
 

 

 University of Groningen

HR investments in an employable workforce
van Harten, Jasmijn; Lippényi, Zoltán; Boselie, Paul

Published in:
Investments in a Sustainable Workforce in Europe

DOI:
10.4324/9781351105323-9

IMPORTANT NOTE: You are advised to consult the publisher's version (publisher's PDF) if you wish to cite from
it. Please check the document version below.

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Publication date:
2019

Link to publication in University of Groningen/UMCG research database

Citation for published version (APA):
van Harten, J., Lippényi, Z., & Boselie, P. (2019). HR investments in an employable workforce. In T. van
der Lippe, & Z. Lippényi (Eds.), Investments in a Sustainable Workforce in Europe (1 ed., pp. 145-160).
(Investments in a Sustainable Workforce in Europe). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351105323-9

Copyright
Other than for strictly personal use, it is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the
author(s) and/or copyright holder(s), unless the work is under an open content license (like Creative Commons).

The publication may also be distributed here under the terms of Article 25fa of the Dutch Copyright Act, indicated by the “Taverne” license.
More information can be found on the University of Groningen website: https://www.rug.nl/library/open-access/self-archiving-pure/taverne-
amendment.

Take-down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Downloaded from the University of Groningen/UMCG research database (Pure): http://www.rug.nl/research/portal. For technical reasons the
number of authors shown on this cover page is limited to 10 maximum.

Download date: 07-06-2022

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351105323-9
https://research.rug.nl/en/publications/619030e3-d514-46d7-bbb9-d033b0885feb
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351105323-9


9 HR investments in an employable 
workforce
Mutual gains or conflicting outcomes?

Jasmijn van Harten, Zoltán Lippényi and Paul Boselie

Introduction

The relevance of a sustainable workforce is receiving increasing attention from 
organizations (Kossek, Valcour, & Lirio, 2014; Pfeffer, 2010). Because of devel-
opments such as an aging population, ongoing technological advances, globali-
zation and increased competition, there is an apparent need for a workforce that 
is resilient, productive, innovative and, accordingly, able to continuously deal 
with change. Therefore, employability, individuals’ ability and willingness to 
work productively (Van Harten, Knies, & Leisink, 2015) or, put differently, to 
gain and maintain employment (Rothwell & Arnold, 2007) is attracting 
growing scholarly attention (Forrier, Verbruggen, & De Cuyper, 2015; Van 
Harten et al., 2017). Management theory and practice both assume that 
employability mutually benefits employees and employers. Organizations would 
benefit in terms of, for instance, increased work performance that may create 
competitive advantage (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006), while 
employees experience enhanced well- being (Kirves, Kinnunen, De Cuyper, & 
Mäkikangas, 2014).
 Organizations can stimulate their workers’ employability through, among 
other things, human resources (HR) policies and practices that typically aim to 
support the growth and development of employees through training, and the 
successful management of the work–life interface through flexible work arrange-
ments. However, whether such investments truly pay off in terms of increased 
performance and employee well- being remains unclear, as research on the effec-
tiveness of human resource management (HRM) aimed at stimulating employ-
ability is still very limited (Van Harten et al., 2017).
 As well as the lack of empirical evidence, the mutual benefits assumption can 
be questioned based on a broader debate in the HRM literature. On the one 
hand, literature reviews by Van de Voorde, Paauwe and Van Veldhoven (2012) 
and Peccei, Van de Voorde and Van Veldhoven (2013) support the mutual 
gains perspective by showing that HRM is generally associated with higher per-
formance and employee happiness. On the other hand, reviews are also support-
ive of what is known as the conflicting outcomes perspective: while HRM boosts 
performance, it could simultaneously lead to work intensification, increasing 
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employee stress and the likelihood of burn out. In the context of HR practices 
that aim to boost employability, HR development practices could, for instance, 
improve employee performance while at the same time negatively affecting 
well- being due to strain from employees’ development activities and inherent 
performance expectations.
 The mutual gains and conflicting outcomes perspectives are often presented 
as contradictory. However, many existing studies make use of a composite index 
of HR practices instead of examining the impact of different sorts of HR policies 
and practices (Guest, 2017). Putting highly heterogeneous HR practices 
together overlooks the fact that they target different areas, and some practices 
may yield more conflicting outcomes than others. It therefore remains unclear 
which specific sets of HR practices contribute to performance and well- being 
(Ogbonnaya & Messersmith, 2018). Adjudicating between the two perspectives 
is nevertheless highly relevant for advancing successful HRM.
 The aim of this chapter is to examine the extent to which two different sets 
of HR investments in employability relate to both employee performance and 
well- being. We study multiple performance and well- being variables, acknow-
ledging the multidimensionality of these constructs (Guest, 2017) and provide a 
nuanced insight into the possible mutual gains and/or trade- off effects. We use 
data collected in multiple industries (both public and private) across nine coun-
tries in Europe to provide more robust and generalizable findings on the effects 
of employability investments in European organizations.

Theoretical background

HRM: state- of-the art research insights

HRM refers to management decisions on policies and practices that together 
shape the employment relationship in and around organizations (Boselie, 2010). 
A vast body of literature aims to identify the mechanisms that determine how 
HRM ultimately affects organizational performance (Boxall, Guthrie, & Paauwe, 
2016). The AMO- model is commonly used to explain the mediating mechanisms 
and states that employees show positive attitudes and desired behaviors (in other 
words, perform) when they have the abilities (A) in terms of skills and compe-
tences to do their job, are motivated (M) toward their job and have the opportun-
ities (O) to perform or contribute. A meta- analysis by Jiang, Lepak, Hu and Baer 
(2012) has shown that HR practices designed to enhance employees’ abilities, 
motivations and opportunities increase organizational performance. Two under-
lying psychological mechanisms explain this pattern. The human capital mech-
anism or the “cognitive path” explains that HRM stimulates employees’ skills and 
abilities to solve work problems more effectively, resulting in better performance 
(Boxall and Macky, 2009). The “motivational path” suggests that HRM increases 
workers’ satisfaction and other affective reactions and, in this way, ensures that 
employees want to perform and to continue to take responsibility for this, which 
will then lead to increased performance (Boxall and Macky, 2009).
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 Recently, Guest (2017) argued that the HRM literature is dominated by a 
performance focus. The main concern with such a one- sided approach is that 
“the search for a link between HRM and performance has been pursued at the 
expense of a concern for employee well- being” (Guest, 2017, p. 22), while 
changes in the nature and context of work call for an approach to HRM that 
stimulates both employee well- being and performance. In this contribution, we 
examine whether these outcomes can be achieved through HR investments in 
employees’ sustainable employability.

HR investments in employability

Employability can be defined as the extent to which workers are able and willing 
to work productively. The term ‘productive work’ refers to adequately perform-
ing one’s current job or, in the event of change, other tasks or jobs (Van Harten, 
Knies, & Leisink, 2015). Careers are extended because of an aging population 
and, in combination with other developments such as ongoing technological 
innovation, it is of vital importance that employees do not only have the ability 
to perform their current job, but are motivated to continue working in con-
stantly changing work environments as well (Van den Broeck et al., 2014). This 
means that employability consists of up- to-date expertise or competences 
together with a willingness to continually develop and adapt to changes in the 
work environment. Such attributes help employees survive in contemporary tur-
bulent labor markets (Thijssen, Van der Heijden, & Rocco, 2008).
 It is argued that employability has benefits for both organizations and 
employees, and research shows the positive effects of employability on indi-
viduals’ job performance (Kinnunen, Mäkikangas, Mauno, Siponen, & Nätti, 
2011), commitment (De Cuyper & De Witte, 2011) and health (Berntson & 
Marklund, 2007). Many organizations therefore develop and implement prac-
tices aimed at increasing their employees’ employability (Fleischmann, Koster, 
& Schippers, 2015; Veld, Semeijn, & Vuuren, 2015). However, research exam-
ining the effectiveness of these practices is largely lacking (Van Harten et al., 
2017).
 In addition, employability studies tend to focus merely on HR practices 
aimed at training and development, as such practices can stimulate the growth 
and maintenance of employees’ capabilities and motivations. Although devel-
opment investments have been shown to contribute to employability, other sets 
of HR practices could be important as well (Van Harten et al., 2017). Develop-
ment practices can be expected to primarily boost individuals’ capabilities and 
development motivations; however, as described above, employability consists 
of more than just these aspects. Offering flexible work arrangements could be 
another important way to boost employability as it enhances employee flex-
ibility and adaptability by, among other things, providing employees with the 
opportunity to balance work and family demands (Stavrou, 2005). 
 In this study we aim to expand the focus on development HR in employ-
ability research and examine the performance and well- being effects of two 
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different sets of HR practices that are likely to stimulate employability: 
(1) training and development opportunities; and (2) flexible work arrange-
ments. The two sets are included in this chapter as they are directly linked to 
the two elements of our definition of employability. As illustrated above, both 
sets can be expected to relate to these two elements; essentially, training and 
development opportunities can be expected to primarily stimulate abilities and 
development motivations, while flexible work arrangements are likely to prim-
arily stimulate flexibility/adaptability motivations.

Two perspectives on outcomes of HR investments in employability: 
mutual gains vs conflicting outcomes

Before explaining how HR investments in workers’ employability impact per-
formance and well- being, we need to make clear that we focus on performance 
and well- being effects on the employee level as it is suggested that organiza-
tional outcomes are too distal for assessing the impact of HRM (Ogbonnaya & 
Messersmith, 2018; Takeuchi, Chen, & Lepak, 2009). We regard employee 
well- being as the overall quality of an employee’s experiences and functioning 
at work and further conceptualize this into a happiness and health dimension 
(Van de Voorde et al., 2012). We narrow the concept of performance to 
employee performances, which refers to optimal functioning at work reflected in 
employee in- role and extra- role behaviors that contribute to organizational 
functioning (De Cuyper et al., 2014).
 Regarded from the mutual gains perspective, HRM is assumed to have 
positive outcomes for both the organization and its workers: what is good for the 
employee is also good for the employer, and the other way around. First, per-
formance benefits arise as HR practices provide the necessary operational 
control for employees to improve their skills and perform their jobs in line with 
organizational goals (Guest, 2017; Takeuchi et al., 2009). In line with this, 
research shows that HR investments boost employability skills and competences 
(Van Harten et al., 2015; Veld et al., 2015) and a positive link between employ-
ability and job performance has also been established (Kinnunen et al., 2011). 
Next, based on social exchange theory it is argued that employees interpret HR 
investments as indicative of their employer’s supportiveness and care and recip-
rocate by showing higher levels of trust and organizational commitment, ulti-
mately leading to better in- role and extra- role performance (Ogbonnaya & 
Messersmith, 2018). The social exchange argument has been corroborated in 
employability research as well, and studies have found positive links between 
HRM, employability, commitment and job performance (Camps, Oltra, Aldás-
Manzano, Buenaventura- Vera, & Torres- Carballo, 2016; De Cuyper & De 
Witte, 2011; Solberg & Dysvik, 2015). Next to performance benefits, the 
mutual gains perspective argues, among other things, that HRM leads to 
employees experiencing greater well- being – for example, in terms of job satis-
faction – as they feel valued by their employer. HR investments in employability 
could improve well- being as well, as employable individuals are likely to be able 
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to cope with the changes and uncertainty in current labor markets better than 
workers with low levels of employability, which could lead to them experiencing 
less stress and being more satisfied (Berntson & Marklund, 2007; Kirves et al., 
2014). The most optimistic view of the mutual gains perspective regards HRM 
as directly impacting well- being and performance, and to have an additional 
mediated effect on performance via increased employee well- being (Van de 
Voorde et al., 2012). The ‘happy workers are productive workers’ thesis further 
supports this view (Wood, Van Veldhoven, Croon, & De Menezes, 2012).
 The conflicting outcomes perspective in turn holds that well- being and per-
formance are two distinct goals that are influenced by different sets of HR prac-
tices. This means that high- performance investments do not significantly 
influence employee well- being (Van de Voorde et al., 2012). The most pessim-
istic view of the conflicting outcomes perspective even claims that increased 
performance is achieved at the cost of reduced employee well- being, implying 
that organizations must make trade- offs as to which outcomes to invest in 
(Peccei et al., 2013). More specifically, it is argued that employees may experi-
ence work intensification resulting in increased stress in an organization that 
invests in high performance (Ogbonnaya & Messersmith, 2018). Some authors 
go further, referring to high expectations or demanding practices, the sole 
purpose of which is that employees internalize norms regarding high levels of 
effort. Such criticisms of the exploitative nature of HRM (Legge, 1995) claim 
that HRM may increase performance, while at the same time having negative 
consequences for employee well- being (Wood et al., 2012). HR investments in 
employability could also produce trade- off effects. For example, intensive train-
ing or development programs could help to improve employability and subse-
quently increase job performance, but at the same time they can intensify work, 
resulting in stress and decreased satisfaction with work–life balance.
 Reviews by Van de Voorde et al. (2012) and Peccei et al. (2013) show that 
HRM is generally associated with higher organizational performance and 
employee happiness (mutual gains), yet is negatively related to employee 
health (conflicting outcomes); however, the latter needs to be further 
researched as the empirical evidence is lacking. Moreover, there is a need for 
research that investigates the performance and well- being effects of different 
sets of HR practices instead of treating HRM as a composite measure, as the 
effects could differ depending on the specific set of HR practices (Ogbannaya 
& Messersmith, 2018). Taken together, we expect the employability HR sets 
of (1) training and development opportunities and (2) flexible work arrange-
ments to positively relate to employee performance (Hypothesis 1). In line 
with the mutual gains perspective, we also expect a positive relationship 
between the sets of HR practices and the happiness dimension of employee 
well- being (Hypothesis 2a). Based on the conflicting outcomes perspective, 
we expect the HR sets to non- significantly or even negatively (pessimistic 
view) relate to the health dimension of well- being (Hypothesis 2b). Finally, 
in line with the optimistic view of the mutual gains perspective, we expect the 
HR sets to have an indirect positive performance effect through increased 
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well- being on the happiness dimension (Hypothesis 3). This results in the 
research model in Figure 9.1.

Methods

Data

For our analyses we used the Employee Questionnaire from the European Sus-
tainable Workforce Survey (ESWS) dataset. The sampling and data collection 
are described in detail in Chapter 2 of this book. As HR practices are typically 
accessible to employees, we excluded workers who were not formally employed 
by the organization (e.g., agency workers, interns, n = 266). Analyses are based 
on 10,654 employees from 259 organizations in nine countries (UK, Germany, 
Finland, Sweden, Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Hungary and Bulgaria) and six 
industries (manufacturing, healthcare, higher education, transport, finance and 
telecommunications).

Measurements

Independent variables

The set of flexible work arrangements was measured through respondents’ percep-
tions of whether telecommuting, flexible work schedules and commuting time 
could be counted as working time. Items were measured by asking for “yes,” “no” 
and “do not know” answers, and were dichotomized by collapsing the “no”/”do 
not know” answers. For the analysis, we created a composite scale by performing 

Figure 9.1 Conceptual model.
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principal component analysis on the polychoric correlation matrix of the dicho-
tomous items (Kolenikov & Angeles, 2004). All polychoric correlations have 
correlations above 0.4. The training and development set was measured with a 
single item – the number of training days provided by an external trainer in 
which the respondent participated in the last 12 months. Items measuring per-
ceptions of training availability were not measured in the Employee Question-
naire; we therefore resort to the participation measure.

Dependent variables

Well- being. We distinguished two dimensions of well- being, happiness and 
health. The happiness dimension was first captured using a 3-item affective 
organizational commitment scale (Allen & Meyer, 1996) (alpha = 0.85) and, 
second, with a single- item scale measuring overall job satisfaction measure 
(see Knies, Leisink, & Van de Schoot, 2017). Third, happiness with the 
work–life interface was added because it is increasingly argued that compre-
hensive evaluations of employee happiness should consider the employee as a 
whole, and therefore include the balance of work and non- work demands 
(Brough et al., 2014). The variable was measured with a single work–life 
balance satisfaction item (“How satisfied are you with the time you spend on 
paid work versus the time you spend on other parts of your life?”) taken from 
the scale developed by Valcour (2007), ranging from 1 (extremely dissatisfied) 
to 10 (extremely satisfied). The health dimension was measured using a 4-item 
scale of perceived time pressure adapted from Garhammer’s (2002) index of 
time pressure (alpha = 0.85), as an early indicator of burn out risks, and a 
single item self- reported general health measure (Pejtersen, Kristensen, Borg, 
& Bjorner, 2010).
 Job performance. To measure this construct, we used the Individual Work 
Performance scale developed to measure different dimensions of self- evaluated 
performance. The instrument has good psychometric properties as well as invar-
iance to cultural context and job type (Koopmans, Bernaards, Hildebrandt, De 
Vet, & Van der Beek, 2014). Our scale consists of two dimensions: task per-
formance (five items, alpha = 0.86) and extra- role behavior (four items, 
alpha = 0.79).

Control variables

To account for worker and workplace characteristics that may correlate with the 
utilization of HR investments and are likely to influence employee well- being 
and performance, we included respondents’ years of education, gender, age, 
years of firm tenure, salary and supervisory position as controls. Moreover, fol-
lowing Guest (2017), we included a 4-item scale of self- reported work autonomy 
(alpha = 0.86) as this variable is found to be a key job characteristic that has a 
vital impact on employee well- being and performance.
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Results

Descriptives

Table 9.1a shows that there were significant differences between industries in 
the perceived availability of HR sets. Notably, employees in the higher educa-
tion and telecommunications industries perceived significantly more flexible 
work arrangements compared to manufacturing, transport, financial services and 
health care. Next, employees perceived quite significant autonomy, with the 
same pattern that employees in higher education and telecommunications per-
ceived more autonomy in comparison to the other industries. Turning to our 
dependent variables, employees were rather positive about their own level of 
task performance but reported slightly less extra- role behavior. The well- being 
scores (Table 9.1b) were quite positive; employees were, for instance, quite sat-
isfied with their jobs and assessed their general health as rather good, yet they 
were less satisfied with their work–life balance. Table 9.2 shows the correlations 
between this study’s variables, which are small to medium- sized and mostly 
positive.

Hypotheses 1 and 2: direct effects on performance and well- being

We tested our hypotheses using multivariate regression analyses. Slightly under 
half of the HR sets’ direct effects on the performance and well- being variables 
were positive and significant (Table 9.3). One effect was negative and signi-
ficant, and the other half of the effects were non- significant. To further elabo-
rate, we analyze the effects separately. The HR set of flexible work arrangements 
was positively related to extra- role behavior (β = 0.06) and to most of the well- 
being variables, but at the expense of task performance (β = –0.06). Participa-
tion in training and development opportunities positively impacted affective 
commitment (β = 0.04) but had no significant effect on the remainder of the 
well- being variables, nor on the performance variables. These results only 
weakly support Hypothesis 1, as only the HR set of flexible work arrangements 
had a positive performance effect (extra- role behavior), but it also had a neg-
ative performance effect (task performance). Training and development did not 
directly affect performance. We found more robust support for Hypothesis 2a as 
flexible work arrangements had positive effects on the happiness well- being 
variables and training and development practices had a positive effect on affec-
tive commitment. However, the non- significant effects of training and develop-
ment practices on most happiness well- being variables (except commitment) 
contradicted Hypothesis 2a. We also found some support for Hypothesis 2b – for 
instance, we found that the development HR set was non- significantly related 
to health outcomes – yet flexible work arrangements positively impacted general 
health perceptions, which contradicts Hypothesis 2b.
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Table 9.4  Indirect, direct and total effects of HR investments and job autonomy on 
extra-role behaviour and task performance

Flexible work Training AND 
development

Job autonomy

Extra-role behavior
Total indirect effect 0.02*** 0.01*** 0.03***
Indirect effect via happiness 0.02*** 0.01*** 0.06***
Indirect effect via time pressure 0.001 –0.001 –0.03***
Indirect effect via general 

health
0.002*** 0.001† 0.004***

Direct effect 0.04*** 0.02* 0.26***
Total effect 0.07*** 0.03*** 0.30***

Task performance
Total indirect effect 0.02*** 0.01*** 0.08***
Indirect effect via happiness 0.02*** 0.01*** 0.05***
Indirect effect via time pressure –0.001 0.001 0.02***
Indirect effect via general 

health
0.004*** 0.001† 0.01***

Direct effect –0.08*** –0.003 0.26***
Total effect –0.06*** 0.008 0.34***

Notes
Statistical inferences on indirect, direct, and total effects are based on bootstrapped standard errors 
(N of bootstrap samples = 500); bootstrap sampling was performed on cases with complete data 
within organizational strata (N = 7,197). 
Robustness tests of the original sample comparing complete case and full-maximum likelihood 
 analyses produced close to identical estimates. 
Additional controls: years of education, supervisory position, employment contract type, company 
tenure, age, gender, contracted working hours, log hourly wage, public sector employer, log organi-
zation size, industry x country.
† p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 (2-sided).

Hypothesis 3: Mediation of well- being

To simplify interpretation, we performed mediation tests by combining job satis-
faction, work–life balance and affective commitment on a scale measuring the 
happiness well- being dimension (alpha = 0.78). The two variables tapping into 
the health dimension, self- reported general health and perceived time pressure, 
had a small- to-moderate but significant correlation (r = –0.25), and we decided 
against combining these items. Table 9.3 shows that most of the well- being vari-
ables were positively related to job performance; although work pressure was 
negatively related to task performance, it was positively related to increased 
extra- role behaviors. Our mediation results (Table 9.4) show that both HR sets 
had positive indirect effects on extra- role behavior and task performance via the 
happiness well- being dimension, supporting Hypothesis 3. In addition, the 
mediation effects of flexible work arrangements through the general health con-
struct were also positive though substantially weaker. The mediation effects 
through time pressure were non- significant.
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Control variables’ effects

Job autonomy had substantive positive effects on the outcome variables. As can 
be seen from Table 9.3, job autonomy was the main driver of extra- role behav-
ior (β = 0.26, p < 0.001), task performance (β = 0.28, p < 0.001) and work–life 
balance (β = 0.21, p < 0.001). Table 9.4 indicates that job autonomy also had 
positive indirect effects on the performance variables mediated through well- 
being, and these effects were generally stronger than those of the HR sets.
 Besides job autonomy, the control variables working hours, hourly wage, 
supervisory function, age and education had significant positive effects on extra- 
role behavior. Women reported higher, and older workers lower, task perform-
ance. The regression models reveal notable sectoral effects. Workers in higher 
education, financial services and telecommunications exhibited higher levels of 
extra- role behavior than workers in the other sectors. Workers’ commitment, as 
well as their experienced time pressure, was higher in the financial sector.

Conclusions and discussion

This chapter has examined whether HR investments in employability are able 
to fulfill the promise of enhancing both employee performance and employee 
well- being or whether there are trade- off effects. We found much more convinc-
ing evidence for the mutual gains perspective, but also found some instances of 
conflicting outcomes (in line with Van de Voorde et al., 2012). This means that 
HR investments in employability generally contribute to both employee per-
formance and employee well- being while at the same time – and depending on 
the HR set under investigation – they can have trade- off effects as well, 
meaning that either performance or well- being is sometimes non- significantly or 
even negatively affected.
 The mutual gains perspective was corroborated by the mediation results. 
These demonstrate that both HR sets contribute to the happiness and health 
dimensions of well- being and indirectly (mediated through most of the well- 
being variables) to employee performance. It is important to point out that the 
positive performance effects were to a considerable extent indirect, mediated 
through well- being. This means that employee well- being and employee per-
formance are not contradictory but mutually enforcing (optimistic mutual gains 
view).
 In line with the conflicting outcomes perspective, we found, for example, 
that flexible work arrangements had a direct negative effect on in- role perform-
ance, while positively contributing to happiness- related well- being. While this 
trade- off effect has not been suggested by the conflicting outcomes HRM per-
spective so far, conflicting effects of flexible work arrangements have been 
demonstrated elsewhere. For instance, studies have found contradictory effects 
of telecommuting on different outcome domains: telecommuting has been 
shown to increase job satisfaction (Golden & Veiga, 2005), but it can also lead 
to an extension of working hours into employees’ own time (Glass & Noonan, 
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2016) and increased work–family conflict, while it has no positive or negative 
impact on task performance (Van der Lippe & Lippényi, 2018). For flextime 
and compressed workweeks, the meta- analysis of Baltes, Briggs, Huff, Wright, 
and Neuman (1999) reveals mostly positive effects on job satisfaction, but 
positive effects on absenteeism and performance ratings were very modest and, 
in most studies, non- significant. These findings strengthen our initial message to 
HR scholars that a multi- dimensional analysis of HR investments is needed to 
understand how HR investments produce mutual gains and conflicting 
outcomes.
 Next, the results regarding the development HR set provide support for the 
skeptical conflicting outcomes view in which it is thought that the set of HR 
practices that stimulates performance is not necessarily the same set that 
impacts well- being (Van de Voorde et al., 2012). That is, participation in train-
ing and development only contributed to affective organizational commitment 
and indirectly to employee performance, while it was not significantly related to 
the other well- being variables. The positive relationship with commitment is 
interesting to note, though, as it falsifies the so- called employability manage-
ment paradox which states that employees are likely to leave the organization 
when they perceive their employability to have increased as a result of develop-
ment investments (De Cuyper & De Witte, 2011).
 Finally, our findings indicate that the control variable of job autonomy 
appeared crucial for both employee performance and employee well- being. This 
variable is often seen as a key job resource that employees need to be able to 
properly function in the workplace (Guest, 2017). Also, employability studies 
(Van Emmerik, Schreurs, De Cuyper, Jawahar, & Peeters, 2012) have found 
that job autonomy is an important driver. This means that besides stimulating 
workers’ employability by providing them with supportive HR practices, 
employers should ensure that employees have sufficient autonomy in their jobs 
to benefit from employability in terms of increased performance and well- being, 
possibly leading to more workplace productivity and cohesion.
 Our study makes several scientific contributions. First, we add rigorous empiri-
cal evidence to the topical HRM debate on mutual gains vs conflicting outcomes. 
Our results show a mutual gains dominance, but also show that these effects 
should not be overestimated. While HR investments in employability generally 
boost employee performance and their affective commitment or job satisfaction – 
perhaps because of more challenging work – in some instances this could lead to 
employees experiencing more stress at work as well. Recently, Ogbonnaya and 
Messersmith (2018) have drawn similar conclusions, but pointed out that stressful 
work need not always carry a negative connotation. Indeed, short- term stress need 
not be problematic, but once it leads to long- term negative health reactions (e.g., 
burn out), the sustainability of the workforce could be in danger. Our results 
provide the first indications on such negative health reactions, but further 
research is needed to investigate this issue further.
 Second, by showing that the HR sets we distinguished had different effects, 
this chapter provides sophisticated empirical support for the call that HRM 
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research should not simplify HRM into an index measure, but instead distin-
guish multiple sets of HR practices (Guest, 2017). The concept of HR sets 
acknowledges that HR policies can be bundled based on their purpose (HR 
system approach) and, at the same time, it provides the opportunity to detect 
nuanced effect patterns that would not have been found using a composite 
measure of one HRM system. In addition, our results are quite generalizable as 
we used multiple industries data across nine European countries.
 Third, by distinguishing different outcome domains, analyzing both in- role 
and extra- role performance and happiness and health well- being, we were able 
to show that HR investments in employees’ employability have domain- specific 
effects, which is a significant step toward understanding the mechanisms behind 
mutual gains and conflicting outcomes.
 Our research is not without its limitations, however. First, we used cross- 
sectional data based on self- reported measures. This presents the possibility of 
common- method bias and means that one should be careful when drawing 
definitive conclusions on the causality of the relationships between HRM, per-
formance and well- being. Second, we assumed that the HR sets stimulate 
employees’ employability and consequently boost their performance and well- 
being. However, we did not measure employability in itself and can only argue 
that the concept acts as a mediating mechanism based on theoretical arguments 
and other research (Van Harten et al., 2015). Third, only in the case of the HR 
development set did we have data on the level of training participation for the 
whole sample, while for flexible work arrangements, participation was only 
asked about in respect of those who perceived their availability. For further 
research, the intensity of participation in HR sets, and under which circum-
stances they are implemented, could be important explanatory mechanisms and 
provide additional insight into the performance and well- being effects.
 In conclusion, this chapter’s mutual gains results show the relevance for 
employers of investing in their workers’ employability by providing them with 
ample development opportunities and the space to work flexibly. Benefits do 
materialize for performance, but they generally do so indirectly by improving 
employee well- being. Our results suggest that it is important for organizations to 
offer a diversified HR system to improve both employee well- being and 
employee performance.


