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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to analyze the impact of employees’ perception of performance appraisal
(PA) practices on innovative behavior (IB). The authors also propose to analyze consistency, a dimension of Human
Resource Management (HRM) system strength, as a moderating variable in the aforementioned relationship.
Design/methodology/approach – A quantitative study was conducted, using a sample of 166 employees
carrying out highly qualified, intensive knowledge jobs in four industrial companies in the Valencian region
of Spain. The hypotheses were tested by applying the Smart-PLS 3.2 software.
Findings – The findings confirmed that in a context of professional and qualified work, PA practices have a
direct and positive effect on IB. However, the results obtained did not enable us to affirm that employee
perceptions of the consistency of the HR system moderated the relationship between PA and IB.
Originality/value – The paper’s originality lies in including the role of consistency, a dimension of HRM
system strength, in the analyzed relationship. When employees believe that PA achieves the goals for which this
practice was designed, and that this appraisal follows a clear strategic direction over time, they perceive that the
assessment system is not arbitrary, i.e., that this HR practice is being applied consistently. Consequently, the
present work shows the relevant role of the perception of consistent PA when the firm wants to encourage IB.
This fact opens up the field to study how to define and implement control mechanisms that tell managers whether
there is a fit between employees’ perceptions and the intentionality of the HRP these managers have defined.
Keywords Performance appraisal, Innovative behaviour, HRM system strength
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Innovation is a key element for organizational differentiation and success. In this sense, there is
increasing interest in analyzing how to promote innovation in organizations and in studying the
mechanisms or factors that lead to the development of innovation capacity. Several previous
works have dealt with this issue at organizational level. However, we would like to highlight the
recent research that has emerged at individual level (Bednall et al., 2014; Escribá-Carda et al.,
2017; Kehoe and Wright, 2013; Shanker et al., 2017; Shin et al., 2017). Analysis from the
individual standpoint focuses on employees, considering them to be a key element in the
development of innovation capacity in organizations. In this regard, Tang et al. (2017, p. 1319)
emphasized that “employee creativity contributes substantially to organizational innovation
and competitive advantage.”

Likewise, the literature highlights the impact that HR policies and practices (HRP) can
have on promoting employees’ innovative behavior (IB) (De Leede and Looise, 2005;
Dorenbosch et al., 2005; Hayton, 2005). In fact, the number of studies analyzing the influence
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of these practices on creativity and individual IB has increased (Fu et al., 2015). In this sense,
the ability–motivation–opportunity (AMO) framework (Appelbaum et al., 2000; Boxall and
Purcell, 2003) has been widely used to explain the link between HRP and individual
behavior (Andreeva and Sergeeva, 2016). However, as Tang et al. (2017, p. 1319) pointed out,
together with (Ehnert et al., 2016; Pfeffer, 2010; Shipton et al., 2016), further studies are
necessary “considering that sustainable organizational performance is hinged on
organizational innovativeness and a highly skilled and committed workforce.”

However, the design and application of HRP is not sufficient to generate IB since employees
may not perceive these practices correctly and, therefore, they may not achieve the expected
effect (Nishii et al., 2008). This argument can explain the inconclusive results obtained by
previous works, and make it necessary to adopt another perspective in the analysis, as authors
such as Boxall and MacKy (2009), Escribá-Carda et al. (2017) and Lepak et al. (2006) defend. It
is necessary to introduce the perceptions of employees in the framework of analysis (Fu et al.,
2015; Takeuchi et al., 2009) differentiating, in this way, between the intended, implemented and
perceived HRP (Vermeeren, 2010; Nishii, 2013).

The concept of HR system strength, developed initially by Bowen and Ostroff (2004), is
argued to be related to the perceptions that employees have of how HRP are implemented.
According to Sanders et al. (2014), an HR system should be perceived as distinctive,
consistent and able to create consensus (human resource management (HRM) system
strength) among employees (Bowen and Ostroff, 2004) in order to favor the adoption of the
expected attitudes and behaviors for the fulfillment of the organization’s objectives (Kelley,
1973). These three features have been defined as the core dimensions of the HR system
strength concept. However, the literature has not established conclusive results about the
effect that HRM system strength has on perceptions and consequently on individual
behavior. Along these lines, we found works that pointed to a possible direct effect on
behavior (Sanders et al., 2008; Li et al., 2011; Farndale and Sanders, 2017), whilst others
highlighted a moderating effect of this variable (Pereira and Gomes, 2012; Bednall et al.,
2014; Dello Russo et al., 2018; Waheed et al., 2018), and other research posited a mediating
effect (Ostroff and Bowen, 2016; Rabenu et al., 2018; Tziner and Rabenu, 2018). Yet there are
still other issues to be answered and as Sanders et al. (2014) pointed out, perhaps the impact
of the three dimensions that make up HRM system strength (distinctiveness, consistency
and consensus) should be analyzed from an individual and not joint perspective. This means
studying how each of these dimensions influences employees’ perceptions and their
behavior separately.

Therefore, in the light of the gaps found and the arguments set out above, this paper
analyzes the influence of one of these HR practices on IB. We have studied the impact of
performance appraisal (PA) because is considered to be one of the most important HR practices
for several reasons. First, it is highly relevant when it comes to explaining differences in
organizational performance (Shipton et al., 2005; Bednall et al., 2014); second, it creates a link
between individual performance and strategic organizational goals (DeNisi and Sonesh, 2010;
Bednall et al., 2014; Andreeva et al., 2017); and finally, through this practice, expectations and
goals for subordinates are defined, communicated, reviewed and evaluated by comparing it
with pre-established standards (Kampkotter, 2015; Warokka et al., 2012; Dessler and Varkkey,
2016). We have also focused on the possible moderating effect that one of the dimensions of
HRM strength can have on this relationship. We are aware of the fact that targeting one of the
dimensions may lead to the inconclusive results obtained in previous works on the impact of
HRM strength on individual perceptions and behaviors. The dimension at the core of our
analysis is consistency. The rationale for focusing on this dimension is because we consider
that consistency may play a key role in the relationship studied, as it shows the degree of
coherence between the messages sent by HR managers and the implemented practices, in
relation to the organizational goals. As stated by Pereira and Gomes (2012), consistency helps
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employees to know what the firm expects of them. This implies that consistency facilitates the
stability of the signals given out so that employees can perceive clear cause-and-effect
relationships in the designed HR practices, in the behaviors expected from employees and the
related consequences. This can mitigate the implementation and interpretation gaps in HR
practices. In addition, in our case, we consider that it can strengthen the relationship between
PA and the desired IB. Therefore, we analyze whether individual behaviors will be more
oriented to organizational goals (IB) if PA is perceived as consistent.

The results of this research can be used by managers as a set of guidelines to improve
the design, communication and implementation of PA practices. In particular, this research
shows the relevance of the design of PA systems in order to improve innovative employee
behavior. It also shows the need for an adequate communication process, providing
information about the expected goals and the results of PA. In addition, it shows whether
the consistency of the process is a key factor in obtaining the desired employee behavior.

Theoretical background
Performance appraisal and innovative behavior
From the review of the traditional literature on HRM, there is no doubt about the impact of
HRP on organizational performance. These practices establish the conditions in which
relationships between employees and the organization are developed, and they can favor or
hinder the employees from adopting positive attitudes and behavior toward the achievement
of the organization’s goals (Ling and Nasurdin, 2010).

In the last decade, some works have emphasized the role of HR practices in the
maximization of individual performance and commitment, and particularly in the promotion
of IB (De Leede and Looise, 2005; Dorenbosch et al., 2005; Hayton, 2005). IB is defined as “the
ability of individuals to generate new ideas and viewpoints which are subsequently
transformed into innovation” (Escribá-Carda et al., 2017, p. 273). We argue that the process
of generating innovation lies in the creation of new ideas and in how individuals develop
them; it is the knowledge accumulated and shared by individuals that increases the
possibility of generating a behavior more oriented to innovation (Escribá-Carda et al., 2017).

Based on the approach proposed by Bowen and Ostroff (2004), and in terms of HRM
content, in the present work we focus on PA as a possible antecedent of the IB of employees.
PA is considered to be one of the most important HR practices to the extent that it creates a
link between organizational performance and the objectives of the organization (DeNisi and
Sonesh, 2010; Bednall et al., 2014; Andreeva et al., 2017). In addition, it explains differences in
organizational performance (Gupta and Singhal, 1993; Jiménez-Jiménez and Sanz-Valle,
2005; Shipton et al., 2005; Bednall et al., 2014). According to Andreeva et al. (2017), this is
possible because through PA, expectations are stated, certain behaviors are encouraged and
feedback is provided. In short, and as pointed out by Ahmed and Sattar (2018, p. 87) based
on Dusterhoff et al. (2014), PA is considered as “a key component of strategic approach to
management in that it is instrumental in linking competencies and behaviour of an
employee with strategic objectives of an organization.”

However, despite being considered key to explaining individual behaviors, it is perhaps
one of the least studied HR practices in relation to its impact on the adoption of knowledge
behavior and by extension, IB (Andreeva et al., 2017). In addition, the scarce evidence found
in the literature yields inconclusive results as to whether this relationship is positive or
negative (Shipton et al., 2006; Jiang et al., 2012; Medcof and Song, 2013; Bednall et al., 2014;
Rabenu et al., 2018).

PA is defined as a formal and planned process by which managers obtain accurate and
reliable information on the behavior and performance of employees in their job (Rabenu et al.,
2018). Thus, it implies both the identification of performance dimensions and the
measurement of employees’ performance; and, in a second stage, performance management
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(Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007). Although identifying the dimensions that determine efficient
performance will enable the application of different methods to measure the performance
achieved by each employee, nothing would make sense without performance management.
The management of PA results is the main objective of this HR practice. It should be oriented
toward the future giving feedback that provides useful information to employees not only to
correct mistakes and learn, but also to create an environment that facilitates the sharing of
information among the members of the organization, which is a key aspect to foster
innovation (Bednall et al., 2014).

Accordingly, PA can have both administrative and development purposes and, by
extension, affects individual behavior such as IB. From an administrative standpoint,
appraisals constitute the basis of the decisions made on working conditions, promotions,
dismissals and rewards, among others. Hence, based on the AMO framework, PA can affect
both intrinsic (e.g. working conditions) and extrinsic motivation (e.g. rewards) and
consequently, IB. Andreeva and Sergeeva (2016) stated that the effect of HRP on individual
performance does not occur directly, but instead takes place through motivation at
individual level. Thus, the individual motivation to perform work becomes an important
mechanism through which HRP influence the level of knowledge exchange of employees.
This exchange facilitates the exploration and identification of new ideas and opportunities
and, consequently, the adoption of IB.

However, the purpose of PA can also be employee development. In this case, this practice
focuses on improving and developing employees’ abilities once their weaknesses and the
possible causes of these have been detected. That is why, through correct communication of PA
results, the organization can provide feedback and advice on effective work behaviors or can
design specific training plans. In addition, it can promote the development of employees’
potential and, consequently, generate in them the feeling of being more competent and, therefore,
more able to contribute with new ideas and new ways of doing things in the organization.

Bednall et al. (2014) pointed out that PA can be a very useful tool from an individual
perspective if the people in charge of it provide employees with the appropriate feedback. It
can help employees to manage and see errors as a learning opportunity, and to share
knowledge and generate new ideas without the fear of being penalized if the desired results
are not obtained. The authors suggest that the perception of adequate PA will facilitate
knowledge-sharing and IB.

In short, although it is true to say that in some organizations PA may be linked to a
reward system, its main purpose is to act in two key areas: first, to give employees a clearer
vision about what is expected of them and consequently about the strategic objectives of the
company to which individual goals must be aligned; and second, as we have indicated in the
previous paragraph, to highlight the importance of receiving adequate feedback on their
performance and their job-related behaviors (Rabenu et al., 2018, p. 207).

Based on the social exchange theory, PA, through the feedback it provides, can
explain and predict knowledge-sharing and, with this, foster individual IB (Aktharsha and
Sengottuvel, 2016). Thus, Radaelli et al. (2014) emphasized that organizations which
stimulate knowledge-sharing inside and outside their limits are more likely to develop
innovation and, consequently, obtain better performance. Social interactions are regulated
by norms of reciprocity (Blau, 1964). Thus, when employees receive feedback through a PA,
they will feel obliged to return “the favor,” adopting positive attitudes and behaviors toward
the organization, such as providing new information and ideas that facilitate innovation
(Radaelli et al., 2014). Additionally, Chen and Huang (2009) and Jaw and Liu (2003) argued
that the pressure that employees feel when they know that are going to be the subject of a
PA process, can be positive. This pressure leads them to take on new challenges and tasks,
guiding and promoting IB. They affirmed that PA, together with other practices, contributes
to increase innovation results in the organization.
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Ismail and Rishani (2018) pointed out an expected reciprocity in the organization–employee
relationship. Thus, if the employee perceives that they can receive useful feedback from the PA,
they also feel obliged to return something to the organization, in the form of new ideas or
creative behavior. In addition, the impact of PA on knowledge-sharing and, as a consequence,
on the adoption of IBs by employees increases if the aspects evaluated include knowledge
activities (knowledge-sharing, creation and utilization) (Inkinen et al., 2015). Receiving feedback
at this level can improve IB. In this respect, Jiménez-Jiménez and Sanz-Valle (2005) stated that
there is a direct relationship between the adoption of an innovation strategy by the organization
and the application of PA practices, both focused on development and results. However, this
work analyzed the relationship at organizational level.

Conversely, the success of the PA will depend not only on how the feedback is provided,
that is, whether or not it facilitates dialogue that provides opportunities for improvement, but
also on the quality of the PA experience (Brown et al., 2010; Bednall et al., 2014; Ismail and
Rishani, 2018). In this respect, Sharma and Sharma (2017, p. 685) pointed out that the PA
system is of critical importance given that, in many situations, employee dissatisfaction is
explained because they perceive the system as being unfair and ineffective (Shrivastava and
Purang, 2011). This fact “can further be linked to negative employee outcomes such as higher
turnover intention and lower commitment levels (Dusterhoff et al., 2014), which subsequently
negatively affects employee performance” (Sharma and Sharma, 2017, p. 685).

Employees’ perception of the PA will influence the level of commitment toward achieving
organizational goals and, ultimately, the behaviors of sharing information and innovation
(Aktharsha and Sengottuvel, 2016). If employees feel satisfied with the PA, they will be
encouraged and motivated to adopt positive behaviors, such as developing and
implementing innovative ideas in their organization (Niu, 2014). They will feel obliged to
repay the firm through enhanced behavior such as creative contributions (Ismail and
Rishani, 2018).

From the previous arguments, we can formulate our first hypothesis:

H1. PA practices will favor IB in employees.

The concept of HRM system strength
HRP constitute a key factor for organizational competitive advantage (Becker and Huselid,
1998). HRP guide and influence individual behavior to ensure that employees are
sufficiently motivated to work toward achieving organizational objectives.

Thus, PA is one of the key HRP to achieve expected individual behavior (Bednall et al.,
2014), such as IB, as we have hypothesized in the previous section.

Some authors argue that PA may not always generate the desired effects on individual
behavior, due to the existence of asymmetry problems between the appraised subject and
the appraiser (Azzone and Palermo, 2011; Fay and Thompson, 2001). This fact shows that
the design and application of specific HRP, such as PAs, is not enough to generate the
desired behaviors, since these practices may not be perceived correctly by the employees or
the employees may think that they are not going to contribute to the achievement of the
desired goals (Nishii et al., 2008). This makes employees, and more specifically, their
perceptions, a key factor to consider (Sanders et al., 2008).

Under these conditions, it is essential to focus any analysis on the role played by process
aspects linked to the implementation of HRP (Bowen and Ostroff, 2004).

The HRM process refers to whether employees have the ability to understand the
signals and messages sent by the organization and to respond accordingly in the
manner expected by the latter (Escribá-Carda, 2015). Delmotte et al. (2012, p. 1481) defined
it as “the set of activities aimed at developing, communicating, and implementing
HR practices.”
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Khilji and Wang (2006) concluded that there is a clear distinction between what is
intentionally defined by managers, in terms of HRP, and what is actually experienced or
perceived by employees.

This approach focuses attention, on one hand, on the importance of the psychological
processes through which employees interpret and respond to the information contained in
the HR system (Bowen and Ostroff, 2004; Ehrnrooth and Björkman, 2012; Escribá-Carda,
2015); and on the other, on the design and effective administration of the HRM system
(Bowen and Ostroff, 2004). If we put the focus on the “process” aspects, the concept of HRM
strength emerges, which refers to the effectiveness of sending the appropriate signals to
employees in relation to the type of conduct expected and measured by managers and
organization (Bednall et al., 2014; Bowen and Ostroff, 2004).

Consequently, following Bowen and Ostroff (2004) and Garcia-Carbonell et al. (2015),
HRM system strength is defined by three dimensions: distinctiveness; consistency and
consensus. Distinctiveness refers to the degree of visibility, clarity and certainty of the HRM
system for all members of the organization and measures whether the system captures
employees’ attention (Bednall et al., 2014). Bowen and Ostroff (2004) included four attributes
to define this dimension: visibility, understanding, legitimacy of authority and relevance.

Visibility refers to the degree to which the HRP are easily observable, which may favor
the interpretation of information and, therefore, the construction of cause-and-effect
relationships in the minds of employees (García et al., 2013; Garcia-Carbonell et al., 2015). In
addition, practices must be understandable, as this will foster a shared interpretation.
Conversely, if the content of the practices is ambiguous, there will be a high risk of
misunderstanding, that is, employees will understand the implemented practices in a
different way with respect to the original intentions of managers. Legitimacy of authority is
related to the degree to which employees consider that the HR function has a high status
and credibility. The CEO should send signals showing the strategic value of the HR function
in the organization. The last attribute of this dimension is relevance, that is, the degree to
which individuals perceive HRP as being important to achieve strategic objectives.
According to García et al. (2013), through these four attributes, the distinctiveness
dimension essentially reflects the perceived importance of the HR function. Bowen and
Ostroff (2004) highlighted the importance of these four attributes as they focus on the
message and on the communicator, which increases the likelihood of adequate and uniform
coding and interpretation of the HRM message.

Another dimension refers to consensus, which is related to the degree of agreement
among employees in their perception of cause-and-effect relationships. This dimension
refers to the probability of employees behaving in a similar way when sharing perceptions.
As in the rest of the dimensions, we find two aspects that help to better analyze this
dimension, which are: agreement between the main agents that must make HRM decisions
and justice or equity.

Agreement between the main agents that must make HR decisions: this sub-dimension refers
to the good collaboration among topmanagement team (TMT) andHRmanagers, who should be
integrated in this TMT and jointly define and implement the HR strategy of the firm (Bowen and
Ostroff, 2004). This facilitates easier identification of the relevant HR strategic objectives and it is
a way of recognizing the authority of the persons in charge of HRP (García et al., 2013), that will
be perceived as a key player in the strategy-making process.

Equity is the cornerstone of any HR system: the perception of equity directly affects
employees’ behavior, as they notice that when they perform better, they receive a fair
compensation. Equity enhances the worker’s assimilation of the functioning of the system
and the rationality of the evaluation results with respect to the methods used (García et al.,
2013). A lack of equity in the HRM system will generate dissatisfaction among employees,
which can negatively affect the individual behaviors and organizational results.
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Finally, consistency refers to the degree to which HRP communicate consistent and
regular messages over time, to people and in context. It is related to the degree to which the
messages emanating from HRP are uniformly coded and interpreted by employees. Bowen
and Ostroff (2004) associated three attributes with this dimension: instrumentality, validity
and the consistency or coherence of the information that the HRM system transmits.

Instrumentality refers to the degree to which employees perceive the cause-and-effect
relationship, that is, the relationship between the content of HRP and the consequences/
behaviors expected from these practices.

Validity is related to the degree to which the employees perceive the HRPmessages as being
valid. This attribute reflects the “degree to which employees perceive that the HRM system is
properly designed and will produce the expected effects” (García-Carbonell et al., 2014, p. 142).
Therefore, HR practices show consistency when their implementation (and their perception by
the employees) do or achieve what they strategically intend to do (Delmotte et al., 2012).

Coherence of HRP refers to the degree of compatibility and stability in the signals
associated with HRP. A lack of consistency could lead to different interpretations of HRP or
the reception of contradictory messages (Kepes and Delery, 2007). This fact could generate
confusion among employees. Therefore, the information coming from senior management,
in relation to the organizational objectives and/or values, must be consistent with that
interpreted by employees, based on their perceptions (García et al., 2013).

Consequently, a consistent HRM system implies the stability of signals over a long
period of time, so that employees can clearly perceive cause-and-effect relationships between
practices, desired behaviors and associated consequences.

Most authors suggest that the goal of HR managers is to create a common context and
coherent practices for employees (Ostroff and Bowen, 2016), leading to understanding and
acceptance of the HRP implemented and unequivocal understanding of the expected behaviors
(Bednall et al., 2014). Following the arguments of Dello Russo et al. (2018), HRP are effective
when they are consistently applied in the organization, because employees perceive and
interpret them in the same way. From the other features that make up the HR strength concept,
these authors point to consistency as the most relevant variable, when they state that
variability in employees’ perceptions “indicates that the HR message is most likely ambiguous
because it does not uniformly reach all employees” (Dello Russo et al., 2018, p. 291).

Although some authors analyze the concept of HRM strength as a whole, others do so
based on one or two of its dimensions, depending on the relationship analyzed. The works of
Bednall et al. (2014), García et al. (2013) and Pereira and Gomes (2012) analyzed the concept as
a whole. For example, García et al. (2013) stated that if employees perceive a fully integrated
HRM system, and the standards and attitudes required are well-known, this perception of
integration will lead them to align their actions with the objectives of the organization.
Conversely, an ambiguous situation is generated when employees perceive the messages of
HR managers in a different way and there is no common understanding of HR managers’
intentions. The work of Dorenbosch et al. (2006) only focused on two sub-dimensions:
consensus in the HR message and legitimacy of the HR message. They decided to examine
only these two features of strength because they are the sub-dimensions that directly affect
the relationship studied between line managers and HR professionals.

Following this line of research, we decided to focus on one strength dimension, namely
consistency, which may play a key role in the relationship between PA and IB. Consistency
shows the coherence between the messages sent by HR managers and the practices
they implement in relation to the definition of organizational objectives and/or values.
Consistency “helps employees to gain awareness and understand what is expected of them”
(Pereira and Gomes, 2012, p. 4303). Accordingly, one of the main objectives of PA is to transmit
to employees what the organization expects from them. If this HR practice is perceived as
consistent, individual behaviors will be more oriented toward organizational goals.
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Moreover, consistency establishes the perception of a cause-and-effect relationship
(Pereira and Gomes, 2012), that is, when the employee knows exactly (in our case, through
the PA objectives) what the desired behavior and its associated consequences are, they are
more likely to invest all their efforts in achieving these results and expected behavior.

The moderating effect of the perception of consistency in the relationship between
performance appraisal and innovative behavior
As mentioned previously, authors such as Dusterhoff et al. (2014) and Ahmed and Sattar
(2018, p. 87) assign a strategic role to PA, as it is essential to link employees’ behavior and
skills with an organization’s strategic objectives. Accordingly, as the organization’s
objectives are oriented toward innovation, the PA system should be designed so that it
enables employees to cultivate this type of behavior (IB).

In turn, the efficiency of an HRP system, measured in terms of motivation or of encouraging
certain employee attitudes and/or behaviors, will be conditioned by the perceptions that these
employees have of them (Gibb, 2001; García-Carbonell et al., 2014, p. 140). Accordingly, if
employees perceive that their organization believes them to be key or strategic, “they
will respond with positive behavior oriented to achieving the organization’s objectives”
(García-Carbonell et al., 2014, p. 140).

The study of the influence of HR system strength on the relationship between HRP and
results (in terms of commitment, organizational climate, IB and organizational performance)
has been addressed from different methodological approaches. Some studies have analyzed
the moderating effect of HR system strength (Dello Russo et al., 2018; Bednall et al., 2014;
Pereira and Gomes, 2012), that is, the authors have tried to analyze whether the existence of
a strong perception of the HR management system intensifies the previous relationship
between HRP and results. In their investigation, Chen et al. (2007, p. 1134) found that the
strength of the HPR system played a moderating role in the relationship between HRP and
employees’ commitment, i.e., “the more consistent the perception of HR practices between
managers and employees, the greater the employee commitment, suggesting that HR
systems and practices communicate clear and direct signals to employees regarding norms
and expectations.”

Conversely, others consider that strength plays the role of a mediator between HRP and
performance measures (Ostroff and Bowen, 2016; Rabenu et al., 2018). In fact, this last paper
examines whether HR strength is a mediator or a moderator in the HRP–innovation
relationship, considering four high-commitment HRP individually: training and education,
career management, decision making and PA. Their results show that strength is a full
mediator in the relationship between PA and organizational innovation (Rabenu et al., 2018;
Tziner and Rabenu, 2018).

Bowen and Ostroff (2004) also established the main features of the concept, arguing that
strength acts as a mediator in the relationship between HRM practices and performance.
They posited that the relationship between HRM systems and performance is mediated by
psychological strength. Later on, in their review paper about the reflections on the construct,
over a decade after their 2004 paper, these authors continued to argue that their framework
aims to explain how HRM systems forge substantial linkages, in the shape of mediators, to
explain the relationship between HR systems and performance (Ostroff and Bowen, 2016).

The above demonstrates that research into the influence of HR system strength on the
relationship between HRP and their results does not offer conclusive evidence. This leads to
the need to carry out further research in order to establish whether the effect of HRM system
strength, or of any of its individual dimensions, on perceptions and the resulting behavior is
a direct, mediating or moderating one. In the light of this gap, in this paper we have aimed to
explore the moderating effect of the dimension under study (consistency), given that the
analytical logic tells us that the greater the perceived consistency, the more employees will
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feel that the practices are not biased or erratic, and therefore, the direct relationship between
the designed PA system and the expected (innovative) behavior will be reinforced. We
consider that consistency, as a dimension, can also be applied to each of the human resource
practices and, in the case of this research, to PA. Just as it is argued that to ensure there is no
mismatch between implementation and interpretation, the HRM system must be perceived
as being consistent. In our view, PA practices must also be perceived as being consistent so
that employees can behave as expected (IB).

For the particular case of the PA under study, employees can be expected to increase
their satisfaction, and therefore, adopt the expected behaviors, in so far as they perceive the
system as being appropriate, related and unbiased. Conversely, PA can cause great
dissatisfaction when employees perceive that the process is incomplete, ambiguous, unfair,
political and subjective (Skarlicki and Folger, 1997; Ahmed and Sattar, 2018, p. 97).

The consistency of the system is linked to the fact that the policies put into practice, in
our case PA, are not erratic, nor do they have any unpredictable effects. In fact, quite the
contrary is true: they need to be the result of deliberate strategic processes (García-Carbonell
et al., 2014, p. 142). More precisely, it is a question of ensuring that PA does not display any
ambiguities in its cause-and-effect relationships, that is, the actions defined and put into
practice must lead to the behaviors expected of employees. Likewise, the PA system must be
consistent in the sense that “related practices must be understood in a uniform manner by
all employees, given that they are capable of sending out coherent messages, thus fostering
agreement among workers (Nishii et al., 2008)” (García-Carbonell et al., 2014, p. 142).

On the other hand, if the system is not consistent, employees may receive conflicting
information about the same PA practice, leading to confusion among the workforce as to
what PA aims to achieve. As Delmotte et al. (2012) and García-Carbonell et al. (2014, p. 142)
pointed out: “the confusion generated by the lack of consistency would prevent the creation
of shared meanings required for the implementation of joint responses aimed at achieving
business success.”

Consequently, we can establish that the consistency of PA, in terms of what is intended
to be achieved and what is actually achieved, will help to create a solid and shared situation
among the members of the organization that will coincide with managers’ intentions. When
employees perceive that PA is consistent, the shared vision of the members of the
organization will be reinforced and behavior will be aligned with the vision and objectives of
the organization (García-Carbonell et al., 2014, p. 140). Accordingly, employees will feel that
the appraisal helps them to improve and achieve their objectives, and they will try harder to
achieve their goals, orientating their behavior toward what the organization expects from
them and intensifying the direct effect of PA on IB.

In short, we propose that the dimension of consistency has a moderating effect on the
relationship between PA and IB; that is, if PA is perceived as consistent, the relationship
between PA and IB will be stronger.

According to these arguments, we formulated our second hypothesis:

H2. Consistency moderates the relationship between PA and employees’ IB.

Methodology
Procedure and sample
Our sample consisted of 166 employees carrying out intensive knowledge jobs in four
industrial companies in the Valencian region of Spain.

These employees belonged to different departments: marketing, purchasing, human
resources, information technology, research and development. We selected this type of
employees as they worked in organizations that compete with innovative products and/or
advanced manufacturing technologies. In addition, they belonged to departments where
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knowledge and learning are key factors for them to perform their work. The companies in
the study had a special interest in analyzing the extent to which their employees’
perceptions of applied HRP, specifically in terms of PA, affected the relationship of these
practices on IB.

Measurement procedures
The different constructs analyzed were measured using multiple item scales (seven-point
Likert scales) based on previous studies. A pretest of the questionnaire was carried out with
some skilled employees included in the sample. The information obtained enabled us to
refine the tool.

The final version of the survey was sent by e-mail to employees, who had to respond
through a link. In other cases, the questionnaires were completed in the workplace, filling
them out voluntarily and collecting them through a suggestion box.

The data were collected in 2018. Regarding the gender variable, 51.3 percent were men
and 48.7 percent were women. With respect to experience in the sector, the results indicate
that most of the employees had been working in their industry for a prolonged period of
time (average accumulated experience of 13.6 years). Only 25 percent of the sample had been
working in their sector for less than five years.

Measurement scales
The PA scale (two items) was taken from the work of Jensen et al. (2013). The scale that
measured individual IB had six items and was drawn up by Scott and Bruce (1994). The
scale that measured the consistency of the HRP system included a dimension of the scale
developed by Bednall et al. (2014).

Data analysis
Smart-PLS 3.2 (Ringle et al., 2015) was used to test the hypotheses proposed in our model.
Bootstrapping was used to generate standard errors and t-statistics. We proposed two
relationships or hypotheses:

(1) H1 aimed to measure the direct effect of PA on IB; and

(2) H2 measured the moderating effect of consistency on the relationship between PA
and IB.

Analysis and results
Descriptive analysis
Table I shows the means, standard deviations and correlations of the different constructs
analyzed and the control variables included. The correlations between PA, IB and the
consistency of the HRP were positive and significant (po0.01).

Mean SD 1 2 3 4

1. Performance appraisal 4.68 1.57
2. Innovative behavior 4.97 1.1 0.383**
3. HRP Consistency 4.67 1.3 0.702** 0.452**
4. Gender 0.49 0.50 −0.041 −0.156 −0.215*
5. Experience 13.59 9.65 0.083 −0.103 0.208* −0.168*
Notes: *po0.05; **po0.01

Table I.
Means, standard
deviations and
correlations between
study variables
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Evaluation of the structural model
To estimate the structural model, we used partial least squares path modeling (PLSPM)
using Smart-PLS 3.2. Our study used reflexive constructions.

The properties of the measurement model were evaluated according to the
recommendations of Hair et al. (2012) for PLSPM. All the indicators were significantly
associated with their respective constructs (po0.01) with standardized loads greater than
0.7 (Barroso et al., 2010). These results show a high reliability of the indicator.

Table II shows the internal consistency, and convergent and discriminant validity. We
used the measures of composite reliability (CR) and average variance extracted (AVE) to
evaluate internal consistency and convergent validity. The CR values of the constructs
varied from 0.91 to 0.95, and were all greater than the threshold of 0.7 (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988).
Similarly, the values of AVE for each construct were higher than the threshold of 0.50
(Fornell and Larcker, 1981), confirming the convergent validity of the measurement model.

Finally, to test discriminant validity we used the measure proposed by Henseler et al.
(2015), i.e., the heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio of the correlations (Voorhees et al., 2016).
There are discriminant validity issues when HTMT values are high, with Henseler et al.
(2015) proposing a threshold value of 0.90. As we can see in Table II, the HTMT values were
lower than the threshold.

Structural model
The predictive relevance of the two dependent variables on the model was evaluated
using Stone-Geisser’s Q2 (Geisser, 1975; Stone, 1974), measured using blindfolding
procedures. All latent dependent variables exhibited a Q2 greater than 0 (Q2(IB)¼ 0.16;
Q2(Consistency)¼ 0.36), suggesting the predictive relevance of the model (Chin, 1998). The
R2 value of the latent dependent variables was used to determine the amount of variance
explained by the model (see Tables III and IV). According to Falck and Miller (1992), this
index must be greater than 0.1.

Testing hypotheses
H1 focused on the direct effect of PA on IB. The analysis results show a positive and significant
effect on IB (r¼ 0.40, po0.00, t¼ 5.82). Therefore, our first hypothesis is supported.

CR AVE 1 2

1. Performance appraisal 0.91 0.84
2. Innovative behavior 0.93 0.69 0.45
3. HRP consistency 0.95 0.76 0.80 0.50
Note: Italic values are HT-MT ratios

Table II.
Internal consistency,

convergent and
discriminant validity

Proposed relationships Estimate t-value Result

Direct effect of performance appraisal on IB 0.40*** 5.82 H1 accepted

Moderation test
Effect of consistency on IB 0.38*** 3.86
Moderating effect of consistency −0.09 0.59 H2 rejected
Notes: R2(IB)¼ 0.25. The experience control variables show a significant influence on IB. ***po0.01

Table III.
Testing hypotheses
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The second hypothesis predicted a moderating effect of consistency in the relationship
between PA and IB. Results showed that consistency was positively and significantly linked
to IB (r¼ 0.38; po0.00; value t¼ 3.86). However, the moderating effect was not significant
(r¼−0.09; pW0.05; value t¼ 0.59). Thus, we cannot confirm H2 (Figure 1).

Otherwise, following the previous literature (Ostroff and Bowen, 2016; Rabenu et al.,
2018; Tziner and Rabenu, 2018) that predicted or tested the mediation hypothesis, we have
tried to analyze whether consistency had any kind of mediating effect between the two
variables analyzed (PA and IB). The alternative mediating hypothesis proposed an indirect
effect of PA on IB through the perceived consistency of this HR practice, that is, the
mediating effect of consistency in the previous relationship. As shown in Table IV,
the indirect effect was significant (r¼ 0.28, po0.00, value t¼ 2.84). Besides, the confidence
interval bias corrected did not include 0 (0.078–0.448). The table also shows that the direct
relationship was not significant.

Therefore, we can affirm that consistency mediated the relationship between PA and IB.
Therefore, PA influenced IB when employees perceived that the practices served the purposes
for which they were designed, remained constant over time and helped to consolidate
the shared vision of the organization’s members. That is to say, the effect of PA on IB
takes place through the perception of the consistency of this practice (PA) implemented by
the organization.

H1: Direct relationship

H2: Moderation

Performance
Appraisal 0.40 (t =5.82) Sig 0.000

Innovative
Behavior

Innovative
Behavior

Consistency

Performance
Appraisal

0.12 (t =1.113) ns

–0.10 (t =1.51) ns

–0.09 (t =0.59) ns

0.38 (t =3.86) Sig 0.000

Gender
Sector Experience

–0.18 (t =3.015) Sig 0.003
Figure 1.
Direct relationship
and moderation effect

Proposed relationships Estimate t-value 2.5% 97.5%

Direct effect of performance appraisal on IB 0.13 0.986
Indirect effect of performance appraisal on IB through the consistency 0.28*** 2.837
Confidence intervals bias corrected of the indirect effect 0.078 0.45
Notes: R2 (IB)¼ 0.24; R2(consistency)¼ 0.52. The experience control variables show a significant influence
on IB. ***po0.01

Table IV.
Testing the mediation
hypothesis
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In addition, as we can see in the note in Table IV, only one of the control variables
(experience in the sector) had a significant influence on IB. In particular, employees’
experience showed a negative effect on IB.

These results are shown in Figure 2.

Discussion and conclusions
This research tries to address a topic that has not received sufficient attention in the
literature. In particular, we focused on the effect of consistency (as a dimension of HRM
system strength) on the relationship between PA and employees’ IB. As argued in the
theoretical framework, there is general agreement in pointing out the role played by PAl in
achieving organizational goals. It can be stated that fostering IB among employees is today
one of the key aspects in improving organizational competitiveness.

Although it is not possible to categorically state that IB is difficult to encourage in any
type of work, from our point of view, it is more likely to occur in more qualified and complex
jobs. In general, there are many exceptionalities and changes in a qualified and complex job
which force employees to seek solutions to the different contingencies that may occur. This
dynamic nature can develop an ability to generate new ideas and points of view that can be
transformed into innovation. Faced with this type of qualified and complex jobs, high
performance and commitment practices make total sense, since management will use them
to achieve IB.

However, previous works have stated that the design and application of HRP is not
sufficient to generate certain behaviors, such as IB, since these HRP may not be perceived
correctly by employees and, therefore, may not have the desired effect on them (Bowen and
Ostroff, 2004; Nishii et al., 2008). Thus, it is interesting to ascertain how to achieve
coincidence between the intentions of the management team, in terms of HRP, and what
employees actually experience and perceive in relation to those practices. This interest
corresponds to the theoretical trend that seeks to focus on process aspects, rather than on
the content of HR practices themselves. Bowen and Ostroff (2004) initiated this
process perspective when they talked about HRM system strength, a construct in
which they identified three dimensions (distinctiveness, consensus and consistency). If
employees perceive HRM as being fully integrated, their behavior will be aligned with the
organization’s objectives.

We consider that consistency, out of all of the HRM system strength dimensions, is the one
that is most closely related to PA and IB. Consistency reflects the instrumental nature of
the system, its validity and the coherence of the information transmitted by HRM; that is, the
perception that the practices implemented are not erratic, nor are their effects unpredictable,

0.722 (t =15.741)
Sig 0.000

  Performance
Appraisal

Consistency

Innovative
Behavior

Gender
Sector Experience

0.13 (t =0.968) ns

0.38 (t =3.003)
Sig 0.000

–0.10 (t =1.51) ns
–0.194 (t =3.165) Sig 0.003

Figure 2.
Mediation effect
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but instead they respond to a previously designed and deliberate plan (García et al., 2013). PA,
which is related to the reward system, is one of the managerial practices that have the greatest
influence in achieving desired behaviors. However, if we consider the process perspective, the
system needs to be perceived as being consistent. It is only in this scenario that PAwill lead to
intentionally defined or expected behaviors. In this sense, we have formulated our hypotheses,
establishing a direct relationship between PA and IB in a knowledge-intensive context; as well
as establishing the moderating effect of the perception of consistency in this context. The first
hypothesis, clearly relating PA to IB, was supported. However, we did not find a moderating
or intensifying effect for consistency.

With respect to the first hypothesis, we can affirm that in a context of professional
or qualified work, PA practices have a direct and positive effect on IB. We must not
forget that PA is one of the practices that can have the greatest impact on the attitudes
and behavior of employees, since it directly affects their work life, through the
administration of rewards, including opportunities for compensation, promotion and
training (Ismail and Rishani, 2018). All these practices (giving feedback to employees or
establishing compensations related to PA), when properly managed, can stimulate and
encourage IB.

However, the results on the moderating role of consistency were not significant. As we
have argued in the theoretical framework, there is no clear approach when studying
the role of the different dimensions of HRM strength on the analyzed behaviors.
Consequently, we have also explored the mediating role of consistency, in line with the
previous literature (Bowen and Ostroff, 2004; Ostroff and Bowen, 2016). Our results show
the mediating effect of this particular dimension, consistency, on the relationship between
PA and IB. That is, when firms work in a knowledge-intensive context, PA must be
oriented to improving the capabilities of these knowledge workers, showing them their
weaknesses so they can improve and continuously learn. This evaluation must offer them
an opportunity to grow and develop inside the organization. However, if this appraisal is
erratic (e.g. it is not consistent over time, is carried out randomly or everyone receives the
same appraisal results), employees will feel that the objective of the assessment has not
been achieved. Accordingly, a PA system oriented to learning and continuous
improvement will be directly enhanced by the degree of consistency perceived by
knowledge workers; and it is this perception of consistency which will lead employees to
behave innovatively.

The results obtained can motivate future research focused on the link between the
implementation of HRP and IB. In the case of employees with knowledge-intensive jobs,
HRMmust build an integrated and coherent system so the employees perceive it in the same
way. This fact opens up the field to study how to define and implement control mechanisms
that enable managers to ascertain whether there is a fit between employee perceptions and
the intentionality of the HRP defined by managers. This research could provide authors
interested in this topic with a starting point for further investigation into the subject. With
the same underlying intention, some researchers may be interested in the study of
communication processes analyzing the key elements that ensure there is no gap between
managerial intentions and employee perceptions.

As a general recommendation, managers should not only pay attention to the content
of practices in order to achieve organizational objectives, but should also focus on HR
implementation aspects. This shift in the focus of attention will ensure that as long as
employees perceive coherence, integrity and credibility in a firm’s HRP, organizational
objectives will be aligned with their own goals and, therefore, their behaviors will be
geared to the achievement of these organizational goals. For practitioners, organizations
that aim to encourage IB in their employees should firstly focus on the design of PA
systems that include aspects related to knowledge activities. Therefore, when an
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employee knows that they are going to be evaluated on these topics, they will direct their
efforts to achieve these innovation results. In addition, if the employee receives feedback
on these knowledge aspects, this will improve their IB. Second, the results of our research
can help managers to focus on organizational aspects such as communication and
feedback systems that can explain the successful implementation of HRP, and especially
of PA. On one hand, managers have the responsibility of communicating the goals and
expected behaviors to their employees and, on the other, they have to provide accurate
and effective feedback of the results of the PA process. If employees clearly perceive what
is expected of them and what they have to do to improve their behavior, that is, if the
messages are consistent, innovation results will improve. Lastly, practitioners have to
take into account the role of middle managers in the communication process. Middle
managers also have to perceive consistent, unambiguous messages from the HR
department as this will help them to clarify and efficiently transmit the goals and results
of the PA process.

The research presented here is not free from limitations, but it can lay the foundations for
future investigation. Our sample was made up of employees from industrial companies
located in a particular area of Spain. Thus, in the future, it would be interesting to extend the
sample to employees from different geographical areas, both inside and outside Spain. It
would also be interesting to incorporate employees with knowledge-intensive jobs from
companies working in the service sector in order to analyze whether this fact would
generate different results.

Another limitation that we should highlight is the fact of having centered our analysis on
employee perceptions. It would be interesting in future research to consider a multilevel
perspective to compare the views of managers and employees. Last, but not least, it would
be interesting to extend the study to test the effect of the other dimensions included in HRM
system strength (consensus and distinction).

Finally, in this research we have focused on PA, system consistency and IB. In future
research, it would be advisable to analyze the effect of other key human resource practices
(e.g. professional development or participation in decision making) on IB.
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