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ABSTRACT 
 
The field of research into High Performance Work Systems has developed over the 
past ten years and many researchers have presented their own perspectives on 
HPWS attempting to render the subject more understandable. Two main approaches 
can be identified: those focusing on beneficial organisational outcomes such as 
productivity, the other mounting a critique of HPWS outcomes such as stress and 
work intensification. However, both of these perspectives overlook the key role of the 
employee as a ‘subject’ of these HPWS practices. In this conceptual paper, we argue 
that a ‘rebalancing of the debate’ is needed in order to understand more fully the role 
of the worker as an agent of HPWS. We recommend justice theory as a corrective to 
some of the deficiencies evident in the extant literature. Through the lens of justice 
theory, it is anticipated that potential linkages between HPWS and employee 
perceptions and outcomes can be explored and/or their absences exposed, 
incorporating issues such as trust, equity, voice and satisfaction. Organisational 
justice can act as a means of understanding why employees perceive, receive and 
respond to HRM practices in particular contexts without relying on a unitarist bias in 
the way people are managed.  
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HIGH PERFORMANCE WORK SYSTEMS AND EMPLOYEE 
OUTCOMES: REBALANCING THE ARGUMENT 

Margaret Heffernan and Tony Dundon a  

1. INTRODUCTION  

Over the past decade, considerable academic effort has been devoted to describing 
the patterns of diffusion of work place change; a concept often termed ‘high 
performance workplaces’. In this research, emphasis has been placed on examining 
the impact of human resource management on company performance in both the US 
and the UK whereby it is possible to satisfy all organisational stakeholders in a ‘win-
win’ scenario. Some academics and business commentators believe that this can be 
achieved through new forms of High Performance Work Systems (Appelbaum and 
Batt, 1994; Appelbaum et al, 2000). The focus of much of the research carried out to 
date on HRM has been centred squarely on the concerns of management: the 
fostering of change; the impact on productivity, quality and profitability. This paper 
argues for a rebalance of the literature by arguing that workers, as the primary 
agents of HRM, must have their views and reactions considered also as they 
themselves have an influence on HPWS. The purpose of this conceptual paper is to 
advance our understanding of the consequences and implications of these work 
practices in the workplace, with particular reference to the employee. In this paper, 
we will argue that the role of the employee has been neglected in much of the extant 
literature surrounding HPWS. Significantly, the employee is often assumed to be an 
‘object’ of organisational outcomes and the theoretical contribution to date fails to 
provide an adequate understanding of the worker as a ‘subject’ of the systems under 
which they labour. Key questions in this working paper that require further 
investigation include:  
 
 What is the impact of HPWS on worker-related outcomes? 
 How do employees, as the subjects of HPWS, react to these practices? 
 Why do such reactions occur?  

                                            
a  Centre for Innovation and Structural Change, National University of Ireland, Galway, IRELAND; Tel: +353- (0) 

91-512413; Email: margaret .hef f ernan@ nuiga lway . ie ; Email: tony.dundo n@nuig a lway. ie  

 



 2

A research model will be presented. This model will be underpinned by a discussion 
of justice theory and its application to the study of high performance work systems 
and employee outcomes. By drawing on employee focused literature, namely 
organisational justice, and investigating a series of research questions it is believed 
that the research will assist in re-centering the employee as the primary subject of 
the HPWS debate. 

2. HIGH PERFORMANCE WORK SYSTEMS – DEFINITIONS AND PRACTICE 

There remains an ambiguity about people management and performance. Labour 
process theorists recognised that managerial control was unlikely to grow smoothly 
via coercive control strategies alone, unopposed and uninfluenced by worker 
resistance (e.g. Braverman, 1974). Yet employers have, and continue to utilise 
control techniques to improve performance which treats workers as ‘objects’. 
Combined with intensified competition and external market threats, the search for a 
more definitive link between the management of people and business performance 
has overlapped into newer, distinct traditions, emanating in the more humanistic 
tradition of the Human Relations movement through to panaceas in the name of 
TQM, lean manufacturing and quality circles.  
 
The term ‘high performance work system’ has evolved to cover a multitude of 
meanings and interpretations in search for the ‘Holy Grail’ of organisational 
effectiveness (Whitfield and Poole, 1997; Truss, 2001). There is no single agreed 
definition of a high performance work system; however, existing approaches do 
share some common ideas (Osterman, 1994; Appelbaum et al, 2000). High 
commitment management (Walton, 1985), high involvement systems (Lawler, 1988, 
Pil and MacDuffie, 1996), transformed workplaces, flexible work practices (Osterman, 
1994), flexible production systems (MacDuffe, 1995) and high performance work 
systems (Applebaum and Batt, 1994) - are all terms used to describe the 
organisational form held to be the most appropriate for modern competitive 
conditions (Wood, 1999). Diffusion of these practices is clouded by different 
interpretations and meanings attributed to these practices (Marchington and 
Grugulis, 2000). Pfeffer (1998) believes that all labels refer to ‘similar ideas about 
how to obtain profits through people’. Most writers on the issue emphasise the active 
participation of employees in the work process through self-managed teams and 
problem solving groups, together with arrangements for information sharing between 
management and labour, and employee training and skill development.  
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Some writers prefer the terms ‘high commitment’ or ‘high involvement’ over ‘high 
performance systems’ and warn that the latter ‘can be misleading in the absence of 
clear empirical tests of their actual link to economic performance in a give situation’ 
(Pil and MacDuffie, 1996:423). However, other researchers use the expression ‘high 
performance management systems’ in an effort to broaden the focus away from 
employee attitudes and commitment only, to encompass factors such as skill 
formation, work structuring, performance management and pay satisfaction. 
According to these authors, the work systems and employment models seen as 
supportive of high performance imply a mix of key practices: more rigorous selection 
and better training systems to increase ability levels, more comprehensive incentives 
(such as employee bonuses and internal career ladders) to enhance motivation and 
participative structures (such as self-managing teams and quality circles) that 
improve opportunity to contribute (Appelbaum et al, 2000). Whilst significant debates 
exist surrounding the particular mix of high performance work practices, one of the 
key arguments running through the literature is that the relevant practices work much 
better when ‘bundled’ together (Ichniowski et al, 1996; MacDuffie, 1995). The idea is 
that productivity is best served by the systematic interactions among the practices. 
Adding only one of the practices is likely ‘to have little or no effect on performance’ 
(Ichniowski et al, 1997:311).  
 
The body of research examining the relationship between HR practices and 
performance has grown exponentially over the past few years. The work of 
Appelbaum et al (2000) relies on the ‘AMO’ theory of performance. This states that 
performance is a function of employee ability, motivation and ‘opportunity’. Using the 
mathematical notation: 
 
  P = ƒ (A,M,O) 
 
where people perform well when: 
 they are able to do so (they can do the job because they possess the necessary 

knowledge and skills); 
 they have the motivation to do so (they will do the job because they was to and 

are adequately incentivised); 
 their work environment provides the necessary support and avenues for 

expression (for example, functioning technology and the opportunity to be heard 
when problems occur) (Boxhall and Purcell, 2003:20) 
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Appelbaum et al (2000), Boxhall and Purcell (2003) and Purcell et al (2003) see this 
as a basic theory of performance which offers a structure for identifying the desirable 
components of HPWS. If practices fostering these variables are enhanced, better use 
will be made of employee potential and discretionary judgment. 
 
2.1 Criticisms of HPWS research 
 
As a group, previous studies do indicate that HR practices are related to 
organisational measures of productivity and health. A question raised by Becker and 
Gerhard (1996) relates to the nature of the HR-organisational performance 
relationship and the mechanisms by which HR practices exert their impact on 
organisational performance measures. A key theme apparent in all high performance 
management literature is the synergy between a given set of practices. Although 
writers place differing emphases on certain practices, these HR practices need to be 
treated as systems and practitioners need to select measures that fit and support 
each other and which are characterised as being non-traditional and assumed to be 
moving away from ‘centralized command and control structures’ (Becker and 
Huselid, 1998: 21). Ambiguity appears when discussing bundles of practices – what 
should be included? Little agreement exists among the proponents of this approach 
about what practices should be included within the scope of the term HPWS. 
Underlying all the studies is a concern for practices that develop either employee 
involvement or skills, i.e. participation and human capital. Beyond this though, 
because authors have worked with differing terminology and underlying concepts, 
there is no consistent relationship between the terms and the bundles of practices 
used (Wood, 1999). Legge (2001) points out that of 15 high-commitment practices 
identified in the UK WERS 98 study, only seven appear in US studies. Legge (2001) 
argues that studies of HPWS show further confusion in their approach, in that 
individual practices such as contingent pay are measured in different ways by 
different researchers. She cites the example of Huselid (1995) and Arthur (1992), 
where Huselid measures it using the proportion of the workforce covered by profit 
sharing, gain sharing and merit pay, and Arthur uses the percentage of employment 
costs accounted for by bonus or incentive payments. 
 
Other criticisms have been leveled at HPWS literature including the debate about the 
linkage between HR policy, HPWS and organisational performance. There remain 
significant problems or weaknesses in a number of areas, particularly theory and 
method issues. Some authors have referred to this as the ‘black box’ problem, noting 
that the conceptual development of the mediating mechanisms through which HRM 
has an impact on profitability has thus far eluded empirical testing (e.g. Purcell et al, 
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2003). To date there is considerable evidence of a strong association between HRM 
systems of HPWS and organisational level outcomes. However, it seems apparent 
that the studies reviewed previously have focused largely on generic, macro labels of 
HRM activities in testing the relationship with performance. Issues surrounding 
organisational performance are also neglected in research. Most studies and articles 
adopt one or more measures with little or no justification as to their choice. An 
immediate concern is that studies may be measuring quite different things under the 
positive sounding label of ‘performance’. 
 
The predominant methodological problems relate to the difficulty of establishing 
causality, the use of single respondents in questionnaires, the lack of employee 
opinions, the definition of performance and the time period, or lag, between HR 
activities and performance outcomes (Purcell et al, 2003). Although much has been 
made of recent contributions, especially in the American literature, there is still a 
great deal of uncertainty and lack of precision around the precise nature and 
direction of these linkages (Mueller, 1996). 
 
Of the HPWS research, a great deal of it has been quantitative and that in order to 
achieve the large numbers required for statistical analysis many of the surveys rely 
on one respondent within the organisation to respond to questions about practices 
that operate throughout the organisation. Thus, Purcell (1999) questions whether one 
senior manager is in a position to know what practices are used throughout the 
organisation, especially in firms with diversified structures. Regarding the use of 
single respondents, Gerhart et al (2000) provided evidence calling into question the 
reliability of measures of HR practices stemming from single respondents stating that 
reliability may be close to zero. 

3. ARGUMENT FOR REINTRODUCTION OF THE WORKER 

The silence of the employees’ voice is deafening along this road to emerging HPWS. 
It is only recently that the effect of HPWS on employees is beginning to be realised 
as a serious deficiency in previous theory and research (Bacon, 2003). This oversight 
is partly due to the dominant research method, particularly within the American 
literature, which has emphasised large survey-based studies that treat employees as 
static ‘objects’ in the management of employment. The restrictive focus of people 
management systems on performance has thus encouraged the neglect of the 
effects of new work reforms on workers and society (Godard and Delaney, 2000), 



 6

and leaves a certain amount of ambiguity as to the real (and intended) interpretations 
and meanings of performance (Marchington and Grugulis, 2000). Figure 1 first 
presents a framework that delineates the various sub areas within the field of HRM 
and HPWS research. Using this framework we will highlight the unbalanced focus in 
previous HPWS literature.  
 
(Table 1 about here) 
 
This framework is developed using a number of dimensions. The two axes juxtapose 
advocates and critics of HPWS; and organisational outcomes and worker outcomes. 
The literature is further delineated by focusing on management-centred research and 
employee-centred research.  
 
In the upper left-hand quadrant we see the research examining systems of HR 
practices and organisational outcomes. These writers focus attention on 
understanding how HR systems (or High Performance Work Systems) can facilitate 
the accomplishment of a firm’s strategic goals. Huselid’s (1995) study on the 
relationship between HR practices and corporate financial performance serves as the 
seminal work in this area. This was soon followed by similar research conducted by 
MacDuffie (1995), Becker and Gerhart (1996), Ichniowski et al (1997) and Patterson 
et al (1998).  
 
The upper right-hand quadrant is also management-centered and focusing on 
organisational outcomes. However, these authors criticise some of the literature from 
the previous quadrant. In particular, they view the universalist assumptions as being 
too simplistic and question the validity of a universalist relationship between HR 
practices and performance. Purcell (1999) presented a number of problems 
associated with the universally applicable model of HRM stating it leads into a 
‘utopian cul-de-sac and ignores the powerful and highly significant changes in 
work…’ (1999:36). Criticisms were also leveled at the contingency approach of ‘best 
fit’ HRM. This approach was seen to be limited by the impossibility of modeling all the 
contingent variables and the difficulty at showing their interconnection. However, this 
research was still highly managerialist with a focus on gaining a ‘better understanding 
of the synergistic combinations of HR policies (internal fit) and the link between HR 
systems and business and operations strategies (external fit) in dynamic contexts’ 
(Purcell, 1999:37). 
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The bottom two quadrants focus on research exploring HPWS at the individual level 
with particular reference to employee outcomes. The bottom right-hand quadrant 
reflects sympathy for the workers’ viewpoint and adopts a critical perspective to 
HRM. This research seeks to undermine both the theoretical analysis of HRM and its 
application (Guest, 1999). Legge (1995, 1998) states that while management may 
claim the rhetoric of a new approach and a new concern for workers, the reality is 
harsher. Critics of HRM perceive workers as human resources to be exploited, with 
implications for exploitation through work intensification, downsizing and job 
insecurity (Ramsay, 2001, Milkman 1997, Delbridge and Lowe, 1997). 
 
The bottom left-hand quadrant reveals much lower volumes of research. This 
research considers the beneficial outcomes of HPWS for employee outcomes. The 
literature driven by the management agenda referred to earlier does not shed light on 
why HRM has a positive link to performance and ignores employee outcomes. Where 
employees are mentioned it is still associated with management outcomes e.g. 
employee turnover, employee absenteeism and commitment to their job. Both Guest 
(1999) and Appelbaum (2003) have sought to assess the workers verdict of HRM. 
Guest (1999) reported the verdict as being positive with employees reporting a more 
positive psychological contract, greater satisfaction, job security and motivation as 
well as lower levels of work. 
 

3.1 Discussion of framework 
 
This framework illustrates a significant amount of literature focusing on management-
led outcomes such as profitability and productivity. This research has already been 
discussed, whereby the work of Huselid (1995), Arthur (1994), Becker and Gerhard 
(1996) reflected a management agenda with an overall appeal to a management 
audience. In their research they held out the promise of HRM as a route to high 
performance. Where employees are mentioned, the outcomes are still very much 
management-led in terms of organisational gains (e.g. decreased turnover, 
absenteeism and lower opportunity costs). Guest (2002) identifies two main 
approaches to human resource management: one focusing on the organisational 
concern for the relationship between HRM practices and performance, the other 
mounting a critique of HRM. Both proponents and critics of HPWS have fallen into 
the trap of treating employees as objects (idealised human resources) rather than as 
subjects (thinking and acting employees on whom HRM is practiced), with 
inadequate discussion given to the ‘reactions of the workers as themselves, 
knowledgeable and capable agents’ (Giddens, 1982:40). Guest (2002) argues that 
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both pay lip service to, but largely neglect, worker reactions to HRM. Proponents of 
HPWS have an over-simplistic view of the organisation. They are unitarist in 
perspective and assume mutually beneficial (‘win win’) outcomes for both firms and 
workers. The result being a situation where ‘management is seen as all powerful and 
able, almost unproblematically, to implement change with little or no resistance’ 
(Strangleman and Roberts, 1999: 48). Much of the HRM research in this quadrant is 
managerialist and ideologically driven; it supports the activity and actions of 
management and as a consequence can be seen to be a powerful and new form of 
managerial rhetoric (Clarke, Mabey and Skinner, 1998). 
 
The bottom two quadrants incorporate writers who focus on employee centred 
outcomes. Appelbaum (2002), a proponent of the HPWS ‘mutuality’ literature, sought 
to incorporate the employee in her research. From her findings she asserted that 
high performance work systems have ‘pay offs’ for workers as well as firms. 
Conversely, the fourth quadrant focuses on the critical writers such as Legge and 
Willmott who present HPWS as a potentially serious threat or challenge to workers 
(Guest, 1999). However, similar to the managerial oriented literature, these critics 
often neglect worker psychology and analyse work changes in terms of its content 
(i.e. are workers working harder?) rather than its process (how workers feel about 
their new working conditions). In this literature, the employee remains an ‘object’ of 
commodification and subjective manipulation (Willmott, 1993; 1997, Steyaert and 
Janssens, 1999). Radical critiques of the HRM-Performance link argue that it is 
essentially managerialist (Clark, Mabey and Skinner, 1998). In their view, HPWS has 
the motive of management control, what is new is merely the means used to attain it, 
and the effect is tying workers to managerial demands. It can thus be seen as a new 
form of managerial control – not simply control through managerial practices and 
organisation structure, but control of the ways in which conceiving, understanding 
and knowing organisations, organisational dynamics, and critically organisational 
members, are conducted and framed. HRM is represented as an opportunity for 
management to directly attempt to strengthen employees’ identification with 
corporate values in the hope of encouraging co-operative forms of behaviour 
(Wilmott, 1993). Selection, socialisation and socialising become means whereby 
individuals are ‘conditioned’ to accept organisational goals (Barker, 1993). Peer 
pressure is substituted for managerial directives and teams are used to reinforce 
managerial control through the language of the team effort (Parker and Slaughter, 
1988; Barker, 1993; Parker, 1993). Whilst this critical analysis reflects the workers 
viewpoint, it is rarely able to draw on evidence about workers’ reactions to HRM and 
as a result takes place in something of a vacuum (Guest, 1999). To fill this vacuum 
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we need to know much more about how workers view HPWS practices subsumed 
under HRM. The discrimination between practices which sustain HRM can surely 
only take place with reference to the first hand accounts of employees themselves. It 
is they, after all, who are expected to enthusiastically engage with and fully 
participate in the HR strategies promulgated by senior management in their 
organisations.  
 
The inside view of HRM is critical when one considers that individuals are the primary 
agents of the various initiatives which cluster under the HPWS banner. Schneider, 
(1987) urged academics to refocus on the individual, stating that ‘organisations are 
the people in them……..the people make the place… let us seek explanation in 
people not in the results of their behaviour (1987:450-451).  
 
Implicit in much of the discussion of HPWS is the view that this approach to 
organising work is ‘win-win’, in the interest of both employees and firms (Kochan and 
Osterman, 1994). However, what remains debatable is whether or not the gains are 
shared and the precise causal paths between people and performance are fully 
understood (Wood, 1999; Wood and de Menezes, 1998; Ramsey et al, 2000). Issues 
such as work intensification, stress, and the ‘bolt-on’ effect of employee voice 
arrangements raise concerns about the so-called linkages between people 
management and performance (Tailby and Turnbull, 1987; Marchington & Wilkinson, 
2000; Marchington et al, 2001). However, there needs to be some scope in the 
research for acknowledging that workers may welcome HRM. Legge (1998) 
acknowledges that in the absence of evidence there is an embedded problem of 
false consciousness. If the worker likes HRM, is that worker being duped by 
management (as suggested by Willmott, 1993) or does this view reflect insufficient 
respect for the worker’s ability to make these judgments? If the real value of HRM is 
to be assessed, a case must be made for developing criteria which authentically tap 
the strength of feeling, the sense of justice or injustice, and the perceptions of gain 
and loss as articulated by those in the lower reaches of the organisation (Mabey et 
al, 1998). 

4. INTEGRATING JUSTICE THEORY 

Implicit in much of the discussion of high performance work systems is the view that 
this approach to organising work is ‘win-win’, in the interest of both employees and 
firms (Kochan and Osterman, 1994). It has already been shown however, that there 
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is an absence of satisfactory evidence with regard to this premise of mutually 
beneficial outcomes and ‘win win’ rhetoric. Legge (1998) maintains that the 
management of employment relationships has ethical foundations. There is 
substantial evidence that fairness is an important dimension affecting employees’ 
actions and reactions within organisations (Masterson et al, 2000). Despite this 
evidence, researchers still do not adequately understand the mechanisms through 
which fairness perceptions affect subsequent attitudes and behaviours in 
organisations. In seeking to develop a more rounded theoretical understanding of the 
linkages between the management of employment and organisational performance, 
we suggest that organisational justice theory may correct some of the deficiencies 
noted above. The concept of justice has been prevalent in many of the great 
philosophical works on the nature of the good society and is ‘the origin from which 
the whole of Western political theory begins’ (Runciman, 1966: 254). Since Greek 
times, both in philosophy and law, the concept of the person has been understood as 
the concept of someone who can take part in, or who can play a role in, social life i.e. 
as am agent capable of influence. Justice considerations and evaluations are 
important as they can affect what people do and feel (Homans, 1961). Organisational 
justice theory is considered as offering a framework through which to explore 
employee reactions within a proposed framework.  
 
Organisational justice theory focuses on perceptions of fairness in organisations 
(Greenberg, 1987). It is "concerned with the ways in which employees determine if 
they have been treated fairly in their jobs, and the ways in which those 
determinations influence other work-related variables" (Moorman, 1991:845). 
Employee perceptions about the fairness or unfairness of any HRM practice will have 
a major influence on how they respond to that practice and also how they relate to 
the organisation overall (O’Donnell and Shields, 2002). Issues relating to 
organisational justice and employee voice are important to worker well being. An 
independent body of literature in management and organisational behaviour 
suggests that the perceived fairness of outcomes and procedures by employees 
exerts a strong influence on how employees react to a variety of aspects of 
organisational life (Welbourne et al., 1995).  
 
4.1 A model of justice for HPWS 
 
The proposed conceptual model has three elements: Policy and Practice; Workers; 
and Outcomes. ‘Policy and Practice’ will assess the HPWS policy and practices in 
place. This will include the active participation of employees in the work process 
through self-managed teams and problem solving groups, rigorous recruitment and 
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selection procedures, performance management and compensation systems, 
arrangements for information sharing between management and labour, and 
employee training and skill development. The concept of ‘Workers’, measures 
employee attitudes to these HPWS using organisational justice theory. Three 
research streams dominate the organisational justice literature -distributive justice, 
procedural justice, and interactional justice. Each stream focuses on a different factor 
(i.e., outcome favorability, opportunity for voice, and explanation) that influences a 
variety of ‘subordinate responses’ to organisational decisions (see Figure 2). 
‘Subordinate responses’ will incorporate employee behaviours and outcomes. Each 
of these HPWS practices will now be discussed in the context of the three justice 
research streams.  
 
(Table 2 about here) 
 
According to justice theory, the process through which decisions are made forms the 
basis of perceived procedural justice (fairness of procedures used to make allocation 
decisions). A contrasting concept, distributive justice, concerns the perceived 
fairness of the consequences of decisions i.e. fairness of outcome allocation). A third 
dimension, interactional justice, concerns the fairness of the interpersonal treatment 
individuals receive during the enactment of procedures (Saunders and Thornhill, 
2003). Rawls (1971) makes a distinction between the justice (or fairness) of a 
procedure and the justice (or fairness) of its outcome. These justice dimensions have 
been found to be important predictors of a wide variety of psychological constructs, 
such as satisfaction with leaders (Tyler and Caine, 1981), adaptation to layoffs 
(Brockner et al., 1987), acceptability of reward allocation decisions (Lissak, 1983), 
and reactions to performance appraisals (Greenberg, 1986). It is well established that 
perceptions of equity and fairness (distributive, procedural and interactional justice) 
are associated with job satisfaction (Folger and Cropanzano, 1998). In applying 
justice theory to HPWS we seek to examine if these practices are as worker oriented 
as they claim - are they designed to give workers greater autonomy, influence and 
responsibility (Appelbaum et al. 2000) or are they a mirage, pointed instead to a 
reality of peer control, work intensification and limited autonomy (Buchanan and Hall, 
2002)? Research suggests that while workers often express positive attitudes 
towards specific HR techniques implemented in their organisations, this positive 
response does not generalise to affect the underlying climate of management worker 
relations – them and us (Kelly and Kelly, 1991).  
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4.2 HPWS, Distributive Justice and Outcomes 
 
Distributive justice theory has sought to understand and explain how individuals react 
to an unfair distribution of rewards and resources (Greenberg, 1990). Distributive 
justice draws on Adams’ (1965) equity theory to propose that people compare the 
ratio of their own inputs and outcomes with those of relevant others, and judge 
outcome fairness according to the match between the inputs and outcomes of each 
party. This comparison process underlies relative deprivation, or the feeling of 
discontent arising from a belief that one is getting less than one deserves relative to a 
comparison other (Runsiman, 1966). Of particular interest is the hypothesis that 
social discontent is likely to result from a discrepancy between perceptions of what is 
deserved and reality. People’s attitudes, aspirations and grievances largely depend 
on the frame of reference within which they are conceived (Runciman, 1966). Felt 
deprivation produces a range of psychological and behavioural effects in 
organisations, including dissatisfaction, stress and absenteeism and turnover (Martin, 
1981).  
 
In considering distributional justice, there is a further distinction that is often made, 
especially in economic treatments (Okun, 1975), between efficiency and equality. 
Efficiency refers to Pareto optimality or whether a distribution or outcomes is as good 
as it can be in the sense that there is no way to make one party better off without, at 
the same time, making another worse off (Messick, 1991:67). Equality refers to the 
extent to which all parties receive equal or equivalent outcomes. Is there a trade off 
between economic efficiency and equality that is so commonly assumed (Okun, 
1995)? This will be a key area to investigate in the research concerning high 
performance work systems. Will the drive for optimal performance and economic 
efficiency be at the expense of equality within the workforce?  
 
The link between justice theory and pay is probably that which is most studied. The 
findings reveal a clear link between distributive justice and pay satisfaction (Oldham 
et al, 1986; Sweeney, 1990). Sweeney (1990) showed that perceived equity was a 
better predictor of pay satisfaction than pay level. Pay satisfaction varies according to 
the level of referent. Building on this perception of level of referents and its influence 
on pay satisfaction (Taylor and Vest, 1992), the literature points to a relationship 
between distributive justice perception and job satisfaction. Researchers have 
pointed out that justice perception also influences aspects other than compensation. 
Agho (1993) and Berg (1991) identified a positive relationship between distributive 
justice and job satisfaction. Davy et al. (1991) found that perception of procedural 
justice and the exercise of process control affects perceptions about fairness and job 
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satisfaction positively, which in turn influence levels of commitment to the 
organisation and intention to stay.  
 
Unequal status and outcomes within HPWS practices are important also if 
mechanisms of contact are to promote positive relations. Inequality within 
organisations is generally persistent across three status indicators in employment: 
earnings, job security and influence (Kelly and Kelly, 1991). Previous studies have 
shown that despite a range of HR initiatives (Quality of Worklife initiatives, quality 
cries, labour management committees), most managerial prerogatives remain firmly 
intact (Wood, 1988:120). Overall, equality of status between workers and 
management as measured by earnings, job security and influence is a long way off 
and its absence provides one important element in the explanation for the meager 
attitudinal impact of new industrial relations practices (Kelly and Kelly, 1991). Justice 
theory allows for the examination of employees perception of equality or inequality 
across these three indicators in the context of certain HPWS practices. Distributive 
justice can cause workers to lower their job performance (Greenberg, 1988), engage 
in withdrawal behaviours (Pfeffer and Davis-Blake, 1992), cooperate less with 
coworkers (Pfeffer and Langton, 1993), reduce work quality (Cowherd and Levine, 
1992), steal (Greenberg, 1990) and experience stress (Zohar, 1995). 
 
4.3 HPWS, Procedural Justice and Outcomes 
 
The social psychology of procedural justice was first formally defined in legal settings 
by Thibaut and Walker in their book Procedural Justice (1975). Their basic 
hypothesis was that the process by which dispute resolution decisions are made 
influences litigant satisfaction with those decisions. In addition, Thibaut and Walker 
demonstrated that this procedural effect is based on litigant judgments about the 
relative fairness of differing methods of dispute resolution and does not simply reflect 
litigant judgments about the likelihood that each method of dispute resolution will help 
them win their case. The procedural justice literature offers an intriguing explanation 
within management as to why employees often mistrust management and the 
behavioral consequences of this mistrust. It also suggests that justice is an important 
motivator for working people (Tremblay and Roussel, 2001). Work in this area tells us 
that people are concerned not only with the outcomes of decision-making processes, 
but with the procedural and relational aspects of that process as well. People care 
about having a voice in the decision making process (Thibaut and Walker 1975), and 
about feeling that the decision making body is neutral, trustworthy, and views the 
participant in a respectful manner (Lind and Tyler 1988). These concerns have been 
shown to affect people’s assessment of some management procedures such as 
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dispute-resolution procedures (Thibaut and Walker 1975). It seems likely that their 
attitudinal and behavioral support of management could also be affected. Tyler 
(1987) contends that simply providing structural opportunities to speak is not 
sufficient to produce voice effects. Affected parties must be able to infer that their 
voice is considered by the decision-maker (Tyler, 1987).  
 
Procedural justice proposes that people also consider the fairness of the formal 
organisational procedures that result in decisions or outcomes. Procedural fairness is 
important to employees because it offers some control over the process and 
outcomes of decisions, thereby reassuring them about the likely fairness of their 
long-term outcomes (Thibaut and Walker, 1975), or because it recognises 
individuals’ standing in the organisation, thereby contributing to their sense of self-
worth (Lind and Tyler, 1988). Levanthal (1980) proposed that fair procedures are 
characterised by: (1) consistency of implementation, (2) impartiality, (3) basing 
decisions on accurate information, (4) mechanisms to correct inappropriate 
decisions, (5) ‘voice’ opportunities that allow employees to have input into decisions 
or have their concerns represented, and (6) compatibility with current ethical and 
moral standards.  
 
A strong procedural fairness effect has been demonstrated in recruitment (Bies and 
Shapiro, 1987), performance appraisal (Folger and Konovsky, 1989; Greenberg, 
1986; McFarlin and Sweeney, 1992; Sweeney & McFarlin, 1993), compensation 
(Greenberg, 1987; Scarpello and Jones, 1996), drug testing (Konovsky and 
Cropanzano, 1991) and dispute resolution contexts (Brett, 1986). Moreover, 
compared to perceptions of outcome fairness, procedural fairness perceptions tend 
to be the stronger predictor of satisfaction with supervisors and organisational 
commitment (Alexander and Ruderman, 1987; Folger and Konovsky, 1989; McFarlin 
and Sweeney, 1992; Scarpello and Jones, 1996). Research also shows that 
individuals respond favourably to procedures which provide adequate justification for 
decision outcomes (Bies and Moag, 1986; Bies and Shapiro, 1987; Folger and 
Martin, 1986), reaffirm their self-esteem and convey the organisation’s respect for 
their rights (Tyler, 1989).  
 
Much of the research using justice theory has examined justice perceptions and 
performance appraisals and remuneration techniques. Miceli and Near (1988) and 
St. Onge (1993) showed that the extent to which employees perceived a contingent 
pay-for-performance relationship in an incentive plan depended on the perceived 
procedural justice of the decision-making processes, given controls for the actual link 
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between pay and performance. This instrumentality belief in turn affects the 
motivational impact of such plans (St. Onge, 1993). Cooper et al. (1992) suggested 
that how employees respond to gain sharing is particularly sensitive to the perceived 
fairness of procedures because individual contributions are not assessed and 
rewards cannot be privatised. Alexander and Ruderman (1987) noted that procedural 
justice is more important when outcomes are social and interpersonal. Folger and 
Konovsky (1989) and McFarlin and Sweeney (1992) reported that procedural justice 
is an important predictor of organisational commitment, a variable which is often 
assumed to be related to HPWS given its strong correlation with employee 
involvement in multiple studies (Walton, 1985, Lawlor, 1988)  
 
Work-group cohesiveness, organisation commitment, and loyalty have been shown 
to be strongly influenced by procedural justice. Tyler (1984) found that perceptions of 
procedural fairness were uniquely related to organisation commitment and employee 
trust in supervisors - more so than distributive justice which showed to be uniquely 
associated with one's own pay satisfaction. Research by Dailey and Kirk (1992) has 
also shown that forms of procedural injustice in the work setting, such as ineffective 
performance appraisals and planning systems, appear to be stronger predictors of 
intent to quit than core work attitudes. Dailey and Kirk (1992) therefore advise that 
management should be highly aware of employees' perceptions of procedural 
fairness in order to gain the organisational commitment and loyalty of employees.  
 
Breaches of procedural justice can result not just in the withdrawal of citizenship 
behaviors, but also in negative behaviors specifically designed to punish the 
organisation and its representatives (Youngblood et al, 1992). Leventhal (1980) 
identified six criteria that employees may use when judging the fairness of an 
outcome following a procedure. These include procedures that employ safeguards 
against bias, ensure accuracy of information, allow for appeals in order to check the 
correctness of a decision, representation in the decision making body, procedures 
based on prevailing ethical and moral standards, and the application of a consistent 
ruling. Levanthal’s voice rule differentiated between two types of ‘voice’ as they cover 
the opportunity for individual input and representation, and the feasibility of these 
alternatives depends on the context. One set of items can assess individuals’ 
opportunities to have direct input into decisions to assess voice in contexts such as 
performance appraisal, whereas the other can focus on the opportunity to have one’s 
views represented in contexts such as organisational change and collective 
bargaining. 
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Thibaut and Walker’s (1975) psychological model suggests that people’s reactions to 
third-party allocation and dispute-resolution decisions are influenced by the fairness 
of the decision-making procedures, independent of the influence of the favourability 
of the outcome. They believe that distribution of control between the participants and 
the third party is the key procedural characteristic shaping people’s views about 
fairness (Lind and Tyler 1988). It thus appears that people want to have a voice in 
the proceedings. They want to be able to present their side of the story to the 
decision maker. Hence, Thibaut and Walker’s (1975) control model suggests that 
people who feel that they have a voice in organisational decision making will be more 
supportive of management, even if the policy outcome does not match their demand. 
This perception of voice within the organisation can also have an impact on trust or 
lack thereof. There is considerable evidence to show that it is very easy for 
management actions in HPWS firms to signal to workers that management is 
untrustworthy: lack of consultation over major business decisions affecting 
employees interests contributed to a rapid surge in mistrust (Collard and Dale, 1989).  
 
Although the literature on procedural justice is extensive (Lind and Tyler 1988), it has 
been directed primarily at showing whether a procedure that is fair affects people. It 
is equally important to examine what it is about a procedure that leads employees 
involved in it to feel that it is fair—to explore what procedural justice means to those 
evaluating procedures they have experienced. The extent to which workers have a 
choice to participate in management practices such as HPWS is also important. If it 
is true that workers perceive that they have little choice but to go along with high 
performance practices, then the behaviour is unlikely to promote more favourable 
attitudes towards management by cognitive dissonance or self-perception 
mechanisms (Kelly and Kelly, 1991). 
 

4.4 HPWS, Interactional Justice and Outcomes 
 

Interactional justice theory reflects the interpersonal dimension of fairness (Bies, 
1986). It is concerned with the fairness perceptions of the quality of the interpersonal 
treatment received (the level of sensitivity of treatment) and of the quality of 
explanations given for actions. This suggests a clear role for line managers in 
relations to the development of their subordinates’ perceptions about fairness. 
Personal treatment has been found to be important because it reveals information 
about the impartiality of the organisation and what the organisation thinks about the 
employee's group status or social standing (Tyler, 1989). Tyler and Bies (1989) have 
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empirically demonstrated that the interpersonal treatment people receive, such as 
courtesy, honesty, and how adequately formal decision making procedures are 
explained by decision makers, influence judgements of procedural justice. This has 
also been supported by the findings of Mikula et al. (1990) suggesting that the quality 
of interpersonal treatment people receive in interactions and encounters with others, 
are regarded as important concerns of people's justice judgements. The notion of 
trust can be integrated when examining interactional justice as it examines the extent 
to which people were treated with dignity and respect. A measure of interactional 
justice is includes one set of items to assess aspects of interpersonal sensitivity 
(honesty, courtesy, avoiding deception), one to look at explanations to justify 
decisions, and another to tap the personal ethicality (respect for rights and propriety), 
element recommended by Bies and Moag (1986).  

5. DISCUSSION 

It is anticipated that associations between HPWS practices and employee 
perceptions and outcomes, incorporating issues such as trust, satisfaction, 
commitment, motivation and discretionary effort, will recognise the employee as a 
‘subject’, capable and willing of interaction. In this way, we argue that research 
should re-balance the agenda, with the employee as the primary subject of analysis. 
Given that a starting point in our perspective is recognition of the employee as an 
agent of influence and change, an initial concern for the design of future research is 
the perception of fair treatment and how such perceptions are managed, interpreted 
and articulated by workers (Folger and Cropanzano, 1998; O’Donnell and Shields, 
2002). Employee perceptions about the fairness or unfairness of any HPWS practice 
will have a major influence on how they respond to that practice and also how their 
interpretations percolate throughout the organisation. We theorise that perceptions of 
distributive, procedural and interactional justice affect employee behaviours, 
satisfaction with outcomes and supervisors and ultimately impacts on employee 
outcomes.  
 
Since the allocation of outcomes, such as pay and promotions, ensures that the most 
basic needs of employees are met, it makes sense that distributive justice would be 
one of the fundamental principles in the determination of fairness of exchanges. 
Previous research has shown that distributive justice does play a significant role in 
influencing employees’ perceptions of whether the employment relationship is a fair 
one (e.g., Analoui and Kakabadse, 1991). However, given the increasing importance 
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attached to relational aspects of the employment relationship, it is believed that both 
procedural and interactional aspects of justice perceptions are equally important in 
the determination of whether the exchanges that occur in employment relationships 
are fair. Results from previous studies examining the influences of all three aspects 
of organisational justice have found evidence attesting to the important roles that 
they play (e.g., Skarlicki and Folger, 1997). 
 
In investigating these justice dimensions, other key sub-elements will be 
incorporated. When examining procedural justice, issues such as employee 
perceptions of the ‘utility’ of voice and consultation in decision-making is likely to 
reveal a great deal more than just the reported number of such voice schemes that 
are in existence. Social identity theory will also be highlighted as an issue within 
procedural justice, which can impact people and potential outcomes. The issue of 
power within the context of the employer-employee relationship will also be 
examined. Studies that have examined the theoretical or empirical linkages between 
power and justice suggest they have reciprocal effects on each other. Structures of 
power can affect the formation of justice norms (Austin and Hatfield, 1980), but 
norms of justice in turn constrain the use of power (Cook and Emerson, 1978). 
 
Distributive justice will encapsulate issues such as equality of outcomes, status, 
perceptions of relative deprivation and the potential conflict between economic 
efficiency and equality within the workforce. In examining interactional justice and the 
interpersonal treatment employees receive during the enactment of organisational 
procedures, two concepts will be constructed to form an impression of the prevailing 
relationship climate: interpersonal sensitivity (respect and politeness) and 
explanations (rationale for unfavourable outcomes). 

6. CONCLUSION 

In this paper, we have presented an argument to suggest that the individual in 
organisations should become more prominent if a greater understanding of the 
HPWS phenomenon is to get gained. The map presented in Figure 1 implies 
contradictions in much of the HPWS literature. The HPWS field has developed over 
the past ten years and many differing groups have presented their own perspectives 
upon HPWS attempting to render the subject more understandable. As previously 
mentioned, in all of these perspectives (HPWS empowers or intensifies work) both 
perspectives overlook the key role of the employee as the ‘subject’. In applying 
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justice theory to HPWS we seek to rebalance this debate and examine if these 
practices are as worker oriented as they claim. In organisations, justice is about the 
rules and social norms governing how outcomes (e.g. rewards and punishments) 
should be distributed, the procedures used for making such distribution decisions (as 
well as other types of decisions), and how people are treated interpersonally (Bies & 
Tripp, 1995). By integrating these justice measures with HPWS policies and 
practices, employee behaviours and outcomes can be identified and explained. It 
also explains how such perceptions and behaviours can influence HPWS. If HPWS is 
to have credibility as a discrete field of academic endeavour and be capable of 
withstanding theoretical scrutiny, then the full range of participating actors must be 
incorporated (Delbridge and Lowe, 1997), on the one hand, by incorporating work 
attitudes and behaviours in the study of the HPWS-performance relationship and on 
the other by paying serious attention to the association between HPWS and worker-
related outcomes. By drawing on employee-focused theory, namely organisational 
justice, it is believed that this research will assist in re-centering the employee as the 
primary subject of the HPWS debate. 
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