is not a test of whether workers themselves feel that their recognition and

rewards are fair, which is what our data seek to identify.

As with all studies, this one has its limitations. The data come from an investigation in

one organisation only, located in New Zealand, and may therefore reflect both

organisational characteristics and the cultural characteristics of this country. In addition,

the analysis is cross-sectional, so we must be careful with inferences about causality. That

said, it is much more likely that employee attitudes are predicted by HIWPs than the other

way round, especially in an environment where Taylorist job design has traditionally been

strong. Precautions were taken to minimise social desirability in survey responses by

assuring confidentiality and anonymity and by counterbalancing dependent and

independent variables, and a common method latent variable was included in the SEM

(Podsakoff et al., 2003). However, the data on employee outcomes could have been

collected with a time lag, and it would be desirable to have longitudinal data on all or most

of the variables, as noted in assessments of methodological issues in the HRM literature

(e.g. Paauwe, 2009; Wright, Gardner, Moynihan, & Allen, 2005). Such procedures should

now be a high priority.

Conclusion

In sum, this study confirms the importance of studying themediating links in the chain from

HIWPs to employee outcomes, and doing so with worker data. Our contribution lies in

providing evidence of the role played by skill utilisation and intrinsic motivation as

mediators between HIWPs and employee outcomes, as envisaged by Vandenberg et al.

(1999). Our analysis does not amount to a claim of a net benefit for employers fromHIWPs,

which must rest on the extent to which such an investment is cost effective or critical to a

talent-management strategy, but it is a demonstration of how workers may benefit from

such processes. This is an important part of any investigation of the ‘black box’ of HRM.

The challenge remains one of fitting these employee-based links into a fuller, multisource

model of inputs, processes and outcomes in high-involvement work systems.

In terms of practical implications, our study implies that higher involvement in the

decisions that matter to them can be more motivating and more satisfying for workers.

From the worker perspective, the findings concur with motivational models of work design

(e.g. Hackman & Oldham, 1980), but also underline the cognitive role played by

empowerment in facilitating greater skill utilisation, which then leads on to higher

satisfaction (Morrison et al., 2005). They reinforce the argument that creating scope for

worker control is essential in the process of reversing skill under-utilisation, and unlocking

the latent talents of human beings. Consistent with the findings of Felstead, Gallie, Green,
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and Zhou (2010), our study implies that forms of work organisation and supervision that

offer workers greater opportunity for discretion, and involvement in the decisions that

concern them, create the conditions for greater learning and, in turn, contribute to their

well-being.
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