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This research synthesizes social exchange, organizational culture, and social identity 
theories to explore the boundary conditions of the relationship between high-performance 
work systems and employee organizational citizenship behavior. In particular, it draws on 
the China-specific management context. In this country, in spite of the wide use of a 
long-term-oriented and loose-control-focused Western-styled strategic human resource 
management (HRM) model, a short-term-focused and tight-control-oriented error aversion 
culture is still popular. The study uses multi-source individual-level survey data in a large 
state-owned enterprise to test the hypotheses. It is found that employee-experienced, 
Western-styled high-performance work systems positively impact a China-specific 
employee’s organizational citizenship behavior (OCB), and the—joint—moderation effects 
of employee-perceived error aversion culture and organizational identification are significant. 
The research findings deepen the understanding of the HRM-OCB relationship by 
demonstrating that culture and identity can jointly adjust the effects of HRM on OCB. The 
findings also challenge an established argument in the HRM-OCB literature that 
compatibility between employees’ personalities and organizational values – organizational 
identification – can enhance OCB.

Keywords: high-performance work systems, boundary effect, organizational identification, error aversion culture, 
organizational citizenship behavior

INTRODUCTION

Organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) refers to “individual behavior that is discretionary, 
not directly or explicitly recognized by the formal reward system, and in the aggregate promotes 
the efficient and effective functioning of the organization” (Organ et  al., 2006, p.  3). Employees’ 
OCB is very important for firms to generate competitive advantage in a dynamic business 
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environment (Organ et  al., 2006; Podsakoff et  al., 2009), such 
as China (Sun et  al., 2007; Zhang et  al., 2014; Newman et  al., 
2015). Strategic human resource management (HRM) scholars 
have been increasingly interested in investigating the HRM-OCB 
relationship in Western countries (Snape and Redman, 2010; 
Halbesleben et  al., 2014; Caniëls and Hatak, 2019; Valeau and 
Paillé, 2019; Asplund, 2020; Hernaus et al., 2021) and in China 
(Sun et  al., 2007; Gong et  al., 2009, 2010; Shen and Benson, 
2014; Zhang et  al., 2014). Most of the studies have reported 
positive impacts of HRM systems or practices on OCB through 
social exchange mechanisms.

However, HRM-OCB relationship research still suffers from 
both theoretical and methodological shortcomings. Theoretically, 
there is an overreliance on the use of social exchange theory 
and overlooking boundary conditions when studying the 
HRM-OCB relationship (Zellars and Tepper, 2003; Snape and 
Redman, 2010). These two theoretical limitations are interrelated, 
and call for the exploration of the boundary effects of HRM-OCB 
relationship from multiple theoretical perspectives. Therefore, our 
main purpose is to explore the HRM-OCB relationship from 
an interactionist approach of three frequently used perspectives 
in HRM performance and employee behavior literature, including 
social exchange, organizational culture, and social identity theories.

According to social exchange theory, HRM systems can induce 
employee OCB through shaping the employee–organization social 
exchange relationship (Tsui et al., 1997; Gong et al., 2010). HRM 
scholars often use high-performance work systems (HPWS), “an 
ensemble of HR practices that aims at getting more from workers 
by giving more to them” (Baron and Kreps, 2003, p.  189), to 
investigate HRM-OCB linkages. The implementation of HPWS 
can provide employees with social resources, such as prestige, 
trust, organizational support, skill development, and career 
advancement. In return, employees reciprocate organization with 
OCB (Snape and Redman, 2010). Therefore, we  propose and 
test HPWS’ impacts on employee OCB.

Organizational culture refers to a set of shared mental models 
that reflect group life, that is, the way we perceive the world, 
solve problems, react emotionally to what we perceive and 
how we value things (Schein and Schein, 2016). HRM systems’ 
effects on employee outcomes are varied across different 
organizational cultures because of the different degrees to which 
organization’s HRM systems are consistent with organizational 
cultures (Jackson et  al., 2014; Cooke, 2017). The dominant 
approach in China-based literature is to explore organizational 
cultures’ role in strengthening HRM systems’ effectiveness (e.g., 
Xiao and Tsui, 2007; Wei et al., 2008; Tsui et al., 2010). However, 
certain China-specific organizational cultures might offset the 
effectiveness of Western-styled HRM systems (Zhang and Jia, 
2010), for example, an error aversion culture. Unfortunately, 
no research has investigated the boundary effects of an error 
aversion culture in HRM-OCB research. Thus, we propose and 
investigate the moderating role of an error aversion culture 
in HPWS-employee OCB relationship.

Social identity theory, particularly the construct of 
organizational identification, is also frequently used in the HRM 
field (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2007), as well as in OCB research 
(Tavares et  al., 2016). Organizational identification refers to 

the “cognition of membership of a group and the value and 
emotional significance attached to this membership” (Tajfel, 
1978, p.  63). Whether an employee holds a self-identity or 
organizational identity may shift an employee’s foci (self versus 
organization) of behavioral decision in socially exchanging with 
the organization (Tavares et al., 2016). “Strategic HRM scholars 
typically acknowledge that HRM systems cannot be  fully 
understood without considering their interrelationships with 
other elements of an organization to which it is inextricably 
bound” (Jackson et  al., 2014, p.  4). Therefore, we  propose and 
test the three-way interactive effects on employee OCB of 
HPWS, error aversion culture, and organizational identification.

Methodologically, this study raises two concerns to further 
enhance the validity of empirical investigations, namely the 
type of OCB and the measurement of HRM systems and 
organizational culture. In terms of the former, previous China-
based HRM-OCB studies often measured employee OCB by 
using scales developed in the Western context, whereas Chinese 
workers might have different patterns of OCB (Farh et  al., 
2004). To capture the characteristics of the China-specific 
management context, we  focus on a China-specific employee 
OCB. As for the latter, “employees may perceive or experience 
differences in exposure to work practices” (Liao et  al., 2009, 
p.  274). The experience-based, rather than observation-based 
or description-based, measurement of HRM practices have a 
stronger relationship with employee’s outcomes (Wang et  al., 
2020). Organizational culture scholars suggest that employee 
behavioral choices are constrained by organizational culture 
through employee perception (Zou et al., 2009). Thus, we measure 
HPWS by using employee-experienced HPWS and measure 
error aversion culture by using employee-perceived error 
aversion culture.

This research strives for building up a more complicate 
picture of HRM-OCB’s linking mechanism. Integrating the 
three theories to study HRM-OCB relationship can contribute 
to the literature by putting HRM systems back into a more 
complex but more real context. Specifically, the norm of social 
exchange relationships may be  a universally accepted principle 
(Gouldner, 1960; Blau, 1986), yet the degree to which people 
and cultures apply social exchange relationship principles varies 
(Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005).

LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESIS 
DEVELOPMENT

Situating HPWS-OCB Research in the 
Chinese Cultural Context
This study investigates how a Western-developed management 
tool influences China-specific employee behavior in an 
organizational culture with Chinese characteristics. Firstly, a 
strategic HRM view was widely accepted in Chinese firms, which 
has led to the use of high-performance work practices or systems 
(Kim et  al., 2012; Xiao and Cooke, 2020). High-performance 
work practices or systems have been reported as impacting on 
a series of work outcomes (Kim et  al., 2012), including OCB 
(Sun et  al., 2007; Shen and Benson, 2014; Zhang et  al., 2014).
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Second, like HPWS, OCB was originally developed in Western 
context, which was argued to be  more or less deviated from 
citizen behavior in Chinese organization. Based on previous 
research in OCB’s structure in Western context and investigations 
in Chinese organizations, Farh et  al. (1997) developed five-
dimension construct of OCB to capture Chinese worker’s 
citizenship behaviors in Chinese organization. Two of them 
– protecting company resources and interpersonal harmony 
– did not appear in the Western scale, which “can be attributed 
to their [Chinese] cultural roots” (Farh et  al., 1997, p.  428). 
The dimension of protecting company resources has its cultural 
origins in Chinese familistic collectivism (Farh et  al., 1997). 
The cultural root of interpersonal harmony dimension of OCB is

A cherished cultural value of interpersonal harmony 
found in Chinese societies … it is a common practice 
in traditional Chinese societies for anyone who first 
violates interpersonal harmony, for whatever reason, to 
take a much larger share of the blame, no matter whether 
his or her behavior is justifiable (Farh et al., 1997, p. 430).

We focus on the interpersonal harmony dimension of OCB, 
not only because it is strongly emphasized in Chinese culture 
(Yang, 1993), but also because it is regulated by culture where 
employees perform it without using their personal discretion. 
Although the dimension of protecting company resources is also 
a valid OCB form in China, it may be  managed by a firm’s 
regulations and laws. In such a case, protecting company resources 
it will not be  a behavior in association with personal discretion.

Secondly, HRM scholars have increasingly called for academic 
attention to placing HRM in context (Jackson et  al., 2014; 
Kaufman, 2015; Cooke, 2017) when exploring how HRM 
systems function. Organizational culture is emphasized as a 
crucial element of organizational context that intervenes in 
the effectiveness of HRM systems (Jackson et  al., 2014). 
Although the term “error aversion culture” was coined in a 
Western management context (van Dyck et  al., 2005; van 
Dyck, 2009), it is prevalent in the Chinese management 
context. In Chinese firms, an error aversion culture has been 
found to inhibit employer-expected employee outcomes, such 
as innovation, decreased turnover rate (Du and Chen, 2019), 

and employee voice. This culture also abated the positive 
effects of employee personal traits on firm-expected work 
outcomes (Ma and Liu, 2019).

Finally, there is a tradition of collectivism among employees, 
which emphasizes the value of wholeness and the concern of 
collective interests. It has been argued that employees identifying 
with the organization’s values and norms will exhibit more OCB 
(e.g., Newman et  al., 2015; Callea et  al., 2016; Shen et  al., 2018). 
However, we  challenge this view, because identifying with an 
error aversion culture will strengthen the offsetting effects between 
the error aversion culture and HPWS on employee OCB. Thus, 
it is worth exploring the interactive effects on a China-specific 
employee’s OCB of a Western-styled HRM system (e.g., HPWS), 
an error aversion culture, and employee organizational identification. 
The conceptual model in this research is shown in Figure  1.

Employee-Experienced HPWS and OCB
Social exchange theory focuses on the resources that people 
obtain from, and contribute to, social interactions (Blau, 1986; 
Molm et  al., 2001). Exchange parties follow the principles of 
reciprocity (i.e., the recipient is obligated to return a benefit 
to the party who furnishes such a benefit) and equivalence 
(i.e., the recipient returns benefits of equivalent value: Gouldner, 
1960). HRM systems can shape the nature of the employee–
organization social exchange relationship (Tsui et  al., 1997) to 
induce employee OCB (Gong et  al., 2009, 2010; Snape and 
Redman, 2010). HRM systems offer social resources, as well 
as economic resources, to employees. Such a function of HRM 
systems can be underpinned by a sensemaking process “whereby 
organizational members translate an organizational event and 
construct a meaningful explanation for that event” (Greenberg, 
1995, p. 185). For example, performance-based pay can represent 
organization investment in economic resources, such as time 
and money, in employees’ performing at work. Through 
sensemaking, employees can also interpret the use of such 
time and money as an expectation of better performance or 
strategy-oriented contribution. Expectation here is a social 
resource. Based on the principles of reciprocity and equivalence 
(Gouldner, 1960), employees feel obliged to reciprocate their 
organizations with their social resources according to the social 

FIGURE 1 | Conceptual model.
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resources they have received from them. Performance-based 
pay can lead to expectations (social resources) that besides 
time and money (economic resources), employees receiving 
the organization’s expectation will feel obliged to generate great 
effort in pursuit of performance goals. Therefore, there may 
be  a positive relationship between HPWS and employee OCB.

Although there is no consensus on the elements of HPWS, 
it usually embraces practices such as extensive selection for 
job applicants, participation, extensive training, employee 
ownership programs, results-based performance appraisal, team-
based appraisal, profit-sharing practices, etc. (Lepak et al., 2006; 
Jiang et al., 2012). Through extensive selection for job applicants, 
employees selected are likely to feel that the firm recognizes 
their personal traits, and values their knowledge skills and 
abilities. Participation practices and comparatively high pay 
may be  seen as recognition of their value and importance to 
the organization (Gong et al., 2009). Hence, they may experience 
enhanced self-importance and self-image (Blau, 1986; Gong 
et  al., 2010). Extensive training represents the organization’s 
investment in trained employees’ skill development (Takeuchi 
et al., 2007). Career development means the organization’s care 
for and commitment to employees’ futures in the firm. Employee 
ownership programs also deliver the sense that a firm depends 
on its employees for its development. When implementing 
such practices, an organization’s trust is likely to be  perceived 
by employees (Arthur, 1994; Gong et  al., 2010).

Many HPWS practices, such as results-based performance 
appraisal and employee participation practices, are not limited 
to specific or current jobs. Such practices may grant an employee 
autonomy or loose control and job influence (Snape and Redman, 
2010). Through participation practices, the organization offers 
opportunities for employees to hold shared objectives and to 
cooperate with co-workers for achieving them (Foss et  al., 
2014). Working in such circumstances, employees are likely 
to develop trust with each other. Team-based appraisal and 
profit-sharing practices deliver shared responsibilities among 
co-workers for work outcomes and their potential rewards.

As a system, these high-performance work practices offer 
multiple social resources (e.g., self-image, trust, empowerment 
or loose control, and shared goals and responsibilities among 
co-workers), and the multiplicity of systems of HR practices sets 
and reinforces the tone of the social exchange relationship with 
employees (Gong et  al., 2010). Employees are likely to perceive 
self-image, trust, empowerment, shared goals and responsibilities 
among co-workers. They are then likely to reciprocate by expanding 
their definition of job responsibilities and engage in more OCB 
(Snape and Redman, 2010), such as building harmony with 
co-workers (Farh et  al., 1997). Therefore, we  propose that:

Hypothesis 1: Employee-experienced HPWS will 
be positively related to OCB.

The Role of Perceived Error Aversion 
Culture
This culture means that organizations either pay little attention 
to errors or hold the view that errors should or could be  fully 
eliminated (van Dyck et al., 2005). In Chinese firms, there coexist 

HPWS and an error aversion culture. The former is a long-term-
oriented and loose-c model (Gong et  al., 2010), whereas the 
latter is a short-term- and tight-control-oriented approach in 
organization (van Dyck, 2009). The two contradictory management 
elements may offset each other’s effects (Zhang and Jia, 2010).

The relationship between employee-experienced HPWS and 
employee OCB may be  weakened when employees perceive an 
error aversion culture for at least two reasons. On the one hand, 
social resources provided by the employee-organization social 
exchange relationship and shaped by HPWS are likely to 
be  damaged or offset by social resources generated by an error 
aversion culture. Specially, in an error aversion culture, individuals 
who make errors are not accepted by others, or indeed are 
blamed or punished. These cultural experiences damage their 
maker’s self-image (Hockey and Sauer, 1996). In addition, people 
tend to avoid talking about errors that occurred, and error makers 
may cover up their errors (van Dyck, 2009). Such interactions 
among co-workers will harm the trust perceived by employees. 
Finally, firms strive to prevent the occurrence of errors in an 
error aversion culture (van Dyck et  al., 2005), which leads them 
to put their employees under tight surveillance and control. 
Employees working in such a situation will feel distrust from 
the organization and feel they are losing control over their job. 
Hence, the overall quality of the resources offered by the employee–
organization social exchange relationship shaped by HPWS are 
reduced, resulting in a lower level of likelihood for employees 
to reciprocate the expected OCB (also see Zhang and Jia, 2010).

On the other hand, employees are willing to respond to 
organizational practices that meet their needs and are in their 
favor (Nishii and Wright, 2008). In an error aversion culture, 
avoidance of errors and punishment is in individual employees’ 
favor. To protect their self-interest and avoid making mistakes, 
employees will reluctantly reciprocate OCB through the social 
exchanges shaped by HPWS that induce them to do so. Hence, 
we  propose that:

Hypothesis 2: The relationship between employee-
experienced HPWS and OCB will be moderated by a 
perceived error aversion culture, such that the 
relationship will be stronger when the perceived error 
aversion culture is low.

The Role of Organizational Identification
SIT assumes that individuals tend to have a positive self-concept 
and that their identity is partly based on membership in social 
groups (Gautam et  al., 2004). Social identities play a crucial 
role for employees’ attitudes and behaviors in organizations 
because being a member of an organizational grouping helps 
to answer the question of “Who am  I?” (Ashforth and Mael, 
1989). The organization serves as a potentially social category, 
where employee’s needs of belonging and security can be satisfied 
(Hogg and Terry, 2000). Organizational identification may 
strengthen the moderating effects of error aversion culture on 
the relationship between employee-experienced HPWS and 
employee OCB. According to the literature, whether or not 
an employee holds a strong self-identity or organizational 
identity may shift an employee’s foci (self versus organization) 
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of behavioral decision in exchanges with the organization (van 
Knippenberg and Sleebos, 2006; van Knippenberg and Schippers, 
2007; Tavares et  al., 2016; Wikhamn et  al., 2021). In the 
employee-organization social exchanges shaped by HPWS, the 
organization provides social resources to individual employees 
idiosyncratically, which means that such exchanges hinge on 
an employee’s self-focused discretion (van Knippenberg and 
Schippers, 2007). Conversely, organizational culture in itself is 
the shared values among employees. It generates constraints 
to align individual employees’ behaviors with the organization. 
In this sense, it fosters a sense of collective or organizational focus.

Organizational identification is concerned with the perception 
of “oneness” with the organization (Mael and Ashforth, 1992). 
Employees with a high level of organizational identification 
not only perceive shared interests with the organization, but 
also feel proud of belonging to and being acknowledged in 
the organization (Mael and Ashforth, 1992; Smidts et al., 2000). 
That said, with high organizational identification, employees 
identify with the organization’s values, accept the organization’s 
norms, and cherish recognition in the organization. Consequently, 
they will experience and reciprocate behaviors for the social 
resources received from the error aversion culture more strongly 
than those from the individual idiosyncratic social exchanges 
shaped by HPWS. Thus, we  propose that:

Hypothesis 3: Perceived error aversion culture, and 
organizational identification will jointly moderate the 
relationship between employee-experienced HPWS and 
OCB, such that the relationship will be  the strongest 
when perceived error aversion culture and organizational 
identification are both low.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample and Data Collection
Survey data were collected in June 2018 using questionnaires 
to a large state-owned enterprise in China. Because the scales 
employed were developed in English, we  used a translation 
and back-translation procedure to guarantee the validity of the 

scale (Brislin, 1970). Two questionnaires were prepared. The 
first was completed by employees and contains questions about 
employee personal details, experienced HPWS, and perceived 
error aversion culture. The second contains questions about 
employee OCB and was completed by their immediate supervisor.

We conducted a pilot study of 22 employees and five HR 
managers before the main survey. Based on the feedback from 
the pilot study, we  refined the wording of a few questions. 
Then, the questionnaires were given to 20 employees and five 
HR managers who had not participated in the pilot study: 
the respondents understood the questions appropriately.

Two thousand pairs of questionnaires were sent to potential 
respondents in 2018. After 3  weeks, 1,667 pairs were returned, 
which was a response rate of 83.35%. After removing 
questionnaires of low response quality, a total of 1,231 pairs 
of valid questionnaires remained. The descriptive analysis results 
are presented in Table  1.

Measures
All the items in the scales used in this study were rated on 
a Likert scale that ranged from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 
(completely agree).

Employee-Experienced High-Performance Work 
Systems
Employee-experienced HPWS was measured by 19 items selected 
and adapted from Delery and Doty (1996). Employees were 
asked to evaluate their own experienced high-performance 
work practices. A sample item was “I regularly receive extensive 
training programs are provided for individuals in this job.” 
The Cronbach’s alpha value was 0.942.

Perceived Error Aversion Culture
Four items were selected and adapted from van Dyck et  al. 
(2005). Participants were asked to rate their own perception 
about dealing with errors in the organization. A sample item 
was “people are often afraid of making errors.” As van Dyck 
et  al. (2005) found, this construct is unidimensional and the 
Cronbach’s alpha value is 0.904.

TABLE 1 | Sample characteristics.

Demographic characteristic Category Percentage (%) Demographic characteristic Category Percentage (%)

Gender Male 68.9 Organization tenure (year) 5 and shorter 43.4
Female 31.1 6–10 23.3

Career path Managerial staff 40.9 11–15 12.3
Technical staff 54.6 16–20 6.2

Supporting staff 4.5 21–25 7.8
Age (year) 30 and younger 29.3 Longer than 25 7.0

31–35 27.4 Education High school 0.2
36–40 17.1 Professional school 0.5
41–45 12.3 Undergraduate 72.5
46–50 9.2 Master degree 23.0
51–55 4.0 PhD 3.4

56 & above 0.7 Others 0.3

Responses of 149 managers and 1,231 employees were used for data analysis; the personal characteristics reported in the table are only for employees and do not include the 
managers who rated employee’s organizational citizenship behavior.
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Organizational Identification
Four items were adopted from Smidts et  al. (2000). A sample 
item was “I feel strong ties with my company’. Respondents 
were asked to answer “to what extent do you  (dis)agree with 
the following descriptions.” As with Smidts et al.’s (2000) finding, 
this construct is unidimensional. The Cronbach’s alpha value 
is 0.935.

Organizational Citizenship Behavior
We employed interpersonal harmony OCB in Farh et  al.’s 
(1997) scale, which was measured by 4 items. A sample 
item was “She or he  uses illicit tactics to seek personal 
influence and gain with harmful effect on interpersonal 
harmony in the organization.” Respondents were asked to 
rate “to what extent do you agree with the description about 
the behaviors of this employee.” The Cronbach’s alpha value 
is 0.863.

Control Variables
We included a series of control variables in our analysis. The 
control variables included gender (male as 1, female as 0), 
age, education background (undergraduate as 1, the rest as 
0), career path (managerial staff as 1, the reset as 0), and 
organization tenure. We controlled the effects of these personal 
or job-related variables because they can affect employees’ 

behaviors at work. Moreover, these variables were also employed 
as control variables in previous studies when investigating 
antecedents of OCB (e.g., Farh et  al., 1997; Bergeron et  al., 
2012; Shen and Benson, 2014).

DATA ANALYSIS

Factor Analysis
We conducted confirmatory factor analysis using MOS23. The 
results in Table  2 show that a four-factor model is better 
[χ2(125) = 372.392, CFI = 0.984, TLI = 0.981, RMSEA = 0.040, 
RMR = 0.066] than others.

Hypothesis Testing
Table 3 shows the mean value, standard deviation, and correlation 
coefficient values of variables used.

All the variables were centered to reduce non-essential 
multicollinearity (Aiken and West, 1991). To test the hypotheses, 
we used SPSS 22 to conduct hierarchical regressions. The results 
are shown in Table  4. Hypothesis 1 states that employee-
experienced HPWS will be positively related to OCB. In Model 
2, the result shows that employee-experienced HPWS is positively 
and significantly related to OCB (β = 0.202, p < 0.001). Thus, 
Hypothesis 1 is supported.

TABLE 2 | Confirmatory factor analysis.

Model χ2 df χ2/df CFI TLI RMSEA RMR

Single-factor model (EEHPWS + PEAC+OI + OCB) 6520.435 131 49.774 0.597 0.530 0.199 0.286
Two-factor model (EEHPWS + PEAC, OI + OCB) 4482.300 130 34.479 0.726 0.677 0.165 0.264
Three-factor model (EEHPWS, PEAC, OI + OCB) 1596.586 128 12.473 0.907 0.889 0.097 0.090
Four-factor model (EEHPWS, PEAC, OI, OCB) 372.392 125 2.979 0.984 0.981 0.040 0.066
Four Factor + CMV 360.984 124 2.911 0.985 0.982 0.039 0.062

EEHPWS: employee-experienced high-performance work systems; PEAC: perceived error aversion culture; OI: organizational identification; OCB: organizational citizenship behavior.

TABLE 3 | Mean, standard deviation, and correlation.

Variables Mean S.D. Cronbach’s 
alpha score

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Gender --- --- ---
Age 2.595 1.500 --- 0.087**
Education --- --- --- −0.028 −0.121**
Career path --- --- --- −0.026 −0.086** −0.028
Job tenure 2.351 1.650 --- 0.063* 0.735** −0.129** −0.061*
Experienced 
high-performance 
work systems

4.711 1.182
0.942

0.009 −0.136** −0.224** −0.052 −0.187**

Perceived error 
aversion culture

3.112 1.327
0.904

−0.073* 0.081** 0.074** 0.003 0.099** −0.318**

Organizational 
identification

5.658 1.334
0.935

0.011 0.031 −0.096** −0.070* −0.053* 0.589** −0.271**

Organizational 
citizenship 
behavior

6.414 0.751
0.863

0.051 0.057* −0.162** −0.084* −0.008 0.453** −0.246** 0.521**

Responses of 149 managers and 1,231 employees were used for data analysis; the personal characteristics employed in the table are only for employees and do not include the 
managers who rated employee’s organizational citizenship behavior; S.D: standard deviation. **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.
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Hypothesis 2 states that the relationship between HPWS and 
OCB will be  moderated by perceived error aversion culture, 
such that the relationship will be  stronger when perceived error 
aversion culture is low. Model 3  in Table  4 shows that the 
interactive term of employee-experienced HPWS is significantly 
and negatively related to OCB (β = −0.089, p < 0.01). Figure  2 
shows that with low perceived error aversion culture (1 s.d. above 

the mean), HPWS is more positively associated OCB than with 
high perceived error aversion culture (1 s.d. below the mean). 
We also conducted a slope test and slope difference tests (Dawson 
and Richter, 2006), and the results (see Table  5 for details) 
supported Hypothesis 2. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 is supported.

Hypothesis 3 states that the moderating effects of perceived 
error aversion culture on the relationship between employee-
experienced HPWS and OCB will be augmented by organizational 
identification, such that the relationship will be  the strongest 
when perceived error aversion culture and organizational 
identification are both high. In Model 4, the three-way interactive 
term of employee-experienced HPWS, perceived error aversion 
culture, and organizational identification is significantly related 
to OCB (β = 0.164, p < 0.001). We plotted the three-way interaction 
in Figure  3. The simple slopes and slope difference tests are 
given in Table 5. As shown in Figure 3 and Table 5, Hypothesis 
3 is supported.

DISCUSSION

The overall purpose of this study is to investigate the boundary 
effects of perceived error aversion culture and organizational 
identification on the relationship between employee-experienced 
HPWS and OCB. Findings of the study support our 
conceptualization and have theoretical and empirical implications.

Theoretical Implications
Firstly, our conceptualization, based on social exchange theory 
and supported by our findings of the HPWS–OCB relationship, 
consolidates the role of the social exchange mechanism in 
linking HRM systems to OCB. However, this research is different 
from other studies. First, previous research that asked managers 
to rate HPWS (Gong et  al., 2009, 2010; Snape and Redman, 
2010) and asked employees to rate their perception about HPWS 
was applied to all employees in organizations (Shen and Benson, 
2014; Zhang et  al., 2014). This present study, however, used 
the employee’s personal experience of HPWS to predict OCB. 
This design is rooted in the idiosyncrasy arguments that employees 
from the same firm have different experiences of HRM practices 
(Liu et  al., 2013; Wang et  al., 2020). It also responds to the 
call by Wright and Nishii (2006) to examine the impact of an 
employee’s experience of HR systems on their outcomes. Second, 
previous HRM-OCB research conducted in Chinese firms 
employed OCB scales development in Western-country-based 
studies (Sun et  al., 2007; Gong et  al., 2009, 2010; Zhang et  al., 
2014; Newman et  al., 2015). We  used an OCB scale developed 
in the Chinese context to reflect the combination of employee 
traditionality and modernity (Farh et  al., 1997).

Secondly, we  found that perceived error aversion culture 
negatively moderated the positive relationship between 
employee-experienced HPWS and employee OCB. This finding 
deepens our understanding about the boundary effects of 
the HRM-OCB relationship by identifying the role of 
organizational culture. According to social-exchange-based 
HRM literature, HRM systems can shape the employee-
organization relationship, so that employees reciprocate to 

TABLE 4 | Effects of HPWS on OCB and the moderating role of perceived error 
aversion culture and organizational identification.

Organizational citizenship behavior

M1 M2 M3 M4

Standardized 
β

Standardized 
β

Standardized 
β

Standardized 
β

Control variable
Gender 0.041 0.034 0.034 0.035
Age 0.116** 0.070* 0.074* 0.073*
Education −0.165*** −0.069*** −0.068** −0.069**
Career path −0.085** −0.043 −0.039 −0.011
Job tenure −0.123** −0.008 −0.010 −0.007
Main effect

Employee-
experienced 
HPWS

XX 0.202*** 0.214*** 0.222***

Perceived 
Error Aversion 
Culture

XX −0.079** −0.078** −0.149***

Organizational 
Identification

XX 0.368*** 0.353*** 0.365***

Two-way Interaction
Employee-
experienced 
HPWS X 
perceived 
error aversion 
culture

XX XX −0.089** −0.102***

Employee-
experienced 
HPWS X 
organizational 
identification

XX XX −0.019 −0.036

Perceived 
error aversion 
culture X 
organizational 
identification

XX XX 0.042 0.127***

Three-way Interaction
Employee-
experienced 
HPWS X 
perceived 
error aversion 
culture X 
organizational 
identification

XX XX XX 0.164***

VIF value 1.008–2.196 1.015–2.239 1.020–2.243 1.020–2.320
F value 11.172*** 72.994*** 54.166*** 52.541***
R2 0.044 0.323 0.328 0.341
△R2 0.044*** 0.280*** 0.005* 0.013***

Responses of 149 managers and 1,231 employees were used for data analysis; the 
personal characteristics employed in the table are only for employees and do not 
include the managers who rated employee’s organizational citizenship behavior. 
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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FIGURE 3 | The three-way interactive effects of HPWS, perceived error aversion culture, and organizational identification on OCB.

FIGURE 2 | The moderating effects of perceived error aversion culture on the HPWS-OCB relationship.

TABLE 5 | Simple slops test two-way and three-way interactions.

Pairs of comparisons Slope Boot SE T test Bootstrap 95%

Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

Low perceived error aversion culture 0.186 0.028 6.681*** 0.131 0.241
High perceived error aversion culture 0.085 0.025 3.405*** 0.036 0.133
Low organizational identification, low perceived error aversion culture 0.281 0.037 7.674*** 0.209 0.352
Low organizational identification, high perceived error aversion culture 0.038 0.031 1.244 −0.022 0.099
High organizational identification, low perceived error aversion culture 0.120 0.033 3.692*** 0.056 0.184
High organizational identification, high perceived error aversion culture 0.124 0.031 4.059*** 0.065 0.185

Low = mean − 1 standard deviation; High = mean + 1 standard deviation. ***p < 0.001.
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the organization with OCB through exchanging social resources 
(Gong et  al., 2009, 2010). However, the exchange relationship 
may be  shaped by multiple organizational factors besides 
HRM systems (Tavares et al., 2016), and organizational culture 
can be one of these factors. The multiple organizational factors 
can provide different social resources, and those resources 
can be  aligned with or opposite to each other. That means 
that the multiple sources of social resources in an organization 
jointly determine the content of social resources provided to 
employees for exchanges. It also echoes the idea that employees 
respond to experienced organizational practices that not only 
meet their needs, but also are in their favor (Nishii and 
Wright, 2008; Wang et  al., 2020).

Thirdly, we  found that perceived error aversion culture and 
organizational identification jointly moderate the relationship 
between employee-experienced HPWS and OCB, such that the 
positive relationship is the strongest when perceived error 
aversion culture and organizational identification are both low. 
This is aligned with the idea in the literature that whether or 
not an employee holds a self-identify or organization identity 
can shift employee reciprocation of behaviors to a self-focused 
or organization-focused social exchange relationship (van 
Knippenberg and Schippers, 2007; Tavares et  al., 2016). Our 
research deepens the understanding about the role of employee 
identity in intervening in the relationship between HPWS and 
OCB. Multiple factors in an organization can provide different 
resources to exch-ange with employees, and employee identified 
foci will determine to which organization factors employees 
are more willing to reciprocate behaviors.

Moreover, our research also challenges the mature idea 
in HRM-OCB literature that the compatibility between 
employees’ personalities and organizational values, namely 
organizational identification can enhance OCB (Fu et  al., 
2014; Shen et al., 2018; Zulfiqar and Khan, 2021). By drawing 
on a China-specific management context, we  contend that 
under certain conditions, identification with organizational 
values may not explain the emergence or enhancement of 
OCB. The reason is that organizational values can either 
nurture or inhibit employee OCB performance. Whether or 
not identifying with organization can cultivate employee 
OCB depends on the nature of the organizational culture. 
In this research, although we  did not propose the direct 
effects of error aversion culture on employee OCB, the 
multiple regression result of Model 2  in Table  3 shows that 
this culture is negatively and significantly related to employee 
OCB (β = −0.079, p < 0.01). The result is as we  expected, 
that error aversion culture inhibits employee OCB. In such 
a type of organizational culture, identifying with the 
organization will inhibit rather than encourage employees 
to perform OCB, and weaken rather strengthen HRM practices’ 
effectiveness in cultivating employee OCB.

Finally, our findings can also raise scholarly attention to 
capturing the joint effect of identification and culture in 
determining the strength of the HRM-OCB relationship. Findings 
of our study reveal that an employee’s organizational identification 
can substantially enhance the moderating effects of perceived 
error aversion culture. Thus, this once again emphasizes the 

significance of organizational identification with organizational 
values in mapping the antecedent effects on employee OCB, 
or perhaps also on other behaviors.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

Our research findings have practical implications for managers 
working in Chinese firms. In spite of the widely recognized 
usefulness of HPWS in encouraging employees to perform 
OCB, managers can make more effort to calibrate the 
implementation of HPWS in the cultural context of their 
organization. There may be  some cultures abating both OCB 
and HPWS’s effectiveness in cultivating OCB. An error aversion 
culture is one such example, which still remains in Chinese 
firms. To facilitate positive effects of HPWS on OCB, firms 
can make efforts to build an error mastery culture. In such 
a culture, “it is accepted that error occurrence cannot 
be  eliminated, but at the same time errors are taken seriously 
and dealt with actively. And there is a focus on detection, 
correction, communication and learning” (van Dyck, 2009, p. 25).

Further, building up an employee’s mindset of “oneness” or 
“wholeness” is often deemed to be  good for employees to 
perform OCB. However, caution must be  adopted in doing 
this, since an employee’s identification orientation will direct 
the employee to exchange with the sources with which they 
identify. It is advisable for managers to evaluate the content 
and strength of social resources from both collective-focused 
and self-focused sources, and adjust their HRM practices (e.g., 
selection and training) to align individual employees’ cultural 
preference with that required by the organization.

Limitations and Suggestions
Our findings should be  interpreted in light of the limitations 
of the study. First, as we  used a cross-sectional design, this 
research cannot examine the causal effects of employee-
experienced HPWS and OCB. Although its focus is to explore 
and examine the boundary effect of HRM-OCB linkage and 
previous research has used time-lagged data to examine the 
causality of this relationship, future research may adopt a 
longitudinal design. Second, this research synthesized multiple 
theoretical perspectives to explore the boundary conditions of 
the HRM-OCB relationship. We adopted error aversion culture 
and organizational identification as moderators in that 
relationship. Future research can incorporate other theories 
and further test the role of other variables in intervening in 
the HRM-OCB linkage. For example, from an institutional 
perspective, researcher could explore and examine the 
interventions of macro- or meso-level institutional variables. 
Third, our research focused on the relationship between 
individual-level variables. Future research may adopt a multi-
level design in investigating the cross-level interactive effects 
on OCB. Finally, the research draws on a China-specific context: 
the co-existence of HPWS and an error aversion culture. Such 
a context is China-specific, but it may be  observed in other 
countries. Future research may replicate the research in other 
countries and cultures.
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