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Abstract: Over the last decades, growing interest has been devoted to employees’ perceptions of
Human Resource Management Practices because of their positive influence on individual attitudes
and behaviors as well as on organizational performance. Furthermore, assuming the mutual benefits
coming from a people-based management of the human capital in organizations, both in terms
of employees’ increased motivation, engagement and commitment, and consequently enhanced
performance and competitive advantage, recent research in the field concentrated on the impact
of HRM practices perceptions on some distinctive individual attitudes and behaviors driving the
success of organizations especially in times of radical change like the present ones. Moving from these
assumptions, the aim of the present study was to examine the relationship between HRM practices
perception and objective career success, considering the mediating role played by employability
and extra-role behaviors. Participants were 960 Italian employees who filled an online self-report
questionnaire available through the web platform Google Forms. The questionnaire encompassed
socio-demographic information and self-report scales assessing the study variables. Results showed
that HRM practices perception was positively related to employability, objective career success, and
extra-role behaviors. Implications for theory and practice, limitations, and future research directions
were also discussed.

Keywords: HRM practices; employability; career success; extra-role behaviors; organizational com-
petitive advantage

1. Introduction

Human resource management is a complex organizational practice mostly inspired
by two different models: a hard and a soft one [1]. These are based on opposing views of
managerial control strategies and consequently of people in organizations. The hard model
is based on notions of tight strategic control, and an economic model of man, while the soft
model encompasses control through commitment and a people-based management of the
human capital. Empirical evidence for both approaches converge over the undebatable
value of people in organizations. According to some key contributions [2,3] the main
distinction between the two perspectives, while considering people in organizations, is
whether the emphasis is placed on people or resources.

Hard HRM focuses on a business-strategic management of people stemming out
from a rationalistic and utilitaristic resource-based view of the organizational system [4,5].
Therefore, HRM is a crucial function within the organizational chart engaged in designing
policies and practices to manage people that could best fit to the strategic objectives of
the organization, thus finally increasing its competitive advantage on the market. In this
perspective, human resources are a meaningful part of the asset of the organization together
with other kinds of resources (e.g., financial, instrumental).
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On the other hand, soft HRM, originating from the Human Relations movement,
proposes to adopt a “high-commitment” approach to human resources, creating the condi-
tions that might encourage employees to identify with the goals of the organization and to
work accordingly accomplishing those goals and therefore fulfilling personal expectations
and career goals [4-6]. Consequently, according to soft HRM, policies and practices are
considered precious tools to motivate, to train, to engage and to retain an intangible but
fundamental capital that could make the difference for the organization in contemporary
fast-changing and challenging markets.

However, despite the diversity of terminologies used to define HRM, which is basically
linked to the disciplinary domain that has influenced its interpretation, both approaches
recognize, implicitly or explicitly, the centrality and value that human resources have for
the success and survival of companies [5].

Accordingly, within the last decades, a new stream of research emerged in the field
in the attempt to conciliate HRM with the wider framework of sustainability. In this vein,
the concept of sustainability is interpreted both as a “means” to achieve the organizational
objectives and as an “end” to design human-based HRM policies and practices that could
help organizations in their goals [7-9]. According to Kramar [5], sustainable HRM could
be defined as “the pattern of planned or emerging HR strategies and practices intended
to enable the achievement of financial, social and ecological goals while simultaneously
reproducing the HR base over a long term” (p. 1084).

Following this definition, Macke and Genari [10] confirmed the crucial role played
by some concrete management practices that could contribute to create value, balancing
the organizational need for the achievement of financial and reputational goals with the
expectations developed by individuals in terms of career growth and motivation [11]. This
is not a new assumption, since already the theory of social exchange [12] and the norm of
reciprocity [13] contributed to show that social exchanges in the workplace tend to generate
reciprocal obligations between employers and employees, where the actions of one party
are subordinated to the actions of another [14]. In other words, employees who receive
economic and/or socio-emotional rewards and benefits from their organizations generally
feel obligated to reciprocate performing positive attitudes and/or behaviors [15,16], since
they feel that the organization is investing in them and recognizes their contributions [17].

With specific reference to HRM practices, prior research in the field has suggested that
employees having positive perceptions about the way this organizational function treats
them (e.g., by granting support, communication, appropriate training, career opportunities)
tend to exhibit extra-role behaviors [18-20], are more engaged [15], manifest lower levels of
turnover intentions [21-23], and show higher affective commitment [24]. In a similar vein,
another stream of research mostly focused on the individual perspective showed that a
positive HRM practices perception could also positively impact on employees’ perceptions
about their career success, if training and career development and management initiatives
proposed by the organization are valued by the workforce as opportunities to fulfil one’s
own career objectives [25-27]. Likewise, more recently a very interesting debate called
“employability paradox” [28] emerged in the field analyzing the relationship between HRM
practices perception and employees’ employability, maintaining that to invest in practices
and policies addressed to empower workforce’s skills and expertise could be a double
edged issue because often organizations investing in human capital to stay competitive
on the market take the risk to lose their most talented workers that becoming employable
might search for a better working context [29]. Yet, the debate is still open and there is
no definite conclusion if employability is a mutual gain for individuals and organizations
or a conflicting interest. However, recent empirical evidence coming from longitudinal
studies showed that it could be a mediator of the HRM-commitment relationship, given
that perceived investments in HR practices concur to promote feelings of employability,
which in turn create workplace commitment [30]. In this vein, another interesting variable
that was suggested to be related to career success is extra-role behavior, considering the
latter a proactive voluntary behavior addressed to develop one’s own career and to catch



Sustainability 2021, 13, 11834

30f16

up the opportunities given by the organizations through HRM practices and initiatives [31].
Following these assumptions, it could be argued that organizations investing in HRM
and granting individuals opportunities to manage and grow their human capital, would
more probably contribute to empower workers’ employability and to foster extra-role
proactive behaviors aimed at catching those opportunities, finally resulting in an enhanced
perception about their career success.

In view of the above, the present study aimed at contributing to extant literature by
examining if and to what extent HRM practices could be related to employees’ perception
about their career success, specifically focusing on the role played by employability and
extra-role behaviors as mediators.

2. Conceptual Framework and Research Hypotheses Development
2.1. Human Resource Management Practices and Employability

Among the most significant outcome that might derive from enlightened HRM prac-
tices, employability deserves a primary role [32]. Employability is a complex, relational,
and multidimensional concept [33-35], commonly meant as an individual chance of em-
ployment in internal and/or external labor markets [36,37]. However, employability is
not simply an individual resource, rather it could be interpreted as a precious asset of the
organization as long as an employable workforce is flexible, is adaptable to change and to
manage the unexpected challenges that organizations are called to cope with.

Accordingly, in defining employability within organizational contexts, van Dam and
colleagues [38] referred to employability as “the attitudes of employees toward interven-
tions aimed at increasing the organization’s flexibility through developing and maintaining
workers” employability for the organization” (p. 30). This assumption arose from the classic
concept of employability understood as a set of employee personal resources including
individual factors, such as essential attributes, competencies, skills, experiences, work
knowledge base, adaptability and mobility, contextual factors, such as work culture and
access to resources, and external factors, such as the characteristics of the labor market, the
work environment, and organizational opportunities [39]. The link between employability
and the working context overcomes the logic of conflicting outcome and embraces the logic
of mutual gain [29]. Indeed, for many years researchers questioned the possibility of a
return on investment in their employees’ career development [28-41]. On the one hand,
the evidence that more competent employees are more productive and make a stronger
contribution to organizational performance [35], on the other hand, the fear that more
competent employees could have stronger “possibilities of obtaining and maintaining em-
ployment” [42] (p. 594) and therefore more opportunities to find an alternative employment
outside the organization.

According to this perspective, employability is a “shared responsibility between
employees and employers [43] in which employers provide HRM policies and practices
that stimulate employability and employees use these opportunities to become and re-
main employable” [29] (p. 1095). The importance of investing in HRM practices focused
on the enhancement and growth of people lies in the fact that if employees perceive
that such investments in human resources can improve their employability, this can cre-
ate a mutual benefit through a process of social exchange. The use of these HR prac-
tices will help employees to improve their knowledge, to enhance their skills to feel
more committed to the organizational goals and therefore to work better to contribute to
organizational performance.

Prior research on HRM practices focused on the impact of HRM practices on employee
and on organizational performance [44,45]. As to date, only a few studies have dealt with
the relationship between HRM practices and employability. The study by Veld, Semeijn and
colleagues [46] is one of the few and contributed to show that HRM practices supporting
training, development and mobility were positively related to employability.

However, previous research had already highlighted how HRM practices, char-
acterized by high-performance, high-involvement work systems, or high-commitment
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management practices [47], grant a competitive advantage to companies and also im-
prove the results of individuals, in terms of trust in management, perceived safety, work
engagement [48], and employability [49]. Given these premises, we formulated the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1a (H1a): HRM practices perception will be positively associated with employability.

2.2. Human Resource Management Practices and Extra-Role Behaviors

Several studies showed that HRM practices impact on employee performance and on
the competitive advantage of an organization [50,51]. In this perspective, extra role behav-
iors could be considered as those positive behaviors of employees that could contribute to
improving organizational effectiveness. Extra-role behaviors are a component of the wider
construct of organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) defined by Organ [52] as “individual
behaviour that is discretionary, not directly recognized by the formal reward system and
that in the aggregate promotes the effective functioning of the organization” (p. 4). These
behaviors, based on voluntary, extra-motivational and non-job position related activities
for the benefit of the organization (e.g.,: support for other employees, showing initiative,
observing the work ethics, etc.), represent a strategic resource for the organizations [53];
however, for these behaviors to occur, it is necessary that there are conditions and a work
environment that favor them.

A crucial factor contributing to creating a work environment favorable to OCB is given
by HRM practices. In particular, those practices aimed at increasing motivation and commit-
ment to work, creating a professional atmosphere, as well as at assessment and training of
staff, in addition to increasing organizational effectiveness, become significant antecedents
for strengthening organizational citizenship behaviors [54,55]. Available evidence suggests
that all activities which make up human resources management; therefore, recruitment
and selection, motivation and reward, evaluation and development, may contribute to the
emergence of citizenship behaviors [56-58]. Wei et al. [59] confirmed that employees who
perceive HRM practices based on inclusion, participation, training, communication and
fair incentive compensation may be more motivated to show their willingness to engage in
extra-role (OCB) behaviors which were beneficial for their organizations. At the same time,
Baptiste [60] highlighted that positive attitude towards the organization and employees’
extra-role behaviors might occur in the presence of HRM practices that in turn might create
the culture and positive work environment of organization [61]. Based on this evidence,
we formulated the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1b (H1b): HRM practices perception will be positively associated with extra-role behaviors.

2.3. Human Resource Management Practices and Career Success

Employability is not the only beneficial output of a strategic HRM plan. Another
positive outcome that could be observed as a response to a sustainable management of
people within organizations is career success.

The most traditional concept of objective career success implies occupational prestige
and financial attainment specifically linked to upward mobility and increase in pay and
benefits [62]. However, career success is also defined in terms of positive work-related
outcomes associated with career experiences over time [63]. It is at the same time a subjec-
tive and organizational dimension: career success is a prerogative of individual workers
engaged in maintaining employability to respond to the constant change of the labor mar-
ket [64]. Accordingly, due to widespread globalization, rapid growth, and technological
evolution, it is necessary to possess skills and abilities that make individuals attractive to
today’s organizations. However, career success is also an individual component as it is
frequently associated with high performance and quality therefore organizations strive to
hire and retain knowledge workers who possess unique skills and expertise [65].
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HRM practices can impact positively on individuals’ career perspectives and on the
strategies workers adopt to develop them [66]. Within organizations where HRM practices
are mainly addressed to skills development, employee growth, involvement in decision-
making processes, and training of resources, employees will be more likely to be successful
and individuals” career success will also more likely contribute to enhanced organiza-
tional performance [67]. Therefore, employees’ career success has been proved to be a
strategic factor in driving individual performance at work and consequently in sustaining
organizational success as well [26,68]. Based on these assumptions, we proposed that

Hypothesis 1c (H1lc): HRM practices perception will be positively associated with objective
career success.

2.4. Employability and Extra-Role Behaviors: The Effects on Career Success

As argued earlier, career success is beneficial to both the individual and the organi-
zation, acting equally on individual motivation, and on organizational performance and
strictly linked to a strategic HRM plan [63-70].

Accordingly, to Spurk and colleagues [71], who studied antecedents and outcomes of
objective versus subjective career success, one theoretical explanation for between-person
differences in career success is that people differ in the extent to which they can draw on
personal and/or contextual resources to achieve their career success goals. Therefore, these
resources, can be of an individual nature, such as knowledge, experience, awareness, but
also self-esteem, optimism, or personality traits, and resources related to the company
context, such as supervisor support, organizational policies, employment type, but also
contextual macro-resources, such as culture, labor market, or social welfare systems [72].

In view of the above, the present study moved from the interest in investigating the
individual and organizational antecedents of career success. Therefore, employability was
considered as one of the most important elements that might determine an increase in
the probability and perception of career success for employees. Employability and career
success are clearly distinct constructs [35-73] because employability refers to the individ-
ual’s present capacity to retain or to find new employment, while career success concerns
actual or perceived career achievements over a long period of time. However, scientific
contributions showed that they are placed in a causal relationship as showed by several
studies underlining how employability might have career-enhancing properties [33-75].

In this vein, individuals who are employable are more likely to feel optimistic about
their future work life and career prospects [76]. By this, as showed earlier employability
is a precious feature not only for individuals but for organizations as well, especially
in turbulent and changing times like the present ones. Yet, the importance of using
talents and continuing to develop, expand, and refine one’s skills, abilities, and talents are
essential components of career and personal success as well as of organizational competitive
advantage on the market.

Accordingly, as maintained by van der Heijde and van der Heijden [33], employability
could predict career success. In fact, the authors found that all the five-dimensional
conceptualization of employability were related to one or more objective (i.e., number
of promotions in the company and in the entire career, monthly gross income, periods
of unemployment) and subjective (i.e., job satisfaction, interpersonal, hierarchical, and
financial career success, life satisfaction) feature of career success. Similar evidence was
also found by Lo Presti and colleagues [77] who found employability predicted subsequent
objective and subjective career success. In line with these premises, we proposed that

Hypothesis 2a (H2a): Employability will be positively associated with objective career success.

On the organizational side, as already showed, career success is determined by com-
pany choices regarding HR policies and practices. However, a crucial role in this rela-
tionship is given by employees’ proactivity, visible in positive organizational behaviors
that could concretely give them the opportunity to develop one’s own career capitalizing
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the chances given by the organization through HRM practices. Among these positive
organizational behaviors, a prominent role is played by extra-role behaviors. Extra-role
behaviors include being helpful and supportive to juniors and colleagues, staying beyond
working hours, paying attention to environments and spaces, keeping the workplace clean,
avoiding waste of resources, and so on, which go to advantage of the organization.

Several scholars have stressed the importance of examining the need to understand
how employees” work behaviors could contribute to increasing their professional suc-
cess [78-80]. Studies carried out in various fields [81,82] showed that proactive employees
engaged in these kinds of behaviors are more prone to work effectively [83] and to achieve
professional success [31-78,84,85].

Generally, scholars linked proactive and extra-role behaviors to positive individual and
organizational outcomes (i.e., organizational effectiveness) such as earning higher salaries,
demonstrating greater productivity, and receiving more awards and promotions or other
career-advancing rewards [83]. Grant et al. [86] found that proactive behaviors contributed
to higher supervisor performance evaluations, when employees express strong prosocial
values. Ultimately, employees who commit voluntarily to the organization, engaging in a
series of behaviors that benefit the company, feel they have more opportunities to enhance
their skills, improve their job positions and be successful professional. Therefore, we
hypothesized that

Hypothesis 2b (H2b): Extra-role behaviors will be positively associated with career success.

In light of these assumptions, the current study aimed to relate the variables con-
sidered to understand if and to what extent organizational or individual factors could
more significantly predict career success. Specifically, on the one hand we hypothesized
that when an organization adopts HR practices aimed at the enhancement and growth
of employees, they will more probably perceive themselves more employable and conse-
quently improve their perception of career success. On the other hand, it was contented
that working in a context in which HR practices are centered on the person is useful to
stimulate positive and prosocial behaviors towards the organization by employees and
that this increases the perception of career success. Consequently, it was assumed that:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Employability and extra-role behavior will mediate the associations between
HRM practices perception and career success.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Participants

A convenience sample of Italian workers was involved; researchers contacted par-
ticipants asking them to fill in an online self-report questionnaire composed by 31 items,
during the period between February and May 2020. Participants were recruited through
posts on social media like LinkedIn and were invited to fill the questionnaire. The question-
naire’s cover sheet explained the anonymity (of both participants and their organizations),
confidentiality and voluntariness of participation in the research. All participants provided
their informed consent. The research observed the Helsinki Declaration (World Medical
Association, 2013) and the General Data Protection Regulation.

The sample was made up of 960 Italian employees (46.5% male; 53.5% female).

Mean age was 37.8 years (SD = 12.89). 528 employees (55%) held a high-school degree,
318 (33.1%) a university degree, and 114 (11.9%) a post-graduate degree.

Average organizational tenure was 7.72 years (SD = 9.47). A total of 693 employees
(72.2%) held a permanent employment contract, while 267 (27.8%) a fixed-term contract.
Moreover, 349 employees (36.4%) worked in the public sector, while 611 (63.6%) worked in
the private one.
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3.2. Measures

After an accurate review of the literature, several concurring measures for the 4 vari-
ables considered in the model were analyzed. Accordingly, being HRM practices, Employa-
bility, Extra-role behavior, and Objective Career Success central constructs in most previous
studies in W&O Psychology as documented earlier, it exists a wide range of psychological
concurring measures. The following ones were chosen because of their limited length,
because of the clear formulation of the items and because of the good reliability proved in
previous studies.

HRM Practices Perception were assessed through a 9-item (e.g., “I am provided
with sufficient opportunities for training or development”) scale by Gould-Williams and
Davies [87]. Responses were collected through a 5-point scale from 1 = not at all to
5 = completely. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.91.

Employability was assessed through a 5-item (e.g., “My competence is sought-after
in the labour market”) scale by Berntson and Marklund [88]. Responses were collected
through a 5-point scale from 1 = not at all to 5 = completely. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.88.

Extra-role behaviors were assessed through a 4-item (e.g., “I help other members of the
organization in managing their responsibilities”) scale by Podsakoff et al. [89]. Responses
were collected through a 5-point scale from 1 = not at all to 5 = completely. Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.91.

Objective career success was assessed through a 3-item (e.g., “my income increased”)
scale by Lo Presti and Elia [90] asking how successful the individual has been in the last ten
years compared to his/her colleagues. Responses were collected through a 5-point scale
from 1 = much less than my colleagues to 5 = much more than my colleagues. Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.87. For each variable, global scores were computed summing its respective
items’ scores.

3.3. Data Analysis

No missing data treatment was needed. First, we tested if study variables were
adequately distinct from each other and their measurement was not biased by, for instance,
common method variance. Apart from x? values and degrees of freedom, we computed
the following goodness of fit indices [91]: Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Non-Normed Fit Index (NNFI), and Standardized
Root Mean square Residual (SRMR). Moreover, A X2 test between nested models was used
for comparing the relative improvement in terms of measurement adequacy of each model.

Cronbach'’s alphas and zero-order correlations were used to assess the scales” internal
consistencies and examine associations between pairs of continuous variables. Finally,
structural equational modeling was used to examine direct and indirect associations be-
tween variables, reporting standardized estimates.

The significance of the overall indirect effect can be found in the Lisrel output. For
determining the significance of each specific indirect effect, we computed a Sobel test
available at http://quantpsy.org/sobel/sobel.htm (21 October 2021), using as starting
values the a and b coefficients along with their standard errors.

4. Results

First, given that all variables were assessed at the same time, and common method
variance could be a matter of concern, we computed different measurement models to
verify if variables were clearly distinct from each other.

Before computing these models, we checked for items” asymmetry and kurtosis values.
Asymmetry ranged between —0.87 and 0.39, while kurtosis ranged between —1.26 and
0.06. We relied on Robust Maximum Likelihood estimation based on its better overall
performance compared to Maximum Likelihood [92].

We initially estimated three different measurement models: M1 served as a baseline
and included all scales’ items loading on a whole factor, M2 included the scales’ items
loading on their respective scales (correlations between scales were fixed to zero), and
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finally, M3 was similar to M2 except for the correlations between items left free to be
estimated. A closer examination to M3 highlighted four modification indexes that pertained
to four couples of items’ errors covariances (the four couples were: Perceived employability
items #1 and #5 and items #2 and #3, extra-role behaviors items #1 and #4, human resource
management practice items #1 and #2). All these couples referred to similar worded items
within the same scale. Subsequently, a further measurement model, M4, including these
four parameters, was estimated. Table 1 summarizes our findings.

Table 1. Measurement models goodness of fit indexes.

Model x2 df RMSEA CFI NNFI SRMR
M1 5505.07 189 0.189 0.59 0.54 0.140
M2 1837.43 189 0.106 0.87 0.86 0.220
M3 1251.61 183 0.089 0.92 0.90 0.055
M4 628.34 179 0.059 0.96 0.96 0.050

It can be noted a significant and progressive improvement from M1 to M4, passing
through M2 and M3, so adequate empirical support for the variables’ distinctiveness was
proven and led to subsequent analyses.

HRM practices perception positively correlated with employability (r = 0.40, p < 0.001)
and extra-role behaviors (r = 0.35, p < 0.001); this latter positively correlated with employa-
bility (r = 0.37, p < 0.001).

Objective career success positively correlated with HRM practices perception (r = 0.46,
p < 0.001), employability (r = 0.41, p < 0.001), and extra-role behaviors (r = 0.31, p < 0.001)
(see Table 2).

Table 2. Depicts descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations between study variables.

M (SD) 1 2 3
(1) HRM practices perception 27.15 (8.93)
(2) Employability 15.96 (5.14) 0.40 ***
(3) Extra-role behaviors 15.05 (4.17) 0.35 *** 0.37 ***
(4) Objective career success 7.74 (3.53) 0.46 *** 0.41 *** 0.31 ***

Note: **p < 0.001.

Thus, we estimated a structural model (based on M4 measurement model) encom-
passing the links from HRM practices perception to employability and extra-role behaviors,
respectively, and from these latter variables to objective career success. This model showed
adequate goodness of fit indexes (X2 = 715.13, df = 180, RMSEA = 0.063, 