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The Effect of HRM Attributions on Emotional Exhaustion and the Mediating 

Roles of Job Involvement and Work Overload  

 

Abstract 

Although some research suggests that perceptions of HRM practices are associated with 

lower levels of employee wellbeing, other research shows just the opposite. In the present 

study, we attempt to reconcile these discrepant findings by incorporating the role of HRM 

attributions. Our model posits that when employees perceive that their organisation’s HRM 

practices are intended to improve their job performance, they experience higher levels of job 

involvement, which leads to lower levels of emotional exhaustion. Conversely, when 

employees believe that their organisation’s HRM practices are intended to reduce 

organisational costs, they experience work overload, which translates into higher levels of 

emotional exhaustion. Parallel mediation analyses of survey data collected from employees of 

a construction and consultancy organisation at two time periods (n=180) supported this 

theoretical model.   

Keywords: attributions of HRM practices; emotional exhaustion; job involvement; work 

overload. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 
 
 

 

The relationship between employee perceptions of human resource management 

(HRM) practices and employee wellbeing remains elusive. Although some research suggests 

that perceptions of HRM practices are associated with improved employee health and 

wellbeing (e.g. Harley et al., 2007; Alfes et al., 2012), other studies have revealed that they 

lead to higher levels of strain and emotional exhaustion (e.g. Sprigg and Jackson, 2006; 

Jensen et al., 2013). These mixed findings might be explained by the different HRM practices 

that were measured, different measurements of the same HRM practices, or the manner in 

which HRM practices are implemented (Boxall and Macky, 2009; Purcell, 1999). We add to 

this body of literature by examining an alternative explanation for the mixed findings. 

Specifically, we examine, for the first time, the extent to which employee attributions of the 

organisation’s intent in implementing HRM practices helps to explain the relationship 

between perceptions of HRM and wellbeing.  

HRM attribution theory posits that employees respond to HRM practices based on the 

attributions they make about the organisation’s purpose in implementing HRM practices 

(Nishii et al., 2008). Unlike prior research on perceptions of HRM that have relied on either 

employees’ descriptions (i.e. does a formal appraisal system exist in my organisation?; e.g. 

Wright et al., 2005) or evaluations of HRM practices (i.e. is the performance appraisal fair 

and accurate?; e.g. Alfes et al., 2012), HRM attribution theory stipulates that the effect of 

HRM practices is determined by the beliefs that employees hold regarding why the HRM 

practices were implemented in the first place (i.e. why does my organisation use performance 

appraisals?; Nishii et al., 2008), even though the attributions may differ from the actual or 

intended organisational or HRM strategy.  

We investigate two discrete attributions: (1) HRM-performance attributions refer to 

employees’ belief that the underlying purpose of HRM practices is to maximise employee 

performance; and (2) HRM-cost attributions refer to employees’ belief that the underlying 
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purpose of HRM practices is to reduce organisational costs (Nishii et al., 2008). We propose 

that when employees attribute HRM practices as primarily intended to support their job 

performance (HRM-performance attributions), emotional exhaustion decreases. Conversely, 

when employees attribute HRM practices as predominantly aimed at reducing organisational 

costs (HRM-cost attributions), emotional exhaustion increases. The first contribution of the 

present study is the use of HRM attribution theory in examining the relationship between 

perceptions of HRM practices and emotional exhaustion. This study is not only the first to 

integrate HRM attribution theory and employee wellbeing, but we also address a call to focus 

on the effect of HRM practices on indicators of employee wellbeing (Moore, 2000; Guest, 

2002). 

Our second contribution lies in the identification of the mediating processes by which 

the two attributions of HRM practices lead to emotional exhaustion. Understanding mediating 

variables is important; Whetten (1989) argued that an essential step in theory building is 

identifying and examining the underlying mechanism(s) that explain a given relationship. 

This allows for a richer theoretical evaluation and discussion of why attributions of HRM are 

important in understanding emotional exhaustion. In our theoretical model, we leverage 

conservation of resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989) to suggest that the indirect 

relationship between HRM-performance attributions and emotional exhaustion operates via 

job involvement, defined as one’s psychological identification with work (Lodahl and Kejner, 

1965). Conversely, our theoretical model predicts that the indirect effect of HRM-cost 

attributions on emotional exhaustion functions through work overload, defined as one’s belief 

that there are insufficient resources with which to perform the job (Beehr et al., 1976). Figure 

1 depicts our theoretical model.  

We further extend previous findings by using a cross-lagged design. Indeed, 

conflicting findings with regards to the HRM-employee wellbeing relationship might be 
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partially due to methodological considerations (Alfes et al., 2012). As the approach in the 

present study gathers data across two time points, it reduces concerns related to the “third 

variable problem” and transient mood states (Cook and Campbell, 1979).  

Insert Figure 1 about here 

Perceptions of HRM Practices and Employee Wellbeing  

There is a philosophical divide in the field of HRM that is rooted in two opposing 

perspectives on the role of management vis-à-vis employees (Van de Voorde et al., 2012). 

Unitarist scholars argue that organisational goals and employee interests are aligned, and that 

what is good for the organisation is good for the employee. Some research on employee 

perceptions of high performance work systems supports this premise and shows that HRM 

bundles increase positive attitudinal and behavioural outcomes, including job satisfaction and 

performance (e.g. Macky and Boxall, 2007; Alfes et al., 2012; Piening et al., 2013), although 

there is variation within (e.g. Kinnie et al., 2005; Kooij et al., 2010) and across (e.g. Piening 

et al., 2014) contexts. Moreover, these bundles are associated with higher levels of wellbeing 

(Alfes et al., 2012) and lower levels of stress and emotional exhaustion (Kalmi and 

Kauhanen, 2008). Research that has examined individual HRM practices has likewise shown 

a positive influence of some HRM practices on indicators of wellbeing. For instance, 

employees who positively appraise their organisation’s selection and performance 

management system (Harley et al., 2007), who have decision-making autonomy (Harley et 

al., 2007; Macky and Boxall, 2008), and who can share information with others (Kalmi and 

Kauhanen, 2008) report less stress or strain at work.  

Conversely, the pluralist perspective and labour process theory suggest that there are 

fundamental differences between the interests of management versus employees. The need 

for profit overrides employee wellbeing and is traded off in exchange for organisational gain 

(Godard, 2004; Godard, 2010). From a labour process perspective, HRM practices are 
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conceived as managerial control and monitoring tools for increasing employee compliance 

and performance (Grant et al., 2007). Research that draws from this tradition shows that 

perceptions of bundles of high performance work systems are positively related to role 

overload, anxiety, and turnover intentions (Jensen et al., 2013). Research on perceptions of 

some individual HRM practices, such as the appraisal system and group performance-related-

pay (White et al., 2003), shows that these HRM practices have a negative impact on 

employees’ job-to-home spillover and strain. Moreover, perceptions of intense performance 

monitoring are positively related to emotional exhaustion, anxiety (Holman et al., 2002), and 

job-related strain (Sprigg and Jackson, 2006).  

Although the mixed results may be partially due to the way in which HRM practices 

and policies are measured, or in the way in which they are implemented (Boxall and Macky, 

2009; Purcell, 1999), in the present study, we offer an alternative way to explain these 

conflicting findings by leveraging attribution theory (Heider, 1958), and its derivative, HRM 

attribution theory (Nishii et al., 2008). Attribution theory is concerned with how people 

attach meaning to external events. Specifically, it posits that individuals respond not to an 

external event itself, but rather they respond to the event in accordance with why they believe 

the event occurred.  

Nishii et al. (2008: 505) extended attribution theory to the HRM context and argued 

that employees react to HRM practices “based on the attributions they make about 

management’s purpose in implementing the actual HR practices”. The actual strategic 

intention(s) behind HRM practices are presumably related, at least to some extent, to 

employees’ perceptions of them. However, there is likely to be variability in the attributions 

that employees make toward HRM practices within an organisation. Just as perceptions of 

HRM practices are influenced by a number of individual factors and therefore vary within the 

same organisation (Den Hartog et al., Boselie and Paauwe, 2004), attributions of HRM may 
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be the same. Indeed, HRM-attributions are likely influenced by individual-level factors, such 

as employees’ personality and/or the quality of the relationships that employees hold with 

managers, as they often carry out key HRM activities, such as selection interviews and 

performance appraisals (Bos-Nehles et al., 2013; Nishii et al., 2008; Purcell and Hutchison, 

2007). However, attributions of HRM are different from perceptions of HRM; although 

employees may share the belief that an HRM practice exists in the organisation, or that it is 

implemented fairly, they may disagree as to what they believe motivated management to 

design the HRM practice in first place. According to HRM attribution theory, it is this belief 

or attribution that is associated with important outcomes (Nishii et al., 2008).  

In their initial theoretical development, Nishii et al. (2008) identified five possible 

attributions, or explanations that employees may have for why HRM practices are in place in 

the same unionised service organisation: (1) enhancing job quality; (2) improving employee 

wellbeing; (3) exploiting workers; (4) reducing costs; and (5) complying with union 

requirements. The results of a confirmatory factor analysis showed that the first two 

attributions loaded onto one factor, and the second two attributions loaded onto another 

factor. Hence, Nishii et al. (2008) examined three attributions in their analyses, one that 

focused on job performance and wellbeing, another on organisational costs and exploitation, 

and a third on complying with union requirements. Since our sample was a non-unionised 

private-sector organisation, we chose to focus on variants of the first two (of the three) 

attributions. Specifically, for the first attribution, we chose to examine the extent to which 

employees believe that their organisation’s HRM practices are designed to increase their job 

performance. Whereas Nishii et al. (2008) focused on “quality” as a measure of performance, 

we chose to use the broader term, “job performance,” because in our sample organisation, job 

performance encompasses more than quality. For the second attribution, we focused on 

employees’ perception that the organisation’s HRM practices were designed to reduce 
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organisational costs. Hence, we examine HRM-performance and HRM-cost attributions. 

Although these may not be the actual intentions of the organisation’s strategy (and indeed, 

often increasing performance and reducing costs may be two parts of the same organisational 

strategy), they describe employees’ attributions of why the organisation implements HRM 

practices. It is important to note that HRM attributions are discrete categories; theoretically, 

employees may attribute HRM practices as designed to increase their performance and 

decrease organisational costs.   

A small body of research has begun to show that attributions of the organisation’s 

intent in developing and administering HRM practices play an important role in determining 

employee outcomes (e.g. Fontinha et al., 2012; Mignonac and Richebé, 2013). While these 

studies investigated the effect of HRM attributions on attitudinal and behavioural outcomes, 

we contribute and build on these studies by examining HRM attributions in relation to an 

indicator of employee wellbeing, that is, employee emotional exhaustion.  

Understanding the HRM factors that are associated with emotional exhaustion is 

important because employees who are emotionally exhausted are prone to ill health, reduced 

performance, and increased absenteeism and turnover (e.g. Cropanzano et al., 2003; Grandey 

et al., 2004; Podsakoff et al., 2007). Moreover, we focus on emotional exhaustion as an 

indicator of wellbeing because emotional exhaustion is a focal construct in COR theory, 

which we use to support the following mediation hypotheses. 

HRM-performance Attributions, Job Involvement and Emotional Exhaustion 

According to COR theory, people are motivated to obtain, protect, and retain 

important tangible (i.e. money) and intangible (i.e. social support) resources; the 

accumulation of resources enables people to invest and re-invest resources in their work. 

Indeed, employees who receive resources from their work environment are capable of 
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investing their energies into, and identifying with their work, compared to those who are 

situated in resource-poor environments (Gorgievski and Hobfoll, 2008; Hobfoll, 1989).  

Employees who believe that their organisation’s HRM practices are designed to 

increase their performance positively interpret their organisation’s intent in developing and 

administering HRM practices (Nishii et al., 2008) and therefore signal to employees that they 

are important and valuable, and that the organisation believes in their ability to perform. This 

perception provides employees with resources that enable them to fully embrace their role. 

For instance, HRM-performance attributions may provide personal resources to employees, 

as they lead employees to feel adept at work and able to meet workplace demands. As a 

result, they are likely to view their contributions as meaningful (Chen and Chiu, 2009). 

Hence, in line with COR theory, HRM-performance attributions foster employees’ 

perceptions that they receive the necessary support and resources to perform at high levels. 

This in turn may lead to job involvement, or the psychological identification with one’s job 

(Lodahl and Kejner, 1965).  

According to COR theory, employees experience emotional exhaustion when they 

have depleted resources, including a lack of energy resources (Hobfoll, 1989; Hobfoll and 

Freedy, 1993; Gorgievski and Hobfoll, 2008). Gorgievski and Hobfoll (2008) theorized that 

energy resources at work might take the form of work engagement or flow, concepts that are 

similar to involvement. They added that positive psychological states such as these should be 

inversely related to emotional exhaustion. Prior researchers have leveraged COR theory to 

understand the effect of positive job attitudes, including job involvement, on emotional 

exhaustion. Indeed, research shows that employees who enjoy positive work-related attitudes, 

such as job involvement, are more motivated at work, and hence may overcome obstacles 

more easily (e.g., Brown and Leigh, 1996). Moreover, prior research has shown that 

employees who are involved in their job have plentiful supportive resources, such as 
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feedback from the job (Hassan, 2012) and opportunities for development (Maurer et al., 

2003). According to COR theory, those with more resources are less vulnerable to resource 

loss, and are more capable of resource gain, and are therefore less likely to experience 

emotional exhaustion. Parasuraman and Alutto (1984) suggested that job involvement 

diminishes role frustration and tempers the effects of stressful working conditions. This 

argument is consistent with research that has revealed that job involvement is negatively 

related to emotional exhaustion (e.g. Elloy et al., 1991; Paoline and Lambert, 2011). These 

propositions culminate in a mediation hypothesis. In other words, we expect that the indirect 

effect of HRM-performance attributions on emotional exhaustion operates through job 

involvement. We therefore hypothesise: 

Hypothesis 1: HRM-performance attributions is positively related to job involvement. 

Hypothesis 2: Job involvement is negatively related to emotional exhaustion. 

Hypothesis 3: Job involvement mediates the relationship between HRM-performance 

attributions and emotional exhaustion. 

HRM-cost Attributions, Work Overload and Emotional Exhaustion  

Employees who believe that HRM practices exist to reduce costs infer that the 

organisation is interested in minimising spending by withholding resources and increasing 

demands. These attributions may lead to perceptions of work overload, which is associated 

with unachievable deadlines, working intensely, time pressures and conflicting commitments 

(Beehr et al., 1976; Jensen et al., 2013). HRM-cost attributions imply that employees 

perceive a lack of supportive HRM resources, as resources are costly for the organisation; 

hence employees believe that they are expected to do more with less (Kelliher and Anderson, 

2010). Employees who attribute minimising costs as the underlying motive for HRM 

practices may view these practices as an attempt to increase the pace of work in order to 

extract more value from them. In line with COR theory, HRM-cost attributions create a 
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negative work environment where employees perceive their work as overloaded, and 

therefore they need to invest additional physical or psychological resources to maintain 

performance. Their resources become drained as a consequence of work overload.  

COR theory predicts that the perception of work overload leads to emotional 

exhaustion. Indeed, the theory states that exhaustion occurs when people engage in a situation 

in which they need to invest more resources than they receive, such that there is a net loss. 

Exhaustion also may occur when many resources must be put into place to prevent resource 

loss. An employee who feels overloaded will try his or her best to manage the demands by 

putting in additional time and energy to perform in such an environment; the use of this extra 

time and energy can result in feelings of emotional exhaustion when the employee’s time and 

energy supply is depleted (Hobfoll, 1989)  

This is corroborated by prior research which has shown that employees who are 

overburdened at work experience heightened stress levels (e.g. Burke et al., 2010), job strain 

(Landsbergis et al., 1999; Jensen et al., 2013), emotional exhaustion (Maslach et al., 2001), 

and even increased physical pain (Oxenbridge and Moensted, 2011). Taken together, 

employees who perceive that the organisation’s HRM practices are designed to reduce costs 

feel overburdened with work, leading to distress, or in other words, we expect that the 

indirect effect of HRM-cost attributions on emotional exhaustion operates via work overload. 

We therefore hypothesise:  

Hypothesis 4: HRM-cost attributions is positively related to work overload.  

Hypothesis 5: Work overload is positively associated to emotional exhaustion.  

Hypothesis 6: Work overload mediates the relationship between HRM-cost 

attributions and emotional exhaustion. 

Method 

Sample and Procedure 
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 The criteria according to which we chose a participating organisation was that it had a 

relatively stable yet active set of HRM practices such that employees have an understanding 

of the HRM practices in place. The HRM manager stated that employees likely make 

attributions regarding HRM policies and practices and would be able to do so because the 

HRM policies and practices are visible in the organization; for instance, the organisation has 

an extensive intranet where HRM-related information is shared and regularly updated, there 

is a strong culture of onboarding/induction where employees are able to familiarize 

themselves with HRM practices, and the HRM department initiates regular, visible initiatives 

within the organisation. An additional criterion was that the organisation would allow us to 

administer two surveys.     

A construction and consultancy organisation in the United Kingdom (UK) matched 

these criteria. The organisation offers integrated services across the property and 

infrastructure life cycle. It employs over 4,000 employees who work on construction and 

consultancy projects. For instance, their work involves project management, construction 

delivery, and facilities management across the arts, education, utilities, sport, technology, and 

transportation sectors. The HRM manager stated that the type of work carried out by 

employees has the potential to be exhausting for them.  

The HRM department asks its employees to complete a number of surveys throughout 

the year. The HRM manager selected three divisions to be included in our study so as to 

minimise survey fatigue. We have labelled the Divisions: A, B, and C. Each division 

conducted construction business in a different sector. All 671 employees who worked in these 

three divisions were invited to complete an online survey in the autumn of 2010. Participants 

were asked to answer questions that measured HRM attributions. In developing the survey, 

we incorporated procedural remedies to minimise contamination due to common method bias 
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(Podsakoff et al., 2003). Four hundred and fourteen surveys were completed, constituting a 

response rate of 62%.  

  Twelve months later, all employees who participated in the first survey were invited 

to take part in the second survey, following the same procedures used for the first survey. 

Employees responded to statements that measured job involvement, work overload, and 

emotional exhaustion. One hundred and eighty employees completed the second survey, 

constituting a response rate of 43.5%. In the final sample, 42% were female, the average age 

was 42 years (SD=15.64), and 50.1% of the sample held a management position. The average 

tenure was 4 years (SD=3.99).  

Measures 

All items for all scales were scored on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) 

scale. Scale reliabilities are found in Table 1. The items that were used to measure the study 

variables are found in Appendix 1.  

Insert Table 1 about here 

 Human Resource Management Attributions were measured by two variables, 

HRM-performance and HRM-cost attributions. In selecting the individual HRM practices, we 

liaised with the HRM manager to ensure that the individual practices were reflective of the 

organisational context. We selected HRM practices with theoretical precedence, including 

training and development, selection processes, and reward systems, as used by Nishii et al. 

(2008). In addition, the HRM manager recommended that we include “performance 

appraisal” and “employee participation” as these practices were salient in the organisation. 

The employees responded to five questions about HRM-performance attributions and five 

questions about HRM-cost attributions.  

We carried out an exploratory factor analysis on the ten attribution items, using the 

principal components procedure with varimax rotation in SPSS.21. The rotated solution 
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showed that all items for HRM-performance attributions loaded onto one factor, whereas all 

items for HRM-cost attributions loaded onto a second factor. There were no items with cross-

loadings. These results show that the items loaded by attribution and not by HRM practice, 

and demonstrate that employees attributed all five HRM practices to the same underlying 

HRM intent. In addition, we carried out a confirmatory factor analysis to examine whether 

the two HRM attributions were distinct. Specifically, the five items for HRM-performance 

attributions were loaded onto one factor, whereas the five items for HRM-cost attributions 

were loaded onto a second factor. The results revealed an acceptable model fit. Specifically, 

the χ2/df ratio was lower than 3, indicating a good fit (Arbuckle, 2006); the IFI value was .90, 

indicating a good model fit (Bollen, 1989, Marsh and Hau, 1996); the SRMR value was .08, 

indicating a reasonable fit (Hu and Bentler, 1998). The RMSEA value was .10, which is 

considered the upper acceptable level (MacCallum et al., 1996). Finally, the CFI value was 

.90, which is below the recently advocated cut-off point of .95, but still at an acceptable level 

(Bentler, 1990; Hu and Bentler, 1999). Hair et al. (2009) have argued that it is important to 

assess model fit using different fit statistics simultaneously. As the majority of fit indices are 

in line with recommended cut-off criteria, we considered the model fit to be acceptable 

overall. Importantly, the correlation between the two attribution factors was not significant. 

We compared the two-factor model with a one-factor model, where all items were loaded 

onto one factor. The one factor model had a very poor model fit (χ2/df=10.14; CFI=.49; 

IFI=.50; RMSEA=.23; SRMR=.20), lending support to the notion that HRM-performance 

and HRM-cost attributions are distinct factors.  

An independent samples t-test showed that participants who completed the first 

survey (M=4.56, SD=1.07) did not differ in their response to HRM-performance attributions 

compared to those who completed both surveys [M=4.55, SD=1.01; t=.15, p=.88]. Likewise, 

perceptions of HRM-cost attributions did not differ between participants who completed the 
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survey at time 1 only (M=4.18, SD=.99), versus those who completed both surveys [M=4.07; 

SD=1.04; t=1.14, p=.26].  

We transformed each HRM attribution by creating, from the 7-point scale, a low 

(from 1.0 to 2.33), medium (from 2.34 to 4.66), and high (from 4.67 to 7.0) category for each 

HRM attribution. The results showed that for HRM-cost attributions, 6.1% of the sample had 

low levels, 70% had medium levels, and 23.9% had high levels. For HRM-performance 

attributions, 3.3% of the sample had low levels, 51.7% had medium levels, and 45% had high 

levels. The continuous form of the variable was used to test the hypotheses.  

Job Involvement was measured with a nine-item version of Lodahl and Kejner’s 

(1965) 20-item scale. Brown (1996: 236) stated, “in practice, users of [this] scale have 

usually employed shortened versions of it” because it reduces the conceptual ambiguity with 

some aspects of the longer scale, and best represents the psychological identification that 

employees have with their job. Generally, the shortened version contains six-items; in our 

study we included three additional items as the HRM manager believed these would be 

applicable to the organisation.  

Work Overload was measured with a six-item scale used by Macky and Boxall 

(2008).  

Emotional Exhaustion was measured with three items from Maslach and Jackson’s 

(1981) scale, as used by Hülsheger et al. (2013; Study 1; second measure).  

Control Variables. Variables that have the potential to covary with emotional 

exhaustion (Becker, 2005) include gender (1 if female; 0 if male), age, and whether a person 

has managerial responsibilities (1 if manages others; 0 if does not manage others; e.g. Wright 

and Bonnett, 1997; Lindert et al., 2009; Kenworthy et al., 2014). We conducted a series of 

one-way ANOVAs to determine whether any of the study variables differed by division 
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within the organisation. The only significant finding was HRM-cost attributions. Hence, we 

controlled for division in all of the analyses (division C is the comparison group).  

Statistical Examination of Common Method Variance 

We followed Podsakoff et al.’s (2003) suggestion to examine the pervasiveness of 

common method variance using statistical methods. Specifically, we tested a full 

measurement model, in which the indicators for all variables were allowed to load onto their 

respective factors. All factors were allowed to correlate. In the measurement models, error 

terms were free to covary between two pairs of job involvement and one pair of work 

overload items to improve fit and help reduce bias in the estimated parameter values (Reddy 

1992). The fit of this five-factor model to the data was reasonably good (χ2/df=1.78; 

CFI=.90; IFI=.90; RMSEA=.07; SRMR=.08). To establish the discriminant validity of the 

scales, we compared the five-factor model with five alternative solutions, as indicated in 

Table 2. The model fit of these alternative models was significantly worse. Therefore, our 

findings suggest that common method variance does not wholly explain the associations 

found in the data. 

Insert Table 2 about here 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations 

 Table 1 provides descriptive statistics, scale reliabilities, and intercorrelations among 

all variables. It is noteworthy that HRM-cost attributions was not significantly correlated with 

work overload. However it should be noted that the correlation was approaching significance 

(p = .06).  

Tests of Hypotheses 

The hypotheses were tested using Hayes’ (2013) “process” macro in SPSS.21. This 

approach to mediation is preferred to more traditional approaches to mediation (e.g. Baron 
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and Kenny, 1986), as it does not require a normal sampling distribution. The approach draws 

on ordinary least squares regression to estimate direct and indirect effects of mediation and 

uses 1000 bias corrected bootstraps. Since our theoretical model implies that the two 

mediators are not interchangeable, we estimated two parallel dual mediator models to test the 

hypotheses, with job involvement and work overload modelled as mediators. Tables 3 and 4 

present the results of the hypotheses testing.  

The results of Table 3 show that HRM-performance attributions is positively related 

to job involvement, but not work overload, and job involvement is negatively related to 

emotional exhaustion. Moreover, HRM-performance attributions had a direct effect on 

emotional exhaustion, while controlling for the control variables only. Hypotheses 1 and 2 

are therefore supported.  

Insert Table 3 about here 

Next, we conducted a test of direct and indirect effects to test whether job 

involvement mediates the relationship between HRM-performance attributions and emotional 

exhaustion. The results of the direct effect of HRM-performance attributions on emotional 

exhaustion was not significant [B=-.05, SE=.10; CI (-.25, .14)] when job involvement and 

work overload were statistically controlled. The indirect effect of HRM-performance 

attributions on emotional exhaustion via job involvement was significant [B=-.18, SE=.05; CI 

(-.28, -.09)], whereas the indirect effect HRM-performance attributions on emotional 

exhaustion via work overload was not significant [B=-.07, SE=.07; CI (-.22, .05)]. These 

results support Hypothesis 3. Of additional interest is that work overload did not mediate the 

relationship between HRM-performance attributions and emotional exhaustion.  

We carried out the same procedures to test Hypotheses 4 and 5. The results displayed 

in Table 4 show that HRM-cost attributions was positively related to work overload and work 

overload was positively related to emotional exhaustion. Hypotheses 4 and 5 were supported. 
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The results also showed that HRM-cost attributions was not significantly related to job 

involvement, nor was it related to emotional exhaustion while controlling for the control 

variables only.  

Insert Table 4 about here 

In a test of hypothesis 6, the results of the direct effect of HRM-cost attributions on 

emotional exhaustion was not significant [B=-.08 SE=.09; CI (-.26, .11)], when job 

involvement and work overload were statistically controlled. The indirect effect of HRM-cost 

attributions on emotional exhaustion via work overload was significant [B=.10, SE=.05; CI 

(.01, .21)], whereas the indirect effect of HRM-cost attributions on emotional exhaustion via 

job involvement was not significant [B=-.03, SE=.04; CI (-.11, .05)]. Hence, work overload 

(and not job involvement) mediated the relationship between HRM-cost attributions and 

emotional exhaustion, thereby supporting Hypothesis 6.  

Discussion 

A pressing question for both the scholarly and practitioner HRM communities is 

whether HRM practices facilitate or inhibit employee wellbeing. Rather than merely re-

examining the relationship between employees’ descriptions or evaluations of HRM practices 

and emotional exhaustion, the present study drew from the work of Nishii et al. (2008) to 

investigate the extent to which this relationship can be explained by employees’ attributions 

of organisational intent in the design of HRM practices. The results showed that employees 

who believe that their organisation’s HRM practices are designed to increase performance 

reported lower levels of emotional exhaustion via job involvement, whereas those who 

believed that HRM practices were intended to reduce organisational costs reported an 

increase in emotional exhaustion via work overload. In other words, emotional exhaustion is 

a function of employees’ perceptions regarding why the organisation implemented its HRM 

practices. This is the first study, to our knowledge, to apply HRM attribution theory to 
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employee wellbeing. Hence, the first contribution of the present study lies in the use of Nishii 

et al.’s (2008) HRM attribution model to explain divergent findings in the literature.  

Relatedly, our study contributes to the perceptions of HRM literature because it 

focuses on employee wellbeing, a relatively neglected topic. Although research on 

attributions of HRM is on the rise, it has focused on its association with job and organisation-

related attitudes and behaviours. Guest (2002) argued that it is time to bring the employee to 

the forefront of discussions of HRM theory. Indeed, the dominant unitarist focus has tended 

to either marginalise ‘softer’ outcomes, such as wellbeing, or has focused on how the 

organisation may gain from them (Van Buren et al., 2011; Truss et al., 2013). Instead of 

focusing on performance outcomes, we investigated an outcome pertinent to employee 

wellbeing, namely emotional exhaustion. In addition, by considering attributions we 

acknowledge that employees play an active role in interpreting their environment as opposed 

to being passive entities whereby HRM is “done” to them.  

The second contribution of the present study is that we examined mediators of the 

relationship between HRM-performance and HRM-cost attributions and emotional 

exhaustion. This is important as it helps to build robust theories on why certain outcomes 

(e.g. an increase in emotional exhaustion) follow perceptions of HRM practices. By applying 

COR theory and elucidating the mediating variables in the relationship between HRM 

attributions and emotional exhaustion, we show that these attributions impact on emotional 

exhaustion via job involvement and work overload.  

A finding of interest in the present study is that the direct relationship between HRM-

cost attributions and emotional exhaustion was not significant. Although the traditional 

approach to examining mediation requires that the independent variable is significantly 

correlated with the dependent variable (e.g. Baron and Kenny, 1986), contemporary 

organisational statisticians argue that this step is not necessary because in some cases, it is 
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only possible to understand the effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable 

by taking the mediator into consideration (e.g. Hayes, 2013). This finding signifies the 

importance of COR theory in unravelling these relationships. Indeed, employees who viewed 

their organisation’s HRM practices as a means to reduce costs had higher levels of emotional 

exhaustion due to work overload. The present study therefore contributes to building theory 

in this area by highlighting the importance of COR processes in understanding the 

relationship between both HRM-cost and HRM-performance attributions and emotional 

exhaustion.  

Our research findings are suggestive of several avenues for future research. The near-

zero correlation between HRM-performance and HRM-cost attributions (see Table 1) 

indicates that intra-organisational factors influence employees’ (who work for the same 

organisation) attributions of HRM practices. Future research should therefore investigate 

factors such as employees’ personality (i.e. neuroticism or core-self-evaluations) and the 

quality of employees’ relationships with their managers, as there is theoretical reason to 

believe that each may influence attributions of HRM practices (e.g., Folger and Skarlicki, 

1998; Judge et al., 2000; Bos-Nehles et al., 2013; Purcell and Hutchison, 2007).  

The probable association between HRM attributions and line management attitudes 

and behaviour should be prioritised in future research. This is because an alternative 

explanation for our findings is that HRM attributions are merely a proxy for leader-member 

exchange, or the quality of employees’ relationship with their line manager (Graen and Uhl-

Bien, 1995). Indeed, as line managers today implement an increasing number of HRM 

practices (Guest and Bos-Nehles, 2013; Purcell and Hutchison, 2007), the attributions that 

employees make of the HRM policies and practices may be coloured by the relationships that 

employees hold with their manager. Research also shows that line managers have the 

potential to influence employees’ wellbeing (Lee and Ashforth, 1996). Future research is 
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therefore needed on the relationship between attributions of HRM and leader-member 

exchange quality.  

Future research should also examine inter-organisational factors that may influence 

employees’ attributions of HRM practices. Our study was tested within a single organisation. 

Hence, we were unable to test for inter-organisational factors that may explain variation in 

attributions of HRM. Doing so is important because the wider context within which 

organisations operate likely influences not only the effectiveness of HRM practices (Paauwe 

and Boselie, 2003), but also employees’ attributions of them. For instance, the country or 

sector in which the organisation operates may influence the type of attributions made by 

employees about the HRM system. Moreover, factors related to the organisational context, 

such as the size or age of the organisation, labour turnover, and also its strategy and corporate 

culture might likewise influence employees’ attributions of HRM practices. For example, in 

an organisation characterised by a participative leadership culture, employees may be more 

likely to make positive attributions about HRM practices.  

Although our study used a cross-lagged design, we did not test our model 

longitudinally. This might be critical in the development of HRM attribution theory, as HRM 

attributions may be influenced by employees’ work-related experiences. In terms of the 

model presented in this study, there may be a feedback loop between emotional exhaustion 

and either of the HRM attributions. Likewise, job involvement or work overload may in turn 

influence employees’ attributions of HRM practices. Future research should control for the 

dependent and mediating variables at time 1 in order to partial out the stable effects that are 

associated with the criterion. Three or more waves of data collection would permit the 

examination of these relationships through growth curve modelling.  

The finding that job involvement was negatively related to emotional exhaustion is 

also notable. Although some research, like ours, has found a negative relationship between 
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the two (Elloy et al., 1991; Paoline and Lambert, 2011), other research has found a 

curvilinear relationship between job involvement and burnout, such that at very high levels of 

job involvement, employees become exhausted at work (e.g. Snir and Harpaz, 2012). To 

examine this potential in our data, we conducted a post hoc analysis. The result of the 

quadratic term for job involvement was not significant (B=-.07, SE=.05, p=.21). Nonetheless, 

we encourage future research to examine a curvilinear relationship between job involvement 

and burnout, paying particular attention to employees who are highly involved with their job, 

but who lack organisational support. Morin et al.’s (2013) findings are of interest in this 

context; they found curvilinear relationships between commitment (to the organisation and 

clients) and burnout, such that at very high levels of commitment, there were increasing 

levels of burnout. 

Limitations 

Although our cross-lagged design is a methodological strength, there are limitations 

associated with its use. For instance, not all participants completed the survey at both time 

points. Further, we used shortened versions of some scales, and all variables were derived 

from self-report measures, raising concerns of common method variance. However, 

established recommendations for controlling for the influence of common method bias were 

followed (Podsakoff et al., 2003) and the statistical analyses revealed that common method 

variance did not wholly explain the associations in the data. Future research should employ 

the full items from established scales, and use non self-report data to mitigate these concerns. 

Another potential limitation is our ability to generalise to the broader organisation 

from which the sample was drawn. Although the HRM manager assured us that the three 

divisions resemble other parts of the business, we cannot confidently make this claim because 

we are not privy to the data. Our model may also generalise less well in occupations or 

organisations in which employees are not faced with exhausting types of work, as there may 
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be a restriction of range on emotional exhaustion. Moreover, our results may not be 

generalisable to other sectors or countries.  

Practical Implications 

 Organisations ought to consider how they communicate the intent of the HRM 

practices that they administer because employees’ interpretation of the underlying motive 

impacts employee wellbeing. If employees perceive that HRM practices are meant to reduce 

costs - regardless of the organisation’s actual intentions - employees experience increased 

workload and emotional exhaustion. Hence, to reduce emotional exhaustion, organisations 

should communicate that HRM practices are intended to promote employee effectiveness.  

 Does this imply that organisations should only communicate that the HRM policies 

and practices are designed to increase employee performance, and never to reduce costs? 

Doing so is probably unwise for at least three reasons. First, organisations (at least to some 

extent) must design HRM policies and practices to enhance employee performance while 

keeping an eye on costs in order to remain financially competitive in the marketplace. 

Employees are likely cognizant of this, and will respect their organisation when leadership is 

honest with the intentions behind policies and practices (Cartwright and Holmes, 2006). 

Second, our study does not include productivity or other financial variables and thus the 

commercial benefits to organisations are not reported. It may be that employees who attribute 

HRM policies and practices to cost containment, and who are overloaded at work, are higher 

performers, at least in the short-term; the relationship between HRM-attributions and 

employee performance may therefore not be straightforward. Third, the extent to which 

organisations communicate that HRM policies and practices are intended to support 

employee performance may be limited by the strategic value of the role-holders (Lepak and 

Snell, 1999).  
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Our research also suggests that HRM practitioners should focus on finding ways to 

promote job involvement, for example by increasing employee participation in decision-

making (Brown, 1996). However, caution should be exercised as excessive levels of job 

involvement may have unintended consequences (e.g. Snir and Harpaz, 2012).  

Conclusion  

Our theoretical model and results point to the criticality of examining “the why” of 

HRM practices. When employees believe that HRM practices are designed to enhance their 

job performance, they become more involved in their job, and experience decreasing levels of 

emotional exhaustion. Conversely, when they believe that HRM practices are designed to 

reduce organisational costs, they report that their workload is burdensome, and experience 

heightened emotional exhaustion. Hence, it may behove HRM practitioners to understand 

employee attributions of HRM policies and practices, develop a strategy for how they wish 

the policies and practices to be viewed by employees, and ensure that the HRM policies and 

practices communicate their intended message.  
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TABLE 1 

Means, Standard Deviations, Intercorrelations, and Scale Reliabilities 

 

 M 

(SD) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1. Gender -- --           

2. Age 42.00 

(15.64) 

-.15 --          

3. Manager -- .11 .09 --         

4. Division A  -- .62** -.15 -.05 --        

5. Division B -- -.07 .05 .13 -.48** --       

6. Division C  -- -.44** .07 -.10 -.33** -.67** --      

7. HRM-performance 

Attribution 

4.55 

(1.01) 

.18* .13 -.13 .10 -.08 -.01 (.81)     

8. HRM-cost 

Attribution  

4.07 

(1.04) 

.30** -.04 .15* .26** -.03 -.19* .03 (.81)    

9. Job Involvement 5.41 

(1.25) 

-.05 .19* -.06 .05 -.06 .03 .33** .03 (.93)   

10. Work Overload 3.74 

(1.00) 

.01 -.06 -.01 .15* .15* .04 -.09 .14 -.15* (.82)  

11. Emotional 

Exhaustion  

3.47 

(1.37) 

-.04 -.17* .01 .02 .02 -.04 -.20** .01 -.36** .46** (.89) 

Notes: n=180; Cronbach Alpha coefficients are on the diagonal; M=Mean; SD=Standard Deviation; *p<.05; **p<.01 
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TABLE 2 

Fit Statistics from Measurement Model Comparison 

 

Models χ2(df) CFI IFI RMSEA SRMR χdiff
2  dfdiff 

Full measurement model 601 (337) .903 .904 .066 .077   

Model Aa 815 (341) .826 .828 .088 .104 214 4*** 

Model Bb 901 (341) .794 .796 .096 .104 300 4*** 

Model Cc 727 (341) .858 .860 .080 .086 126 4*** 

Model Dd 1093 (344) .724 .728 .110 .116 492 7*** 

Model Ee 

(Harman’s single-factor test) 

1624 (347) .530 .535 .143 .150 1023 10*** 

Notes: n=180, ***p<.001; χ2=chi-square discrepancy, df=degrees of freedom; CFI=Comparative Fit Index; IFI=Incremental Fit Index; RMSEA=Root Mean 

Square Error of Approximation; SRMR=Standardised Root Mean Square Residual; χ𝑑𝑖𝑓𝑓
2 =difference in chi-square, dfdiff=difference in degrees of freedom; in all 

measurement models, error terms were free to covary between two pairs of job involvement and one pair of work overload items to improve fit and help reduce 

bias in the estimated parameter values (Reddy 1992). All models are compared to the full measurement model. 

a=Job involvement and work overload combined into one factor 

b=Job involvement and emotional exhaustion combined into one factor 

c=Work overload and emotional exhaustion combined into one factor 

d=Job involvement, work overload and emotional exhaustion combined into one factor 

e=All constructs combined into one factor 
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TABLE 3 

Test of Parallel Mediation of Job Involvement (M1) and Work Overload (M2) on the HRM-performance Attribution-Emotional 

Exhaustion Relationship  

*p<.05; **p<.01; Unstandardized B are reported 

 M1 Job Involvement M2 Work Overload  Emotional Exhaustion 

 B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE 

Gender -.40 .21 -.24 .18 -.17 .24 -.37 .22 -.17 .21 

Age .01 .01 -.01 .01 -.01 .01 -.01 .01 .01 .01 

Manager .02 .19 .01 .16 -.10 .22 -.07 .20 -.10 .18 

Division A .45 .36 .42 .31 .28 .41 .48 .38 .20 .34 

Division B .02 .22 -.20 .19 .07 .25 .09 .24 .19 .21 

Performance 

Attribution 
.52** .10 -.12 .09 -.29** .11   -.05 .10 

M1 Job 

Involvement 
      -.42** .08 -.34** .08 

M2 Work 

Overload 
        .57** .08 

Constant  2.67** .61 4.51** .52 5.48** .69 6.28** .59 3.83** .74 

F statistic  6.15** 1.54 2.23* 6.04** 10.80** 

R2 .19 .06 .08 .10 .36 
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TABLE 4 

Test of Parallel Mediation of Job Involvement (M1) and Work Overload (M2) on the HRM-cost Attribution-Emotional Exhaustion 

Relationship  

 M1 Job Involvement M2 Work Overload  Emotional Exhaustion 

 B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE 

Gender -.24 .23 -.34* .18 -.28 .24 -.10 ,21 -.17 .20 

Age .01* .01 -.01* .01 -.02* .01 -.01 ,01 -.01 .01 

Manager -.14 .21 -.02 .16 -.03 .22 -.05 ,19 -.06 .18 

Division A .34 .39 .35 .31 .32 .42 .05 ,37 .24 .34 

Division B -.02 .24 -.19 .19 .09 .26 .21 ,22 .20 .21 

Cost 

Attribution 
.08 .11 .17* .08 -.01 .11   -.08 .09 

M1 Job 

Involvement 
        -.35** .07 

M2 Work 

Overload 
      .64** .10 .58** .09 

Constant  4.74** .56 3.43** .45 4.18** .60 1.65** .57 3.84** .70 

F statistic  1.42 1.96 1.06 8.90** 10.88** 

R2 .05 .07 .04 .26 .37 

*p<.05; **p<.01; Unstandardized B are reported    
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FIGURE 1 

HRM Attributions and Emotional Exhaustion Model 
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Appendix 1 

 

To what extent do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements:  

 

HRM-performance Attributions  

1. Training and development in my organisation are designed to maximise employees’ 

performance 

2. Reward systems in my organisation are designed to maximise employees’ 

performance 

3. The selection process in my organisation is designed to maximise employees’ 

performance 

4. The performance appraisal process in my organisation is designed to maximise 

employees’ performance 

5. Employee participation is designed to maximise employees’ performance 

 

HRM-cost Attributions 
6. Training and development in my organisation are designed to keep costs down 

7. Reward systems in my organisation are designed to keep costs down 

8. The selection process in my organisation is designed to keep costs down  

9. The performance appraisal process in my organisation is designed to keep costs down 

10. Employee participation is designed to keep costs down 

 

Job Involvement  

11. I enjoy my work 

12. Facing my daily tasks is a painful and boring experience (R) 

13. Work to me is more like a chore or burden (R) 

14. I get carried away when I’m working 

15. I spend time thinking about how to do my job better  

16. I feel connected to the events in my workplace 

17. I used to be more ambitious about my work than I am now (R) 

18. I used to care more about my work, but now other things are more important to me 

(R) 

19. Quite often I feel like staying home from work instead of coming in (R) 

 

Work Overload 

20. I am given enough time to do what is expected of me on my job (R) 

21. It often seems like I have too much work for one person to do 

22. The performance standards on my job are too high 

23. I never seem to have enough time to get everything done in my job 

24. To get ahead in the organisation, employees are expected to work more than their 

contracted hours each week 

25. Employees are often expected to work overtime or take work home at night and/or 

weekends 

 

Emotional Exhaustion 

26. I feel emotionally drained from my work 

27. I feel used up at the end of the workday 

28. I feel burned out from my work 

 


