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ABSTRACT 

Are unions helpful in companies that extensively invest in high-performance work systems 

(HPWS)? The current literature does not offer a conclusive answer to this question as studies 

provide contrasting views. Extending from prior HPWS studies, this study theorizes and 

examines the interactive effect of HPWS and union presence on firm performance and employee 

well-being and withdrawal. Using longitudinal data from South Korea with 935 firm-level 

observations, it was found that HPWS had a dual-path effect on firm performance and employee 

well-being and withdrawal via parallel mediations of cooperative and performance climates. The 

overall impacts of HPWS on firm performance and employee outcomes were more positive in 

unionized firms than in non-unionized counterparts. This study responds to prior studies’ call and 

offers a more comprehensive understanding of HPWS’ nuanced relationships with firm 

performance and employee well-being to the literature. 
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High-performance work systems; organizational climate; well-being; labor unions; withdrawal; 
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INTRODUCTION 

Are unions helpful at a workplace that adopts high-performance work systems (HPWS)? 

What consequences will their coexistence result? A recent event at Google poses these questions. 

In January 2021, Google workers established the Alphabet Workers Union to check 

management’s decision-makings (Allyn, 2021; Nguyen, 2021). Following the event, the prospect 

of Google has been popularly discussed across media as there are negative opinions that non-

union is essential for a company’s survival (see Press, 2021) as well as positive thoughts that the 

unionization would warrant Google to follow ethical and responsible business practices (see 

Sumagaysay, 2021). This happening is particularly interesting given that Google is a well-known 

company for extensively adopting high-performance work systems (HPWS) (see Pratap, 2017), 

which refer to bundles of human resource (HR) practices that typically include selective staffing, 

incentives, performance management, extensive training, high base pay levels, and wide-ranging 

benefits (Sun et al., 2007). Such HPWS are often said to reflect managements’ dedication toward 

employees to attain higher firm performance (e.g., Takeuchi et al., 2007, 2009). In that sense, 

given Google’s extensive adoption of HPWS, the newly founded union would technically not 

have many new gains to offer to the employees (see also Jacoby, 1998; Machin & Wood, 2005). 

Nevertheless, the establishment of a union per se suggests that Google has not adequately 

satisfied its employees despite the investment in HPWS. Indeed, members of the Alphabet 

Workers Union said they are collectively trying to change the company’s decision-making to suit 

their needs (see Deutsche Welle, 2021; Keenan & Howley, 2021, for supporting information). 

This implies that unions may have something to contribute to employees in addition to what they 

experience from HPWS.  

Similarly, there have been two competing logics in the literature. On the one hand, 
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HPWS per se benefit both employers and employees (i.e., the mutual gains view) (e.g., DeJoy et 

al., 2010; Fan et al., 2014; Jo et al., 2020; Jyoti & Rani, 2019; Mackie et al., 2001), and thus the 

roles of unions may be limited (or even counteract HPWS’ positive effects). On the other hand, 

HPWS are incomplete because they benefit employers but often at the expense of employee 

well-being (i.e., the dark side view) (e.g., Jensen et al., 2013; Legge, 1995; Oppenauer & Voorde, 

2018; Ramsay et al., 2000; Wang et al., 2019). From this second perspective, unions can 

complement HPWS by protecting employees from HPWS-derived adverse work experiences and 

ensuring that the HR bundles are used in ways favorable for both the organization and the 

workers (Delaney & Godard, 2001). Neither of the views received evident support so far due to 

the paucity of empirical evidence. 

Underpinned by prior research in HPWS, the current research provides its theory 

regarding the relationships between HPWS and firm performance and employee well-being and 

how a union operates as a contextual factor that alters these relationships. Specifically, the 

current research argues that HPWS have two pathways of influence (i.e., a cooperative climate 

and a performance climate) that uniformly result in positive firm performance but have disparate 

influences on employee well-being (i.e., enhancement vs. impairment) and subsequent 

withdrawal from the organization (i.e., decrement vs. increment). Moreover, this research asserts 

that unions strengthen HPWS’ association with a cooperative climate while weakening the HR 

bundles’ relationship with a performance climate. Figure 1 depicts the conceptual model of this 

research. Return on asset (ROA), emotional exhaustion, and turnover intention were incorporated 

to operationalize firm performance, employee well-being, and employee withdrawal, 

respectively. The conceptual model was tested using a longitudinal dataset with 935 observations 

pooled from 287 South Korean firms. 
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------------------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 1 about here 

------------------------------------------- 

 This research contributes to the HPWS literature in several ways. First, this research 

sheds light on the intermediate outcomes of HPWS that reconcile the contradicting propositions 

between the mutual gains view and dark side view regarding how the HR bundles affect firm 

performance and employee well-being. Second, related to the first contribution, this research 

identifies unions as an important boundary condition for determining whether the resultant 

outcomes of HPWS correspond more toward the mutual gains view or the dark side view. Third, 

this research presents an important practitioner-relevant implication that managers should ensure 

HPWS in their companies are not compromising employees’ well-being if they are to enjoy 

sustained high performance. Simply adopting HPWS per se ensures high firm performance only 

for a short period. On the other hand, the link between HPWS and long-term performance is 

nuanced by employees’ overall workplace experience from the HR bundles. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 Scholars have shown contrasting views regarding the influence of HPWS on employee 

well-being, which is broadly defined as the quality of workers’ experiences and functioning in 

the workplace (Warr, 1987), and firm performance (for a review, see Paauwe et al., 2013). On the 

one hand, proponents of the mutual gains view argue HPWS positively affect both employee 

well-being and firm performance by instigating a more supportive environment (e.g., DeJoy et 

al., 2010; Fan et al., 2014; Jo et al., 2020; Jyoti & Rani, 2019; Mackie et al., 2001). A few studies 

provide indirect evidence of the mutual gains view as HPWS were positively related to well-

being as well as individual- and unit-level indicators that are suggested to translate to positive 

firm performance (e.g., job performance, organizational citizenship behavior, and unit service 
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performance) (e.g., Alfes et al., 2012; Jo et al., 2020; Salas‐Vallina et al., In press). Further, some 

studies examined only the relationship between HPWS and well-being and found positive 

associations (e.g., Fan et al., 2014; L.-C. Huang et al., 2016; Veld & Alfes, 2017). 

 From this viewpoint, unions are substitutes of HPWS that are not needed in companies 

that are adopting the HR bundles. The mutual gains view does not necessarily oppose that unions 

can contribute to satisfying employees’ needs (Delaney & Godard, 2001). However, the view 

considers that employees’ needs are already adequately fulfilled when HPWS are implemented, 

given the resultant positive work environment (Chen, 2007; Fiorito, 2001; Godard & Delaney, 

2000). Hence, it depreciates the possibilities that employees possess collective interests that need 

to be protected by a labor representative in HPWS adopting firms (W. Liu et al., 2009). 

Furthermore, some studies even indicate that unions would retaliate effective implementation of 

HPWS to preserve their influence in the workplace (see Freeman & Medoff, 1984; W. Liu et al., 

2009; Shin, 2014), implying that unions may weaken HPWS’ positive linkages with firm 

performance and employee well-being. 

On the other hand, scholars who support the dark side view agree that HPWS are 

positively associated with firm performance but more likely to harm employee well-being (e.g., 

Jensen et al., 2013; Legge, 1995; Oppenauer & Voorde, 2018; Ramsay et al., 2000; Wang et al., 

2019). The dark side view denotes that the mutual gains view’s speculation on HPWS is 

optimistic (Jensen et al., 2013; Truss et al., 1997). It proposes that, to improve firm performance, 

HPWS inherently intensify employees’ work demands and burden them (Godard, 2004; Ramsay 

et al., 2000). Nonetheless, organizations neglect employees’ suffering from HPWS because 

organizational performance is typically prioritized over employee well-being in reality (Truss et 

al., 1997). Thus, the impairment of employee well-being is a byproduct of the organization’s 
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pursuit for high performance via HPWS (Paauwe et al., 2013). The dark side view also received 

support from prior research. Several empirical findings demonstrated that HPWS are negatively 

associated with well-being while positively related to firm performance (e.g., Ramsay et al., 

2000; Truss, 2001; Wood et al., 2012). Some other studies did not examine the link between 

HPWS and firm performance but found negative associations between HPWS and well-being 

(e.g., Jensen et al., 2013; Kloutsiniotis & Mihail, 2020; Kroon et al., 2009).  

 Based on the dark side view, unions complement HPWS by mitigating the impairment of 

employee well-being. For example, while the management is often narrowly focused only on 

firm performance due to market and investor pressures (Addison, 2005; Freeman & Medoff, 

1984; Freeman & Rogers, 1999), unions may use collective voices to enforce the management to 

considers the needs of its employees (Delaney & Godard, 2001; see also Kochan, 1995). 

Moreover, unions enhance employee communication and coordination (see Kochan & Osterman, 

1994; Rubinstein, 2000) that may help employees better manage their work demands under 

HPWS. Therefore, with the complement of unions, HPWS are more likely to generate positive 

firm performance with no or lesser impairment of employee well-being. 

 Taken together, prior research hints that while HPWS are positively associated with firm 

performance, the HR bundles’ impact on employee well-being is nuanced by how they constitute 

and influence employees’ experiences at work. In this regard, research suggests that emergent 

organizational climates from HPWS may be the key in explaining the complex relationships 

between the HR bundles and firm performance and employee well-being (Paauwe et al., 2013; 

see also Veld & Alfes, 2017). Organizational climates refer to employees’ shared perceptions of 

the organization (Kopelman et al., 1990; Patterson et al., 2005), which often derive from what 

employees have experienced in the workplace (Paauwe et al., 2013). The incorporation of 
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organizational climates as bridges of the HPWS–outcome linkage began to rapidly develop when 

Bowen and Ostroff (2004) proposed that employees develop shared understanding regarding 

their organization based on their shared work experiences derived from HR systems. The work of 

Collins and Smith (2006) was one of the earliest studies that were underpinned by this 

proposition, suggesting that HPWS facilitate between-worker cooperation by developing a work 

environment where there are commonly shared purposes and goals among employees. Several 

years later, Takeuchi et al. (2009) also suggested that HPWS offer a supportive work 

environment to employees that cause them to develop shared perceptions that they are being 

valued and cared about in the workplace. Anchored by these earlier studies, the literature has 

provided empirical replications that HPWS indeed indirectly affect organizational performance 

and employee outcomes (including well-being) through organizational climates (e.g., Aryee et 

al., 2012; Chuang & Liao, 2010; Takeuchi et al., 2018). Moreover, it was recently suggested that 

the work experience created from HPWS might have multiple subdimensions that result in 

disparate organizational climates that have opposite effects on employee well-being (Veld & 

Alfes, 2017).  

 The current study extends prior research and offers its theory about HPWS’ 

relationships with firm performance and employee well-being and how union presence affects 

these relationships. Specifically, this study proposes that HPWS have dual-path influences on 

firm performance and employee well-being that are parallelly mediated by two organizational 

climates (i.e., cooperative and performance climates). The cooperative climate path corresponds 

to the mutual gains view effect of HPWS in the sense that it results in positive firm performance 

and employee well-being, whereas the performance climate path equates to the dark side view 

effect in the sense that it positively affects firm performance but adversely affects employee 
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well-being. Further, this study suggests that union presence is an important factor that determines 

which of the two organizational climates from HPWS becomes more pervasive in the 

organization (i.e., which of the suggested HPWS outcomes from the two opposing views 

becomes evident). 

HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT 

The Positive Link Between HPWS and a Cooperative Climate 

 Prior studies that investigated how HPWS affect between-worker relationships argue the 

HR bundles create mutually reciprocating work relationships among employees (e.g., Collins & 

Smith, 2006; Evans & Davis, 2005). For example, selective staffing aids in identifying applicants 

with capabilities to socially integrate with others and develop high-quality relationships (Judge et 

al., 2002). Further, after being hired into the organization, extensive training help employees to 

perform in a more competent and reliable manner (Lawler, 1992; Pfeffer, 1998). Given that trust 

is based on the expectancy that others are competent enough to be helpful (Gambetta, 1988) and 

reliable enough to be predictable (Lewicki & Bunker, 1996), this results in higher trust among 

employees that increases their willingness to devote themselves to each other (Evans & Davis, 

2005). In addition, compensation encourages other-oriented behaviors that lead to positive 

between-employee relationships when it is tied to team- or organization-based outcomes (P. M. 

Podsakoff et al., 2000). Performance appraisal may also contribute to employees’ investment in 

their relationships with others when it works as an opportunity for the workers to conceive each 

other as being capable (Collins & Smith, 2006). The claim that HPWS stimulate mutually 

reciprocating relationships among employees is buttressed by empirical evidence as it was found 

that HPWS are positively related to employees’ help toward other workers (e.g., Chuang & Liao, 

2010; Collins & Smith, 2006; Takeuchi et al., 2018). 
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 Based on the above argument and findings, this research suggests that HPWS are 

positively related to a cooperative climate. Based on Evans and Davis (2005), this study defines 

cooperative climate as an organizational climate that reflects an environment characterized by 

employee relationships based on social exchange and cooperative behaviors. When HPWS are 

adopted, as employees experience supportive interactions with others, the workers will likely 

perceive this mutual support as well. These individual perceptions would translate to an 

emergence of a shared understanding that there is a family-like atmosphere in the workplace 

where members look after each other. Thus: 

 Hypothesis 1: HPWS are positively related to a cooperative climate. 

The Positive Link Between HPWS and Performance Climate 

The organization’s adoption of HPWS is often derived from the intent to enhance 

performance through strengthened goal alignment and increased employee outputs (Jensen et al., 

2013; Kroon et al., 2009; Oppenauer & van de Voorde, 2018; Truss et al., 1997). Reflecting such 

intention, HPWS inherently create a work environment where greater work responsibilities are 

put on employees, competency and productivity are emphasized, and recognizes and rewards 

individuals based on their achievement (Jensen et al., 2013; Oppenauer & van de Voorde, 2018; 

Veld & Alfes, 2017). For instance, applicants are often filtered out via selective staffing based on 

whether they have strong competencies to satisfactorily perform (Appelbaum, 2002; Way, 2002). 

Upon entry to the organization, employees are trained to so that they can exert greater 

efficiencies in completing assigned tasks (Saks & Gruman, 2012). Further, performance appraisal 

and incentives identify individual employees’ performance and provide monetary rewards based 

on their achievement (Huselid, 1995). High pay levels and benefits may also pressure employees 

to demonstrate performance worthy of receiving them. There is indirect evidence for this 
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argument as it was found that perceived/actual usage of HPWS were positively associated with 

employees’ reporting of high work demands (e.g., Heffernan & Dundon, 2016; Jensen et al., 

2013; Kroon et al., 2009). 

Based on the above argument and findings, the current study suggests HPWS are 

positively related to a performance climate. This study defines a performance climate as an 

organizational climate characterized by an emphasis on achievement and valuing of high 

performance and competency (Černe et al., 2014). As usage of HPWS results in work 

experiences where quality employee outcomes are necessitated, such experiences subsequently 

cause employees to perceive that the organization is attempting to maximize employee outputs 

(van de Voorde & Beijer, 2015). These personal perceptions would translate to an emergence of a 

collective understanding that there is a competitive atmosphere in the workplace that impels 

greater outputs (Veld & Alfes, 2017). Thus: 

 Hypothesis 2: HPWS are positively related to a performance climate. 

The Moderating Effect of Unions on HPWS’ Associations with Cooperative and 

Performance Climates 

 This study further investigates how unions shape HPWS’ linkages with cooperative and 

performance climates. Unions have taken various forms across regions. For example, in the US, 

there have been craft unions and industrial unions where employees are unionized under the 

same occupation or industry (Benson & Gospel, 2008). Contrastingly, in South Korea, unions 

have been characterized as enterprise unions, which are sole unions within firms that organize a 

wide range of employees below middle-management levels (Jeong, 1995). Yet, the distinction 

across regions is fainting as there has been a global trend toward enterprise unionism (Benson & 

Gospel, 2008). Regardless of the type, however, unions share the same purpose. They are 
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employee-organized associations that attempt to maintain or improve workers’ employment 

conditions (Webb & Webb, 1894). Thus, the presence of a union generally translates to more 

positive work experiences for employees.  

There are two ways how unions offer enjoyable work environments to employees. On 

the one hand, unions help employees to collectively voice in deciding an array of work rules and 

conditions, including how HPWS are used in the workplace and also instigate worker 

organizations (e.g., strikes) should organizations disregard the workers’ collective voice (Budd, 

2007; Freeman & Medoff, 1984). Through collective voices and worker organizations, unions 

offer employees bargaining power that can be matched with that of organizations, as a non-

antagonistic organization–union relationship is often the key to long-term firm performance and 

survival as well as managers’ success in their professional career (H. W. Kim, 2020). On the 

other hand, prior studies also state that unions serve as effective employee communication 

networks (Gill, 2009; Gill & Meyer, 2013; Kochan & Osterman, 1994) that aid employees above 

and beyond formal organizational communication channels (Batt et al., 2002; Park et al., 2019; 

Rubinstein, 2000, 2001). These union-based communication infrastructures facilitate between-

employee communication and subsequent coordination that lubricate interdependent work 

processes (i.e., facilitation of cooperative work relationships) (Rubinstein, 2000, 2001). 

 Based on the characteristics above, this study suggests that there is a stronger emergence 

of a cooperative climate from HPWS and a weaker link between the HR bundles and a 

performance climate when the union is present. As the union monitors the organization’s 

behaviors and enforces devotion to workers’ interests (Gill, 2009; Kaufman, 2004; Kochan, 

1995; McIlroy, 1995), it is likely to exert its bargaining power in deterring the organization’s 

usage of HPWS as a means to induce greater outputs at the expense of employee well-being 
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(Delaney & Godard, 2001). Hence, employees’ work experiences resultant from HPWS would be 

less characterized by strong performance expectancies when there is a union presence. 

Furthermore, although HPWS promote employees’ motives to cooperate with other workers, the 

extent to which these motives are realized into actions may be contingent upon how effectively 

they can communicate and subsequently coordinate their work processes. Admittedly, employees 

can realize their motives to cooperate using formal communication channels established in the 

organization. However, given that the union’s communication network additively contributes to 

facilitating worker communication and subsequent coordination along with formal 

communication channels (Rubinstein, 2000, 2001), the cooperative work experiences resultant 

from HPWS would be more pervasive when there is a union presence. 

 In contrast, when the organization is not unionized, the resultant cooperative climate 

may be weaker compared to a unionized firm, while the subsequent performance climate is 

stronger than its unionized counterpart. With no union to monitor and check the organization, 

employees’ bargaining power is outmatched by that of the organization (Delaney & Godard, 

2001; Godard, 2004). In such a situation, performance becomes the main priority of the 

organization (Jensen et al., 2013; Truss et al., 1997), especially given that the organization is 

pressured by market competition (Freeman & Medoff, 1984) and managers can more freely 

pursue their own interests and incentives (Addison, 2005; Freeman & Rogers, 1999). To 

promptly reap large amounts of accomplishments, the organization would attempt to maximize 

its benefit from employees’ extra effort (Jensen et al., 2013; Kroon et al., 2009; Legge, 1995). 

Therefore, the organization is likely to utilize HPWS to induce that extra effort by emphasizing 

and actively monitoring each worker’s performance, resulting in a stronger performance climate. 

Moreover, with the absence of a union-based employee communication network that helps 
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coordinate employee workflows in addition to formal communication channels, employee 

cooperation under HPWS is formulated relatively less effectively, resulting in a weaker 

cooperative climate. Thus: 

Hypothesis 3a: Union presence moderates the positive relationship between HPWS and 

a cooperative climate, such that the relationship is stronger in a unionized firm. 

Hypothesis 3b: Union presence moderates the positive relationship between HPWS and 

a performance climate, such that the relationship is weaker in a unionized firm. 

The Indirect Impact of HPWS on Firm Performance and Employee Well-Being via 

Cooperative Climate 

 As interdependent work relationships characterize organizations, the quality of these 

relationships is important in achieving high performance (Uhl-Bien et al., 2000). Hence, 

employee cooperation and initiative are essential for successful organizational functioning 

(Evans & Davis, 2005). For example, active exchanges of information open opportunities for 

creating novel ideas (Grant, 1996; Kogut & Zander, 1992). Moreover, cooperative relationships 

among employees increase operation efficiency by reducing counterproductive behaviors 

(Tjosvold & Johnson, 2000) and enhancing coordination (Chuang & Liao, 2010; P. M. Podsakoff 

et al., 2000). Indeed, it was found that company performance was positively associated with 

helping among employees (e.g., Chuang & Liao, 2010; P. M. Podsakoff et al., 2000; Schnake & 

Dumler, 2003) and knowledge sharing (e.g., Collins & Smith, 2006; Z. Wang et al., 2014). 

 In this regard, this research suggests that HPWS have a positive indirect relationship 

with firm performance via a cooperative climate. The cooperative climate that emerged from 

HPWS serves as a norm that imposes sanctions for social loafing and ensures that employees 

work together as a team (Collins & Smith, 2006). As employees continue to work in unison, 
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disruptions that impede organizational functioning decrease significantly (Chuang & Liao, 2010; 

P. M. Podsakoff et al., 2000). Trust and positive interactions under the cooperative climate 

emerged from HPWS also enhance employees’ willingness to share valuable and unique 

information with others (Szulanski, 1996). Given the likeliness of information sharing among 

workers, innovative solutions that enhance organizational performance are more likely to be 

generated (Amabile, 1993; Tushman & O’Reilly, 1997). 

 In terms of a cooperative climate’s impact on employee well-being, research in 

workplace well-being advocates that one’s available resources in the workplace (i.e., various 

factors ranging from physical, psychological, social, or organizational properties of the job to 

personal conditions and accumulated energies that aid in managing physiological and 

psychological stresses [Bakker et al., 2004; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Demerouti et al., 2001; 

Halbesleben et al., 2014; Hobfoll, 1989]) positively affect employees’ physical and mental 

conditions (e.g., Hakanen et al., 2008; Lee & Ashforth, 1996; F. Liu et al., 2020; Veld & Alfes, 

2017). Studies underpinned by conservation of resources theory indicate that an abundance of 

work-related resources lowers employees’ likeliness to experience chronic stresses in the 

workplace and thereby protects their well-being (e.g., Lee & Ashforth, 1993a, 1996; Leiter & 

Maslach, 1988). Studies based on job demands-resources theory resonate with the studies 

mentioned earlier as they suggest that employees’ well-being is well-sustained in situations 

where job resources are abundant but less likely so when job resources are low (e.g., Bakker et 

al., 2004; Hakanen et al., 2008). Empirical evidence supports the above arguments as it was 

found that work-related resources were positively related to employee well-being (e.g., Bakker et 

al., 2004; Hakanen et al., 2008; Lee & Ashforth, 1993a, 1996). 

Prior research indicates that reciprocal support among workers allows them to 
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accumulate work-related resources that positively affect well-being (e.g., Baeriswyl et al., 2017; 

Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2015; Zacher et al., 2014). The sheer availability of interpersonal 

support makes employees feel more energized and under control in performing given tasks 

(Karatepe & Olugbade, 2017). Moreover, support among workers facilitates relational bonds that 

induce feelings of personal fulfillment (Mayo et al., 2012; Salanova et al., 2006). Specifically, 

employees who receive support from others form a sense of gratitude, heightening their career 

satisfaction (Ng & Sorensen, 2008). The feelings of personal fulfillment, in turn, aid employees 

in relieving physiological and psychological stresses in the workplace (de Clercq et al., 2020). 

Indeed, coworker support’s positive association with employee well-being was found in prior 

empirical studies (e.g., Sloan, 2012).  

In this regard, this research suggests that HPWS have a positive indirect relationship 

with employee well-being via a cooperative climate. It is conceivable that they possess a large 

volume of work-related resources when HPWS are implemented, given that the HR bundles 

evoke a cooperative climate where employees mutually support each other (Collins & Smith, 

2006). The accumulated work-related resources, in turn, allow employees to handle their 

physiological and psychological stresses more effectively at work, leading to positive well-being. 

Based on the above arguments, this research proposes the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 4a: Through the mediation of a cooperative climate, HPWS have a positive 

indirect relationship with firm performance. 

Hypothesis 4b: Through the mediation of a cooperative climate, HPWS have a positive 

indirect relationship with employee well-being. 

The Indirect Impact of HPWS on Firm Performance and Employee Well-Being via 

Performance Climate 
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Another important factor for having high firm performance is employees’ thriving for 

greater outputs (Huselid, 1995; Jiang et al., 2012). As operational processes in organizations are 

largely comprised of works by employees, the energy and effort that the workers contribute 

significantly impact company outcomes (McClean & Collins, 2011). Indeed, employee effort 

was positively related to perceived firm performance, a performance index that is suggested to 

accurately reflect objective organizational performance (McClean & Collins, 2011). Taking into 

account that employee performance translates to firm performance (Wright et al., 1994), there 

also have been findings of positive associations between employee effort and employee 

performance (e.g., S. P. Brown & Leigh, 1996). Therefore, the organization would be able to 

enjoy high performance when it is able to create a work environment where employees are 

induced to put more effort into their work. 

A performance climate derived from HPWS conveys that the company emphasizes 

productive outputs and expects employees to take part in achieving them (Veld & Alfes, 2017). 

Having performance expectations that are reinforced by performance appraisals and monetary 

rewards, employees begin to allocate significant effort to their tasks and work longer hours 

(Legge, 1995). Subsequently, worker outputs are produced in greater quality and quantity, 

resulting in positive firm performance (Ramsay et al., 2000). Empirical evidence supports this 

argument as it was found that HPWS had a positive effect on firm performance by creating an 

organizational environment that emphasizes productivity and competence (e.g., Chow, 2012).  

In terms of a performance climate’s impact on employee well-being, research suggests 

job demands have independent negative effects on employees’ physical and mental conditions 

(e.g., Hakanen et al., 2008; Lee & Ashforth, 1996; F. Liu et al., 2020; Veld & Alfes, 2017). 

Conservation of resources theory studies argues that an employee’s well-being is likely to be 
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adversely affected through high job demands or a paucity of work-related resources as either of 

the circumstances acts as an ongoing stressor (see Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004). Studies based 

on job demands-resources theory bolster this argument as they suggest that employees’ well-

being is harmed when job demands are high (e.g., Bakker et al., 2004; Hakanen et al., 2008). 

Empirical evidence supports the above arguments as it was found that job demands are 

negatively associated with employees’ well-being (e.g., Bakker et al., 2004; Hakanen et al., 

2008; Lee & Ashforth, 1993a, 1996; Leiter & Maslach, 1988). 

Prior studies denote that employees’ well-being is often harmed when faced with 

externally promoted demands of accomplishments (e.g., Peccei, 2004; Ramsay et al., 2000). This 

is because employees under such an environment often experience task-related pressures, longer 

work hours, and hastened fulfillment of large amounts of work, which are all under the umbrella 

of job demands that promote physiological and psychological stresses (Jensen et al., 2013; ten 

Brummelhuis et al., 2011; Yeh et al., 2009). In support of this argument, it was found that work 

hours are positively associated with burnout, mental strain, job stress, and physical health 

problems (e.g., Barnett et al., 1999; Ng & Feldman, 2008; Shirom et al., 2010; Sparks et al., 

1997). Likewise, work intensification was found to be associated with higher levels of stress, 

physical health problems, and fatigue (Boxall & Macky, 2014; Chowhan et al., 2019; Le Fevre et 

al., 2015). Moreover, it was demonstrated that work pressure is positively linked to exhaustion, 

stress, burnout, somatic complaints, and anxiety (e.g., Bartholomew et al., 2014; Carayon & 

Zijlstra, 1999; Demerouti et al., 2004).  

In this respect, this research proposes that HPWS have a negative indirect relationship 

with employee well-being via a performance climate. As HPWS formulate a performance 

climate that instigates work pressures, work intensification, and longer work hours, employees 
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undergo sizeable job demands (Veld & Alfes, 2017). Due to high job demands, the workers are 

less capable of managing their physiological and psychological stresses at work, and hence, their 

well-being is impaired (Wang et al., 2019). On the basis of the above arguments, this research 

proposes the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 5a: Through the mediation of a performance climate, HPWS have a positive 

indirect relationship with firm performance.  

Hypothesis 5b: Through the mediation of a performance climate, HPWS have a negative 

indirect relationship with employee well-being. 

The Indirect Impact of HPWS on Employee Withdrawal via Serial Mediations of 

Organizational Climates and Employee Well-Being 

Given the argument that HPWS have dual-path influences on employee well-being, this 

research further investigates how these effects are associated with employee withdrawal. 

Research in well-being indicates that employees whose well-being is adversely affected in the 

workplace are likely to exhibit withdrawals (e.g., Cotton & Hart, 2003; Leiter & Maslach, 1988; 

N. P. Podsakoff et al., 2007; Schabracq et al., 1996). Withdrawal is broadly defined as physical or 

psychological reactions that individuals enact to avoid frustrating work situations (see Hulin, 

1991; Travis et al., 2016). When an employee is faced with continued workplace experiences that 

detriments the self’s well-being, the worker initiates withdrawal, including job resignation, 

thoughts of quitting, tardiness, and absenteeism, to terminate or be less exposed to those adverse 

experiences (N. P. Podsakoff et al., 2007). Indeed, it was found that emotional exhaustion was 

positively related to absenteeism, voluntary turnover, and turnover intention (e.g., Campbell et 

al., 2013; Lee & Ashforth, 1993a, 1993b; Saxton et al., 1991; Travis et al., 2016). 

Depersonalization was also found to be positively associated with voluntary turnover and 
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turnover intention (e.g., Campbell et al., 2013; Travis et al., 2016). Similarly, strains were found 

to be positively related to absenteeism, voluntary turnover, and turnover intention (e.g., Darr & 

Johns, 2008; N. P. Podsakoff et al., 2007; see also Taris et al., 2001). In line with the prior 

research that investigated the link between employee well-being and withdrawal, the current 

study proposes that HPWS are indirectly associated with employee withdrawal via the influences 

of the dual-path on employee well-being. Empirical findings offer preliminary support to this 

proposition as there were indications of both positive and negative associations between HPWS 

and employee withdrawal (e.g., Jensen et al., 2013; Kehoe & Wright, 2013). Thus: 

Hypothesis 6a: HPWS have a negative indirect association with employee withdrawal 

via serial mediations of a cooperative climate and employee well-being. 

Hypothesis 6b: HPWS have a positive indirect association with employee withdrawal via 

serial mediations of a performance climate and employee well-being. 

The Conditional Indirect Effects of HPWS on Firm Performance, Employee Well-Being, 

and Employee Withdrawal 

 Based on the hypotheses above, this study also proposes a moderated mediation effect of 

HPWS’ influences on firm performance, employee well-being, and employee withdrawal. It was 

suggested that cooperative and performance climates mediate HPWS’ impact on firm 

performance, employee well-being, and employee withdrawal. In addition, it was proposed that 

union presence moderates the relationships between HPWS and cooperative and performance 

climates, such that the association with a cooperative climate is strengthened and the association 

with a performance climate is weakened when a firm is unionized. Taken together, the strength of 

HPWS’ indirect effects on firm performance, employee well-being, and employee withdrawal via 

cooperative and performance climates would be different depending on union presence. Thus: 
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Hypothesis 7a: The indirect effect of HPWS on firm performance, employee well-being, 

and employee withdrawal via a cooperative climate is positively moderated by union 

presence. 

Hypothesis 7b: The indirect effect of HPWS on firm performance, employee well-being, 

and employee withdrawal via a cooperative climate is negatively moderated by union 

presence. 

METHOD 

Sample and Procedures 

 This study used the Human Capital Corporate Panel (HCCP) survey conducted by the 

Korean Research Institute for Vocational Education and Training (KRIVET). As HCCP is a 

large-sized dataset that is publicly available, some parts of the data have been used by other 

scholars (e.g., Y. Kim & Ployhart, 2014; Shaw et al., 2013). For instance, Shaw et al. (2013) used 

the HCCP dataset to explore the curvilinear relationship between voluntary collective turnover 

and workforce performance. In addition, they tested whether HR-related investments moderate 

the relationship. Even though the dataset had been used by prior research, this study’s usage of 

HCCP is not redundant with the prior studies that used HCCP, given that its research question is 

fundamentally different. Rather, this study extends and complements prior research. 

 The panel version of HCCP data had been collected bi-annually by KRIVET since the 

year 2009. The dataset is comprised of information related to firms’ usages of HR practices, 

organizational characteristics, employee health and turnover intention, and organizational 

performance. Firm-related observations were collected via a mix of on-site interviews, 

questionnaires, and archival records. KRIVET contacted company managers, including the HR 

managers, for measuring HR practices adoption and workplace characteristics (including 
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unionization). The managers responded to the questions in reference to one year before the 

contacted year. In other words, the answers from HR managers retrospectively captured prior-

year organizational activities for each wave of the HCCP data. KRIVET gathered participating 

companies’ information regarding firm performance by accessing their financial statements (i.e., 

archival data) from the NICE Information Service (i.e., the major credit information company in 

South Korea). Employee-related observations were similarly collected through a mix of on-site 

interviews and questionnaires. Employees responded to the questions in reference to the 

contacted year. 

At the point of this study, a total of five longitudinal waves of HCCP panel data (2009-

2017) were publicly accessible. However, items for measuring employee health and 

organizational climates were included in HCCP from 2011. Hence, only four waves of HCCP 

data (2011-2017) were used in this study. In the data, there was a total of 1268 pooled firm-level 

observations from 317 firms. These firms were private sector companies and were not under sole 

proprietorship. Among the observations, 333 were excluded from the analysis due to missing 

values. Hence, 935 pooled firm-level observations (744 from the manufacturing industry, 79 

from the telecommunication and media services industry, 59 from the science and technology 

services industry, 11 from the education service industry, and 42 from the arts, sports, and 

recreation services industry; industry categorization was based on the Korean Standard Industrial 

Classification [KSIC]) from 287 organizations were used for testing this study’s hypotheses. 

Measures 

HPWS. Following prior research, HPWS were operationalized with an additive index of 

HR practices (e.g., Batt, 2002; Chadwick, 2007; Shaw et al., 2009, 2013; Way, 2002). 

Specifically, the mean of the z-transformed scores of six HR practices was calculated. Pay level 
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was measured as the annual salary expenses per core employee (e.g., Chadwick, 2007; Shaw et 

al., 2009). Incentives were additively measured using five dichotomous (use = 1, non-use = 0) 

items (e.g., Wright et al., 2005). Selective staffing was measured as the ratio of the total number 

of newly hired core employees to the total number of applicants for core employee positions 

(e.g., Y. Kim & Ployhart, 2014; Shaw et al., 1998). Performance appraisal was additively 

measured using six dichotomous (use = 1, non-use = 0) items (e.g., Wright et al., 2005). Training 

was measured as the annual training expenses per core employee (e.g., Shaw et al., 2013). 

Welfare benefits were measured as the annual welfare benefit expenses per core employee (e.g., 

Shaw et al., 2013). All six HR practices have been widely used in prior strategic human resource 

management studies (see Posthuma et al., 2013). Table 1 offers more detail in how the six HR 

practices used in this study for computing HPWS were measured.  

------------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 1 about here 

------------------------------------------- 

 Union presence. Union presence was measured using a dichotomous response 

(unionized = 1, non-unionized = 0). 

Cooperative climate. Cooperative climate was measured by aggregating the responses 

of employees’ perceived organizational climate. Three items were used for measuring 

cooperative climate: “Our firm has a family-like organizational climate.”, “Unity and oneness are 

greatly valued in our firm.”, and “Teamwork is strongly underscored in our firm.” The items 

were rated using a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). 

Cronbach’s alpha of cooperative climate was 0.866, indicating good reliability of the items. 

Aggregation statistics across all four HCCP waves were as follows: 2011 (rwg = 0.784; ICC[1] = 

0.137, p < 0.05; ICC[2] = 0.778), 2013 (rwg = 0.791; ICC[1] = 0.179, p < 0.05; ICC[2] = 0.844), 
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2015 (rwg = 0.785; ICC[1] = 0.170, p < 0.05; ICC[2] = 0.845), and 2017 (rwg = 0.799; ICC[1] = 

0.133, p < 0.05; ICC[2] = 0.800). Overall, the statistics indicated strong agreement (LeBreton & 

Senter, 2008) as well as good levels of nonindependence and reliability of the firm mean that 

justify aggregation. 

Performance climate. Performance climate was also measured by aggregating the 

responses of employees’ perceived organizational climate. Three items were used for measuring 

performance climate: “Our firm has a competitive climate and underscores goal achievement.”, 

“Skills and expert knowledge needed for task completion are greatly valued in our firm.”, and 

“In our firm, people are evaluated mostly based on task performing abilities and performance.” 

The items were rated using a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). 

Cronbach’s alpha of performance climate was 0.750, indicating good reliability of the items. 

Aggregation statistics across all four HCCP waves were as follows: 2011 (rwg = 0.814; ICC[1] = 

0.161, p < 0.05; ICC[2] = 0.808), 2013 (rwg = 0.827; ICC[1] = 0.142, p < 0.05; ICC[2] = 0.805), 

2015 (rwg = 0.822; ICC[1] = 0.158, p < 0.05; ICC[2] = 0.833), and 2017 (rwg = 0.799; ICC[1] = 

0.149, p < 0.05; ICC[2] = 0.820). Overall, the statistics indicated strong agreement (LeBreton & 

Senter, 2008) as well as good levels of nonindependence and reliability of the firm mean that 

justify aggregation. 

Firm performance. Firm performance was operationalized using ROA, a financial 

performance metric. ROA was calculated using the following formula:  

Net income + tax-adjusted interest expense
Average assets

× 100                (1) 

Given that company assets are comprised of debt and equity, tax-adjusted interest expense is 

often included when calculating ROA to allow the financial performance metric to reflect the 
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total amount of returns provided to both equity investors and debt providers (i.e., increasing 

numerator-denominator consistency). ROA was measured in reference to current-year 

organizational activities for each wave of the HCCP data. 

 Employee well-being. Employee well-being was operationalized using one survey item 

that reflected employees’ prolonged physical, emotional, and mental exhaustion at work (i.e., 

emotional exhaustion) (Fritz & Sonnentag, 2006): “I am often feeling helplessness or exhaustion 

due to my tasks.” There have been indications that the validity of a single-item measure for 

stress-related symptoms, such as emotional exhaustion, is similar to that of a multi-item measure 

(e.g., Elo et al., 2003; Rohland et al., 2004; West et al., 2012). The item was rated using a five-

point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). Employee responses were 

aggregated to be used as an organizational-level variable. The aggregation was necessary given 

that the data did not provide sufficient information for tracking individual employee’s 

participation across the four HCCP waves. Aggregation statistics across all four HCCP waves 

were as follows: 2011 (rwg = 0.626; ICC[1] = 0.072, p < 0.05; ICC[2] = 0.632), 2013 (rwg = 

0.623; ICC[1] = 0.061, p < 0.05; ICC[2] = 0.616), 2015 (rwg = 0.545; ICC[1] = 0.068, p < 0.05; 

ICC[2] = 0.661), and 2017 (rwg = 0.653; ICC[1] = 0.052, p < 0.05; ICC[2] = 0.586). Overall, the 

statistics indicated moderate agreement (LeBreton & Senter, 2008) as well as acceptable levels 

of nonindependence and reliability of the firm mean (Heavey & Simsek, 2017; L. Huang & 

Paterson, 2017; Kehoe & Collins, 2017; Kunze et al., 2016) that justify aggregation. 

 Employee withdrawal. Employee withdrawal was operationalized using one survey 

item that reflected employees’ intent to leave their current company (i.e., turnover intention): “If 

there is a company that gives even a slightly better offer, I will consider moving to that firm.” 

The operationalization was based on prior research that turnover intention reflects one’s 
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deliberate willfulness to permanently withdraw from the current organization (e.g., Tak, 2011; 

Tett & Meyer, 1993). A single-item measure of turnover intention has been commonly used (Tett 

& Meyer, 1993), and it was found to appropriately capture the construct (Wanous et al., 1997). 

The item was rated using a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). 

Employee responses were aggregated to be used as an organizational-level variable. The 

aggregation was needed given that the data did not offer adequate information for tracking 

individual employee’s participation across the four HCCP waves. Aggregation statistics across 

all four HCCP waves were as follows: 2011 (rwg = 0.529; ICC[1] = 0.129, p < 0.05; ICC[2] = 

0.766), 2013 (rwg = 0.545; ICC[1] = 0.110, p < 0.05; ICC[2] = 0.753), 2015 (rwg = 0.545; ICC[1] 

= 0.146, p < 0.05; ICC[2] = 0.821), and 2017 (rwg = 0.567; ICC[1] = 0.114, p < 0.05; ICC[2] = 

0.769). Overall, the statistics indicated moderate agreement (LeBreton & Senter, 2008) as well as 

good levels of nonindependence and reliability of the firm mean that justify aggregation. 

 Control variables. Nine variables were incorporated as control variables for rigorously 

testing the research model. Industry type (five industries aforementioned in the sample and 

procedures section; dummy coded) was controlled because the impact of HPWS on firm 

performance and employee outcomes may differ across industries (Datta et al., 2005; Paauwe et 

al., 2013). Firm age (number of years since the firm was established) was controlled as it is 

noted that older firms are likely to use better-developed HR practices and enjoy higher 

organizational performance compared to younger firms due to learning curve advantages 

(Guthrie, 2001). Firm size (total number of core employees; e.g., Batt & Colvin, 2011; Collins & 

Smith, 2006) was controlled because it is considered to have a direct effect on firm performance 

via economies of scale (Shepherd, 1975). Firm size was log-transformed due to high skewness. 

Company type (listed at Korea Composite Stock Price Index, listed at Korea Securities Dealers 
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Automated Quotations, or other; dummy coded) was controlled because differences in liquidity 

meaningfully explain variances in firm performance (Fang et al., 2009). Strategic alliance (1 = 

formed alliance with other companies, 0 = no alliance partner) was controlled because alliance 

partners can serve as external social capital that enhances firm performance (Koka & Prescott, 

2002). HR and strategy alignment (four-point Likert scale; 1 = Company strategy is barely 

reflected in the company’s HR planning to 4 = Company strategy is significantly reflected in the 

company’s HR planning) and Changes in technology (four-point Likert scale; 1 = almost no 

changes to 4 = underwent many changes) were controlled as they meaningfully explain variances 

in firm performance (Becker et al., 1997; Bharadwaj et al., 1999) and employee well-being (M. 

Brown et al., 2009; Guest, 2017). Prior firm performance (sales growth ratio; measured in 

reference to prior-year organizational activities for each wave of the HCCP data) was included, 

following prior research, to rigorously assess the hypothesized impact on firm performance while 

controlling for the variances explained by prior levels of performance (e.g., Bentley & Kehoe, 

2018; Collins & Kehoe, 2017). The variable was log-transformed due to high skewness. Lastly, 

given the panel structure of the data, year dummies were included to control for year-specific 

effects on predicted outcomes. 

Analytical Strategy 

Given the panel structure of the data, a random-effects model was used for testing the 

hypotheses. Theoretically, the decision was based on prior research’s suggestion that a random-

effects model should be used when observed time-invariant differences are expected to influence 

the dependent variables meaningfully (e.g., Call et al., 2015; Greene, 2003). For example, prior 

studies have viewed industry differences to meaningfully affect firm performance as well as 

employee well-being and withdrawal (e.g., Datta et al., 2005; Paauwe et al., 2013). Hausman 
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tests were conducted to analytically confirm whether a random-effects model is more appropriate 

in testing the hypotheses. The test results based on the final models for organizational and 

employee outcomes showed that a random-effects model is preferred over a fixed-effects model. 

Further, for testing the indirect effects, parametric bootstrapping (i.e., Monte Carlo method) 

based on 20000 repetitions was used. Moreover, following Edwards and Lambert (2007) and 

Preacher et al. (2007), the interactive indirect effects of HPWS and union presence on ROA, 

emotional exhaustion, and turnover intention were tested by analyzing the conditional indirect 

effects of HPWS on the three outcomes at different levels of union presence (i.e., 1 = unionized 

and 0 = non-unionized). Lastly, given that the research hypotheses’ a priori predictions of the 

study variables’ associations are directional, this study used one-tailed tests when testing them. 

RESULTS 

 Table 2 shows descriptive statistics and correlations. HPWS were positively correlated 

with cooperative climate (r = 0.307, p < .001), performance climate (r = 0.363, p < .001), and 

ROA (r = 0.120, p < .001). HPWS also were negatively correlated with emotional exhaustion (r 

= -0.093, p < .01) and turnover intention (r = -0.125, p < .001). Further, both cooperative and 

performance climates were positively correlated with ROA (r = 0.136, p < .001; r = 0.168, p 

< .001) and negatively correlated with emotional exhaustion (r = -0.344, p < .001; r = -0.160, p 

< .001) and turnover intention (r = -0.378, p < .001; r = -0.214, p < .001). The preliminary 

findings based on zero-order correlations offered no indication of HPWS and performance 

climate’s impairment of employee well-being nor escalation of employee withdrawal. However, 

given that zero-order correlations do not parse out the influences from other factors when testing 

an association, the findings should not be accepted at face value. 

------------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 2 about here 
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------------------------------------------- 

Table 3 offers regression outcomes for testing Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3. Hypothesis 1 

suggests that HPWS are positively related to a cooperative climate. As indicated in Model 1-2, 

HPWS were positively associated with cooperative climate (b = 0.132, p < 0.001). Thus, 

Hypothesis 1 was supported. Hypothesis 2 suggests that HPWS are positively related to a 

performance climate. As indicated in Model 2-2, HPWS were positively associated with 

performance climate (b = 0.137, p < 0.001). Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported. Hypothesis 3 

suggests that union presence moderates HPWS’ relationships with cooperative and performance 

climates. Specifically, the positive association with cooperative climate is strengthened, whereas 

the positive association with performance climate is weakened when the firm is unionized. As 

indicated in Model 1-3, there was a positive and significant association between the interaction 

term of HPWS and union presence and cooperative climate (b = 0.098, p < 0.05). A simple slope 

test demonstrated a stronger positive relationship between HPWS and cooperative climate 

among unionized companies (b = 0.182, standard error = 0.036, p < 0.001) compared to non-

unionized companies (b = 0.084, standard error = 0.036, p < 0.01). Figure 2 illustrates the 

relationships found from the simple slope test. On the other hand, as indicated in Model 2-3, 

there was no significant association between the interaction term of HPWS and union presence 

and performance climate (b = 0.071, non-significant). Thus, Hypothesis 3a was supported but not 

3b. The support for Hypothesis 3a indicated that the conditional indirect effect test needs to be 

conducted for testing Hypothesis 7a: HPWS’ influences on firm performance, employee well-

being, and employee withdrawal through a cooperative climate is strengthened when the firm is 

unionized. The non-support for Hypothesis 3b indicated non-support for Hypothesis 7b: HPWS’ 

influences on firm performance, employee well-being, and employee withdrawal through a 
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performance climate is weakened when the firm is unionized. 

------------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 3 and Figure 2 about here 
------------------------------------------- 

Table 4 and 5 offer the regression information that is needed for testing the remaining 

hypotheses. As indicated in Model 3-2 and Model 4-2 of Table 4, cooperative climate had a 

significant positive relationship with ROA (b = 1.631, p < 0.05) and a significant negative 

relationship with emotional exhaustion (b = -0.410, p < 0.001). Moreover, performance climate 

had a significant positive relationship with ROA (b = 2.091, p < 0.05) and a significant positive 

relationship with emotional exhaustion (b = 0.094, p < 0.05). In addition, as indicated in Model 

5-3 of Table 5, there was a positively significant relationship between emotional exhaustion and 

turnover intention (b = 0.308, p < 0.001). 

------------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 4 and 5 about here 

------------------------------------------- 

Based on the results provided in Tables 3, 4, and 5, parametric bootstrapping for testing 

Hypotheses 4, 5, 6, and 7a was conducted. Hypothesis 4 suggests that HPWS have positive 

indirect effects on (a) firm performance and (b) employee well-being via the mediation of a 

cooperative climate. The upper one-sided 95% confidence interval (CI) for testing the positive 

indirect relationship between HPWS and ROA via cooperative climate did not include zero (b = 

0.215, [lower level {LL} = 0.002; upper level {UL} = 0.977]). The lower one-sided 95% CI for 

testing the negative indirect relationship between HPWS and emotional exhaustion via 

cooperative climate did not include zero (b = -0.054, [LL = -0.110; UL = -0.035]). Thus, 

Hypotheses 4a and 4b were supported. Hypothesis 5 suggests that HPWS have (a) a positive 

indirect effect on firm performance and (b) a negative indirect effect on employee well-being via 
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the mediation of a performance climate. The upper one-sided 95% CI for testing the positive 

indirect relationship between HPWS and ROA via performance climate did not include zero (b = 

0.287, [LL = 0.032; UL = 1.014]). The upper one-sided 95% CI for testing the positive indirect 

relationship between HPWS and emotional exhaustion via performance climate did not include 

zero (b = 0.013, [LL = 0.002; UL = 0.046]). Thus, Hypotheses 5a and Hypothesis 5b were 

supported. Hypothesis 6 proposes that HPWS (a) have a negative indirect relationship with 

employee withdrawal via serial mediations of a cooperative climate and employee well-being 

and (b) have a positive indirect relationship with employee withdrawal via serial mediations of a 

performance climate and employee well-being. The lower one-sided 95% CI for testing the 

negative indirect relationship between HPWS and turnover intention through cooperative climate 

and emotional exhaustion did not include zero (b = -0.017, [LL = -0.042; UL = -0.010]). The 

upper one-sided 95% CI for testing the positive indirect relationship between HPWS and 

turnover intention through performance climate and emotional exhaustion did not include zero (b 

= 0.004, [LL = 0.001; UL = 0.016]). Thus, Hypotheses 6a and 6b were supported. With regards 

to testing Hypothesis 7a, the conditional indirect effects of HPWS were stronger for unionized 

firms (ROA: b = 0.298, upper one-sided 95% CI [LL = 0.002; UL = 1.146]; emotional 

exhaustion: b = -0.075, lower one-sided 95% CI [LL = -0.152; UL = -0.048]; turnover intention: 

b = -0.023, lower one-sided 95% CI [LL = -0.053; UL = -0.014]) compared to non-unionized 

firms (ROA: b = 0.137, upper one-sided 95% CI [LL = -0.004; UL = 0.705]; emotional 

exhaustion: b = -0.035, lower one-sided 95% CI [LL = -0.100; UL = -0.010]; turnover intention: 

b = -0.011, lower one-sided 95% CI [LL = -0.041; UL = -0.003]). Thus, Hypothesis 7a was 

supported. 

DISCUSSION 
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 The purpose of this study was to investigate whether union presence provides beneficial 

outcomes in companies with HPWS above and beyond what the HR bundles alone can yield. By 

examining the impact of union presence in HPWS-adopting companies across various industries, 

it was found that HPWS had a dual-path influence on firm performance and employee well-being 

through cooperative and performance climates. Specifically, on the one hand, HPWS positively 

impacted both firm performance and employee well-being via a cooperative climate. On the 

other hand, HPWS also positively affected firm performance via a performance climate, but 

employee well-being was adversely affected by this organizational climate. Further, it was found 

that HPWS’ overall impacts on firm performance and employee well-being were more positive 

among unionized firms because cooperative climates more saliently emerged from the HR 

bundles under the presence of a union. These findings provide important research contributions 

and practical implications, which are discussed in the following sections. 

Theoretical Implications 

 First, this research reconciles the contradicting theories and findings of prior HPWS 

studies (see Paauwe et al., 2013) by demonstrating that the HR bundles simultaneously generate 

distinct organizational climates (i.e., cooperative and performance climates) that have positive 

associations with firm performance but opposite associations (positive vs. negative) with 

employee well-being. Since the rise of the HPWS literature, many scholars have regarded that 

usage of HPWS results in improved employee well-being because the HR bundles focus on 

aiding employees (e.g., DeJoy et al., 2010; Fan et al., 2014; Jo et al., 2020; Jyoti & Rani, 2019; 

Mackie et al., 2001). Based on the findings of a positive relationship between HPWS and firm 

performance (e.g., Huselid, 1995; Jiang et al., 2015, 2012; Sun et al., 2007), the scholars 

developed a strong belief in this tenet. However, as the literature expanded, several scholars 
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began questioning the positive impact of HPWS on employees (e.g., Godard, 2004; Jensen et al., 

2013; Kroon et al., 2009; Ramsay et al., 2000; Truss et al., 1997). They suggested that while 

HPWS lead to enhanced firm performance, such results may not necessarily derive from the 

positive workplace experiences of employees. For example, Kloutsiniotis and Mihail (2020) 

stated that while organizations may enjoy increased performance levels from HPWS, HPWS may 

cause employees to undertake greater workloads and subsequently lead to impairment of 

employee well-being. Empirical findings found support for both the mutual gains view of HPWS 

(e.g., Alfes et al., 2012; Jo et al., 2020; Salas‐Vallina et al., In press) as well as the dark side 

view (e.g., Ramsay et al., 2000; Truss, 2001; Wood et al., 2012). From prior studies’ theory and 

evidence, it is conceivable that perhaps HPWS have multiple mechanisms that individually 

correspond to the two contrasting perspectives. Nevertheless, the literature had been siloed in the 

sense that proponents of the mutual gains view disregarded alternative mechanisms that 

adversely affect employee well-being but positively influence firm performance when 

investigating the outcomes of HPWS, whereas supporters of the dark side view also neglected to 

integrate the HR bundles’ mechanism that leads to positive firm performance and employee well-

being. The current study resolves this limitation and offers a more holistic picture of HPWS’ 

nuanced associations with firm performance and employee well-being to the literature, which 

prior studies have called for (e.g., Paauwe et al., 2013). 

 Second, this research demonstrates that union presence has a synergistic effect with 

HPWS that benefits both the organization and employees. The question of whether unions have 

something to contribute at workplaces using HPWS has been debated among scholars (e.g., 

Delaney & Godard, 2001; Kochan & Osterman, 1994; Paauwe et al., 2013). The answers to this 

question contrasted around two camps of HPWS research. Based on the mutual gains view, it 
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seems unions would not have any synergistic relationship with HPWS. From this view, HPWS 

are substitutes for unions that benefit employees in the labor organizations’ stead (Chen, 2007; 

Fiorito, 2001; Godard & Delaney, 2000). Hence, unions have nothing additional to provide to 

employees in workplaces where HPWS are implemented. Contrastingly, the dark side view 

suggests unions offer synergistic benefits with HPWS. The view considers that HPWS often 

exploit employee well-being to increase firm performance (Jensen et al., 2013; Legge, 1995; 

Truss et al., 1997). Therefore, union presence can safeguard workers’ well-being from being 

impaired by HPWS and enforce the HR bundles to be operated in a win-win way (Delaney & 

Godard, 2001). By demonstrating that HPWS have both positive and negative impact on 

employee well-being and that the HR bundles’ overall impact on employee well-being is more 

positive when firms are unionized, the findings of this research support the argument of the dark 

side view. The positive well-being, in turn, was negatively related to employees’ withdrawal 

from the organization. In addition, another unexpected finding was that HPWS’ positive effect 

on firm performance was also stronger under union presence. Similar to what Kochan and 

Osterman (1994) indicated, this study did expect union presence would enhance the link between 

HPWS and a cooperative work environment, subsequently resulting in higher performance. 

However, this study deemed that such benefits of union presence on firm performance would be 

traded off by the union’s effort to curb the performance impelled work environment induced by 

HPWS. Inconsistent with the expectation, union presence did not weaken HPWS’ positive link 

with a performance climate but only strengthened the HR bundles’ positive link with a 

cooperative climate, both of which contribute to positive firm performance. 

 Third, the findings of this research offer implication to studies in employee well-being. 

Research in employee well-being has suggested that the organizational properties of jobs would 
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significantly affect employees’ well-being (e.g., Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Demerouti et al., 

2001). However, previous studies predominantly focused on exploring how personal, 

psychological, social, and occupational factors – including demographics, personality, 

psychological climate, social support, and work hours – affect health-related outcomes (e.g., 

Gavin & Kelley, 1978; Kurtessis et al., 2017; Rosa et al., 1989), giving less attention to 

investigating how organizational factors shape these outcomes. Indeed, only a handful of 

variables, including organizational politics, value congruence with the organization, and adoption 

of HR practices, were identified as organizational properties that influence employee well-being 

(e.g., Jensen et al., 2013; Kurtessis et al., 2017; Rosen & Hochwarter, 2014). By demonstrating 

that union presence strengthens HPWS’ negative indirect association with emotional exhaustion, 

this research reveals another organizational property that meaningfully explains variances in 

workers’ stress-related symptoms. 

Practical Implications 

 This research also shares several implications about HPWS to managers. First, managers 

should be aware that the adoption of HPWS alone does not guarantee increased well-being and 

weakened withdrawal of employees. Because of the commonly ascribed rhetoric to HR 

investment, many believe that implementing HPWS would warrant positive ends for employees 

(Legge, 1995). This belief is somewhat true in the sense that the HR bundles do create an 

organizational climate that embodies cooperative work relationships. But there are also trade-offs 

given HPWS’ inherent evoking of a performance-impelling climate. Therefore, managers should 

endeavor to ensure that a cooperative climate is more pervasively emerging from their HPWS. 

Admittedly, regardless of employees’ experiences of HPWS, organizations are likely to have 

high firm performance, at least in the short run. However, as HPWS’ impairment of employees’ 
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well-being increases their withdrawal from the organization, the efficacy of the HR bundles on 

long-term firm performance may become weakened, given that HR systems rely on companies’ 

workforces in generating positive firm performance (Becker & Gerhart, 1996; Huselid, 1995). 

 Second, this research offers another implication to managers that union presence is 

helpful to companies that plan to adopt or currently implement HPWS. Some may believe that 

unions are always detrimental to the managements’ interests. However, previous research 

demonstrates that unions aid organizations in managing their workers above and beyond what 

can be done by managerial effort alone (e.g., Rubinstein & McCarthy, 2012, 2016). For example, 

Batt et al. (2002) found that unions lower voluntary collective turnover in addition to what is 

contributed by managements’ commitment to employees and nonunion-based voice 

opportunities. Rubinstein (2000, 2001) also found that unions can help facilitate employee 

communication in favor of the managements’ interests. In correspondence to prior findings, this 

research found that unions can also help organizations achieve more positive organizational and 

employee outcomes from HPWS.  

Limitations and Future Research Directions 

 Despite the methodological strengths of the data, this study had several limitations. First, 

while a set of variables were controlled during the empirical analysis, other factors that were not 

observed in the data may also affect the hypothesized relationships. Second, some HR indices 

that were used for operationalizing HPWS were measured by simply adding up the number of 

certain HR practices implemented within companies. While many prior HPWS studies have 

adopted a similar approach (e.g., Chadwick et al., 2013; Kehoe & Wright, 2013; Wright et al., 

2005), this study recognizes that the measurement of the HR indices would have been more 

rigorous if it was based on the extent to which those HR practices were implemented. Third, the 
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final sample was largely comprised of observations from the manufacturing industry. In that 

sense, although observations from four non-manufacturing industries were also included in the 

empirical analysis, the generalizability of the findings would have been better if the tested 

sample’s industry composition was further balanced. 

 In addition to these limitations, this research suggests some future research directions. 

First, investigate whether other conditional factors moderate HPWS’ relationships with 

cooperative and performance climates. Future studies are especially encouraged to explore when 

HPWS’ association with a performance climate is weakened. Second, this research considered 

cooperative and performance climates as parallel mediators that capture the dual-effect (i.e., 

mutual gains view and dark side view) of HPWS on firm performance and employee well-being. 

It may be worth investigating what other intermediate outcomes also explain the HR bundles’ 

dual-effect on firm performance and employee well-being. Third, another potential way to 

extend the current research would be to explore whether another factor additionally moderates 

the two-way interaction between union presence and HPWS on a cooperative climate (i.e., 

exploring if there is a three-way interaction). For example, it may be possible that the moderation 

of union presence is stronger when a union has an affiliation with an upper-level labor 

organization. The knowhows and resources shared from the upper-level organization may allow 

the union to establish a communication network that is more effective in aiding employees’ 

communication and coordination. 

CONCLUSION 

 The purpose of this research is to investigate whether unions are helpful to organizations 

that implement HPWS. This research tested longitudinal data comprised of 935 firm-level 

observations and found support to its argument that HPWS have dual-path influences on firm 
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performance and employee well-being via parallel mediations of cooperative and performance 

climates. This research also found support to its argument that such a dual-path influence of 

HPWS on employee well-being translates to employee withdrawal. Moreover, partially 

supporting this research’s argument regarding the interaction between union presence and 

HPWS, the data showed HPWS positively affected firm performance and employee well-being 

and negatively influenced employee withdrawal more strongly in unionized organizations. The 

theory and findings of the current research reconcile two contrasting perspectives regarding 

HPWS’ associations with firm performance and employee well-being that stemmed from prior 

research and provides a more holistic picture of HPWS’ nuanced relationships with the two 

outcomes. On top of that, by showing that HPWS’ overall impacts on firm performance and 

employee well-being were more positive in unionized companies, this research answers a long-

debated question in the literature: whether a union has something to contribute at a workplace 

adopting HPWS. This study also enlightens managers that implementation of HPWS itself does 

not necessarily lead to desired employee outcomes and should be observant of whether the HR 

bundles are effectively functioning in enhancing employee well-being. 
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TABLE 1 

Measurement Items of HR Practices 
HR practices Measurement items 

Pay level Annual salary expenses per core employee 

Incentives 

Usage of 1) individual performance-based incentive, 2) 
team performance-based incentive, 3) department 
performance-based incentive, 4) enterprise performance-
based incentive, and 5) profit sharing (yes = 1, no = 0) 

Selective staffing 
Ratio of the total number of newly hired core employees 
to the total number of applicants for core employee 
positions 

Performance appraisal 

Usage of 1) balanced scorecard, 2) management by 
objectives, 3) performance feedback, 4) competency 
assessment, 5) leadership assessment, and 6) 360-degree 
appraisal (yes = 1, no = 0) 

Training Annual training expenses per core employee 

Welfare benefits Annual welfare benefit expenses per core employee 

Note. HR = human resource.  
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TABLE 2 

 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations 
Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

1. HPWS -0.029 0.495 -             

2. Cooperative climate (t + 1) 3.548 0.357 0.307*** -            

3. Performance climate (t + 1) 3.495 0.323 0.363*** 0.603*** -           

4. Union presence 0.473 0.500 -0.061 0.061 -0.026 -          

5. ROA (t + 1) 3.253 8.095 0.120*** 0.136*** 0.168*** 0.006 -         

6. Emotional exhaustion (t + 1) 2.998 0.387 -0.093** -0.344*** -0.160*** -0.101** -0.075* -        

7. Turnover intention (t + 1) 2.792 0.477 -0.125*** -0.378*** -0.214*** -0.208*** -0.107** 0.400*** -       

8. Firm age 35.567 17.387 -0.034 0.085** -0.057 0.328*** -0.056 -0.058 -0.083* -      

9. Firm size (log) 5.805 1.017 0.150*** 0.236*** 0.257*** 0.350*** 0.151*** -0.149*** -0.246*** 0.097** -     

10. Sales growth (log) 4.629 0.305 0.067* 0.049 0.091** -0.033 0.132*** -0.020 -0.056 -0.041 0.047 -    

11. Changes in technology 2.374 0.785 0.120*** 0.146*** 0.208*** -0.007 0.109*** -0.125*** -0.167*** -0.041 0.246*** 0.110*** -   

12. HR & strategy alignment 2.543 0.886 0.269*** 0.289*** 0.295*** 0.067* 0.069* -0.107** -0.206*** -0.023 0.384*** 0.085** 0.332*** -  

13. Strategic alliance 0.266 0.442 0.138*** 0.130*** 0.086** 0.001 -0.031 -0.130*** -0.079* -0.001 0.097** -0.021 0.172*** 0.141*** - 

Note. M = mean. SD = standard deviation. HPWS = high-performance work systems. ROA = return on asset. HR = human resource. N = 935 firm-level observations.  
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 (two-tailed). 
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TABLE 3 

HPWS’ Influences on Cooperative and Performance Climates and the Moderation of Union Presence 

 Variables 
Model 1-1 Model 1-2 Model 1-3 

(DV = Cooperative climate [t+1]) (DV = Cooperative climate [t+1]) (DV = Cooperative climate [t+1]) 
b SE b SE b SE 

Intercept 2.892*** 0.189 2.983*** 0.187 2.995*** 0.187 
       

Controls       
Firm age 0.003** 0.001 0.003** 0.001 0.003** 0.001 
Firm size (log) 0.046** 0.016 0.041** 0.016 0.039** 0.016 
Sales growth (log) 0.031 0.031 0.019 0.031 0.013 0.031 
Changes in technology 0.025 0.015 0.021 0.015 0.022 0.015 
HR & strategy alignment 0.068*** 0.014 0.058*** 0.014 0.059*** 0.014 
Strategic alliance 0.022 0.024 0.019 0.024 0.017 0.024 

       
Predictors       
HPWS   0.132*** 0.026 0.084** 0.036 
Union presence   0.019 0.033 0.026 0.033 

       
Two-way interaction       
HPWS ×     

0.098* 0.049 Union presence   
       
 Industry dummies included Industry dummies included Industry dummies included 
 Company type dummies included Company type dummies included Company type dummies included 
 Year dummies included Year dummies included Year dummies included 
       

R2 (between) 0.217 0.279 0.288 
Wald χ2 89.58*** 120.18*** 125.26*** 

  Note. DV = dependent variable. SE = standard error. HR = human resource. HPWS = high-performance work systems. 
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 (one-tailed). 
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TABLE 3 

HPWS’ Influences on Cooperative and Performance Climates and the Moderation of Union Presence (Continued) 

Variables 
Model 2-1 Model 2-2 Model 2-3 

(DV = Performance climate [t+1]) (DV = Performance climate [t+1]) (DV = Performance climate [t+1]) 
b SE b SE b SE 

Intercept 2.662*** 0.173 2.763*** 0.17  2.772*** 0.169 
       

Controls       
Firm age -0.001 0.001 -0.001 0.001 -0.000 0.001 
Firm size (log) 0.057*** 0.015 0.059*** 0.014 0.058*** 0.014 
Sales growth (log) 0.076** 0.028 0.060* 0.028 0.056* 0.028 
Changes in technology 0.039** 0.014 0.035** 0.013 0.036** 0.013 
HR & strategy alignment 0.031** 0.012 0.021* 0.012 0.021* 0.012 
Strategic alliance -0.002 0.022 -0.005 0.022 -0.007 0.022 

       
Predictors       
HPWS   0.137*** 0.024 0.103*** 0.032 
Union presence   -0.041 0.030 -0.036 0.030 

       
Two-way interaction       
HPWS ×     0.071 0.045 Union presence 
       

 Industry dummies included Industry dummies included Industry dummies included 
 Company type dummies included Company type dummies included Company type dummies included 
 Year dummies included Year dummies included Year dummies included 
       

R2 (between) 0.189 0.283 0.288 
Wald χ2 96.63*** 141.58*** 144.83*** 

Note. DV = dependent variable. SE = standard error. HR = human resource. HPWS = high-performance work systems. 
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 (one-tailed). 
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TABLE 4 

The Dual-Path Relationships of HPWS with Firm Performance and Employee Well-Being 

Variables 
Model 3-1 Model 3-2 Model 4-1 Model 4-2 

(DV = ROA [t+1]) (DV = ROA [t+1]) (DV = Emotional exhaustion [t+1]) (DV = Emotional exhaustion [t+1]) 
b SE b SE b SE b SE 

Intercept -13.986** 4.709 -24.679*** 5.519 3.242*** 0.225 4.216*** 0.252 
         

Controls         
Firm age -0.036 0.023 -0.040* 0.023 0.000 0.001 0.001 0.001 
Firm size (log) 1.026** 0.369 0.838* 0.371 -0.018 0.018 -0.006 0.017 
Sales growth (log) 2.394** 0.840 2.267** 0.836 0.003 0.040 0.002 0.038 
Changes in technology 0.806* 0.384 0.708* 0.382 -0.046** 0.018 -0.041** 0.017 
HR & strategy alignment -0.458 0.354 -0.624* 0.355 -0.006 0.017 0.017 0.016 
Strategic alliance -1.017 0.624 -1.063* 0.621 -0.057* 0.030 -0.047* 0.028 

         
Predictors         
HPWS 1.639** 0.646 1.078 0.660 -0.037 0.031 0.008 0.030 
Union presence -0.105 0.752 -0.040 0.748 -0.032 0.036 -0.024 0.034 
Cooperative climate (t+1)   1.631* 0.989   -0.410*** 0.045 
Performance climate (t+1)   2.091* 1.101   0.094* 0.050 

         
 Industry dummies included Industry dummies included Industry dummies included Industry dummies included 
 Company type dummies included Company type dummies included Company type dummies included Company type dummies included 
 Year dummies included Year dummies included Year dummies included Year dummies included 
         

R2 (between) 0.153 0.167 0.098 0.241 
Wald χ2 50.59*** 64.62*** 47.78*** 143.36*** 

Note. DV = dependent variable. SE = standard error. HR = human resource. HPWS = high-performance work systems. ROA = return on asset. 
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 (one-tailed).  
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TABLE 5 

HPWS, Cooperative and Performance Climates, Employee Well-Being, and Employee Withdrawal 

Variables 
Model 5-1 Model 5-2 Model 5-3 

(DV = Turnover intention [t+1]) (DV = Turnover intention [t+1]) (DV = Turnover intention [t+1]) 
b SE b SE b SE 

Intercept 3.512*** 0.263 4.690*** 0.295 3.403*** 0.323 
       

Controls       
Firm age -0.000 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.000 0.001 
Firm size (log) -0.046* 0.022 -0.031 0.021 -0.030 0.020 
Sales growth (log) -0.024 0.045 -0.022 0.044 -0.025 0.042 
Changes in technology -0.057** 0.021 -0.050** 0.020 -0.036* 0.020 
HR & strategy alignment -0.059** 0.019 -0.035* 0.019 -0.040* 0.018 
Strategic alliance -0.011 0.034 -0.003 0.033 0.010 0.032 

       
Predictors       
HPWS -0.039 0.037 0.009 0.036 0.007 0.034 
Union presence -0.150*** 0.045 -0.142*** 0.042 -0.135*** 0.040 
Cooperative climate (t+1)   -0.405*** 0.053 -0.281*** 0.053 
Performance climate (t+1)   0.018 0.059 -0.008 0.056 
Emotional exhaustion (t+1)     0.308*** 0.037 

       
 Industry dummies included Industry dummies included Industry dummies included 
 Company type dummies included Company type dummies included Company type dummies included 
 Year dummies included Year dummies included Year dummies included 
       

R2 (between) 0.184 0.316 0.383 
Wald χ2 72.33*** 162.57*** 247.54*** 

Note. DV = dependent variable. SE = standard error. HR = human resource. HPWS = high-performance work systems. 
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 (one-tailed).
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FIGURE 1 

The Theoretical Model 

 

Note. HPWS = high-performance work systems. ROA = return on asset. H = Hypothesis. 
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FIGURE 2 

The Interaction Effect Between HPWS and Union Presence on Cooperative Climate 

 

(HPWS × union presence on cooperative climate [H6a]) 

   Note. HPWS = high-performance work systems. H = Hypothesis. 

 
 

 


