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Overview
Over the last couple of decades, scholars have devoted a great deal of attention to exploring strategic high-performance work systems (HPWS) as the key determinant of firm performance. While a large body of research has drawn on the content-based perspective to contend that a set of interconnected human resource (HR) practices can exert the influence on employee outcomes, when aggregated, on organisational performance, less is known about the process-based view by which the effect of HR practices on individual performance largely reside in HR attributions or the meanings that employees attach to the motives underlying the HR practices they experience (Nishii et al., 2008). Drawing on the attribution theory (Heider, 1958; Kelley; 1973; Weiner, 1985) and the signaling theory (Connelly et al., 2011), we aim to build and test a general framework where HPWS affect individual performance through two types of HR attributions (e.g. commitment-focused HR attributions and control-focused HR attributions) in the context of Vietnamese small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs). Added to this, line manager’s solicitation of voice is positioned to moderate the  HPWS-HR attribution link. The study uses sample of 30 Vietnamese small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs), including 108 team leaders and 430 employees, and multilevel structural equation modelling (MSEM) with Mplus.  
Research focus, rationale, questions, contributions
			In 2008, Nishii and colleagues, in their seminal work, first introduced the term ‘HR attributions’ reflecting that employees try to interpret the reasons why HR practices in place to guide their attitudes and behaviours which are directly associated with their performance. This study clears up a new pathway for strategic HR scholars to explore the employee sense-making phenomenon and thereby provide more nuanced insights into the HR-performance causal chain (Shantz et al., 2016; Alfes et al., 2021; Katou et al., 2021). Despite its great progress, several research problems have not been fully addressed: 
			First, the majority of research examines employee reactions to the causal attributions they make about HPWS, such as engagement, commitment, work overload (Van de Voorde and Beijer, 2015; Shantz et al., 2016; Alfes et al., 2021). More thoughtful research, therefore, are needed to cast better light on the antecedents of HR attributions (Wang et al., 2020; Sanders et al., 2021). With a lack of such dedicated works on the antecedent-HR attribution link, the insights into this area of research have been restricted and thus the full picture of the effect of HPWS on employee outcomes via the cognitive sense-making process seems to be incomplete (Wang et al., 2020; Hewett et al., 2018; Kitt and Sanders, 2022; Meier-Barthold et al., 2023).
			Second, HR attributions hitherto has been mostly investigated in large-size companies of Western countries (Shantz et al., 2016; Martinko and Mackey, 2019). Very little research has been done to examine this cognitive phenomenon in other organizational and national settings, for example, SMEs (Harney and Alkhalaf, 2021; Do and Shipton, 2019). This scarcity is surprising because SMEs play a major role as the backbone of most national economies, particularly in developing countries. They account for over 90% of all businesses and offer 50% of private sector employment and net job creation worldwide (World Bank, 2023). With its worldwide important roles and functions, SMEs deserve more attention from HR attribution scholars (Fan et al., 2021). Further, SMEs are widely known for intensive labour force, resource constraints, flexibility and informality, flatter hierarchy, and owner-manager influence (Harney and Alkhalaf, 2021). These distinctive characteristics can offer a unique context where employee HR attributions may differ from their counterparts of large firms. 
[bookmark: _Hlk122375401][bookmark: _Hlk152576292][bookmark: _Hlk97997807]			Third, a substantial volume of studies narrowly examines the owner/manager’s perspective about HR practices, with a small number of empirical studies embracing employee or multilevel perspectives to examine the top-down influence of HPWS on individual outcomes (Flinchbaugh et al., 2016; Harney and Alkhalaf, 2021). Given organisations are by definition multilevel entities where employees are nested within teams and teams operate under organisations, multi-level research is preferred (Flinchbaugh et al., 2016; Kozlowski and Klein, 2000).
Motivated by these gaps, we ask two questions: 
Research question 1: How and when HPWS influence job performance through employees’ HR attributions in Vietnamese SMEs? 
Research question 2: What is the potential contingency surrounding the two relationships in question (e.g., HPWS and commitment-focused HR attributions; HPWS and control-focused HR attributions), and under what conditions can these relationships be strengthened or weakened?
By addressing these questions, our study contributes to the extant HR literature in several respects:
First, the attribution theory (Heider, 1957; Kelley,1973; Weiner, 1985) and signaling theory (Connelly et al., 2011) are integrated as the theoretical foundation that helps explain why and how HPWS and line manager’s solicitation of voice can play a central role in determining employee HR attributions and thereby advancing the understanding about the antecedent-HR attribution relationship (Wang et al., 2020; Sanders et al., 2021)
Second, we are among the first to explore employee HR attributions in the context of Vietnamese SMEs, in conjunction with multilevel analysis (e.g., team level and individual level). By doing so, we move beyond the prevailing Western context to examine HR attributions in developing and/or emerging countries, such as Vietnam and thereby making contextual and methodological contributions to the extant HR literature. 


Theories and hypotheses
The attribution theory was initiated and developed by three big names, Heider (1958); Kelley (1973) and Weiner (1985), with a core idea that people tend to make sense of important and/or unexpected events or occurrences around them to inform their attitudes and behaviours. In the meantime, signaling theory (Connelly et al., 2011) highlights the information asymmetry between senders and receivers. To reduce the information gap, senders have endeavoured to transmit high-quality signals by which receivers can interpret positively as expected. 
HPWS are a bundle of distinct yet interconnected HR practices that can produce the synergistic effect upon enhancing employees’ knowledge, skills, and abilities, and thereby motivating them to act in the best interests of the organisation (Datta, Guthrie, and Wright, 2005; Combs et al., 2006). According to the attribution theory, the implementation of a well-designed HR initiative is an important event that is more likely to attract employee attention and then activate their sense-making process which is believed to set a scene for specific behavioural reactions (Nishii et al., 2008; Bowen and Ostroff, 2004). What attitudes and behaviours employees exhibit at work will, in turn, determine their task performance in the workplace (Guest et al., 2021). Following this logic, a strong HRM system can act as a powerful tool for organisation to exert good influence on employees and thus result in shared perceptions about what bebaviours and outcomes are expected (Bowen and Ostroff, 2004). 
However, the impact of HPWS on employee performance are not always clear and straightforward. Employees by nature are different actors who come to the workplace with different characteristics, family backgrounds, and pre-existing beliefs and experiences, and the like (Kitt and Sanders, 2022). The same HR system may lead to divergent HR attributions based on employee idiosyncratic observations (Nishii et al., 2008; Garg et al., 2020). For example, some employees may perceive that HR practices (e.g. training and development, performance appraisal) are adopted to enhance their well-being and in turn form commitment-focused HR attributions, while others might perceive it as a controlling mechanism for employee exploitation that elicit control-focused HR attributions (Nishii et al., 2008; Katou et al., 2021). These specific HR attributions can respectively promote employees’ positive responses (e.g. engagement, satisfaction) or negative reactions (e.g. frustration, anger) to their daily works and thereby are closely associated with individual performances (Van De Voorde and Beijer, 2015; Katou et al, 2021; Fan et al, 2021).
[bookmark: _Hlk122375494]Further, HR practices/policies are enacted and developed by senior managers but implemented and communicated by line managers who have proximity and day-to-day interactions with their team members (Katou et al., 2021). Drawing on signalling theory, line managers, here, play a crucial role as HR communicators/signalers who shape employee HR experiences and impact their HR perceptions and reactions (Gilbert et al., 2011; Katou et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Hlk122375511]Team leaders’ voice solicitation is defined as the process of seeking input from employees and thereby encouraging them to freely express their ideas and concerns at work (Fast et al., 2014). While some of managers are willing to solicit voice from their employees to identify opportunities and problems (Liu and Dong, 2020), others are inclined to hindering employee voice as they see it as a threat to their power and status quo (Fast, Burris and Bartel 2014; Milliken, Morrison and Hewlin 2003). With a high level of voice solicitation, employees are more likely to receive efficacious signals from their line managers (e.g. being asked for their skills, knowledge, and prior experiences to improve team performance). This makes them feel valued and respected in decision making and thereby amplify their positive thoughts about managerial intentions (Fast et al., 2014). As such, the attributions that employees make as to HR practices may be colored by the quality of employees’ relationships with their line manager (Shantz et al., 2016). 
Methodology
[bookmark: _Hlk122375568][bookmark: _Hlk122375581]Online preliminary interviews with 15 CEOs/HR consultants of knowledge-based firms were carried out to consolidate the questionnaire-based survey. Quantitative data was collected from two different levels (e.g., team and individual levels) to reduce common method bias and highlight the importance of a multisource procedure (Podsakoff et al., 2003). An ID number was encoded on each questionnaire to keep confidentiality and match employee’s responses with line managers’ ratings. Researcher distributed the questionnaires on a team‐by‐team basis and were on‐site to explain any possible concerns to participants. All measures that was adapted from established scales in English was translated into Vietnamese using the back-translation method (Brislin, 1970) to ascertain its accuracy (Akhtar et al., 2008) and consistency of meaning (Chang and Chen, 2011). Given our data is multilevel in nature (the employee data is nested in team leaders), MSEM with Mplus is adopted to test the proposed hypotheses. A sandwich estimator in the subsequent path analysis is used to provide a conservative estimation of the relationships between variables (Muthén and Muthén, 2017). 













References
Alfes, K., Veld, M., and Fürstenberg, N. (2021). The relationship between perceived high‐performance work systems, combinations of human resource well‐being and human resource performance attributions and engagement. Human Resource Management Journal, 31(3), 729-752.
Bowen, D.E. and Ostroff, C., 2004. Understanding HRM–firm performance linkages: The role of the “strength” of the HRM system. Academy of management review, 29(2), pp.203-221.
Brislin, R.W., 1970. Back-translation for cross-cultural research. Journal of cross-cultural psychology, 1(3), pp.185-216.
Chang, P.C. and Chen, S.J., 2011. Crossing the level of employee's performance: HPWS, affective commitment, human capital, and employee job performance in professional service organizations. The international journal of human resource management, 22(04), pp.883-901.
Combs, J., Liu, Y., Hall, A., & Ketchen, D. (2006). How much do high‐performance work practices matter? A meta‐analysis of their effects on organizational performance. Personnel psychology, 59(3), 501-528.
Connelly, B.L., Certo, S.T., Ireland, R.D. and Reutzel, C.R., 2011. Signaling theory: A review and assessment. Journal of management, 37(1), pp.39-67.
Datta, D. K., Guthrie, J. P., & Wright, P. M. (2005). Human resource management and labor productivity: does industry matter?. Academy of management Journal, 48(1), 135-145.
Do, H. and Shipton, H., 2019. High-performance work systems and innovation in Vietnamese small firms. International Small Business Journal, 37(7), pp.732-753.
Fan, D., Huang, Y., & Timming, A. R. (2021). Team‐level human resource attributions and performance. Human Resource Management Journal, 31(3), 753-774.
Fast, N. J., Burris, E. R., & Bartel, C. A. (2014). Managing to stay in the dark: Managerial self-efficacy, ego defensiveness, and the aversion to employee voice. Academy of Management Journal, 57(4), 1013-1034.
Flinchbaugh, C., Li, P., Luth, M.T. and Chadwick, C., 2016. Team‐level high involvement work practices: investigating the role of knowledge sharing and perspective taking. Human Resource Management Journal, 26(2), pp.134-150.
Garg, S., Jiang, K. and Lepak, D.P., 2021. HR practice salience: explaining variance in employee reactions to HR practices. The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 32(2), pp.512-542.
Gilbert, C., De Winne, S. and Sels, L., 2011. The influence of line managers and HR department on employees' affective commitment. The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 22(8), pp.1618-1637.
Guest, D.E., Sanders, K., Rodrigues, R. and Oliveira, T., 2021. Signalling theory as a framework for analysing human resource management processes and integrating human resource attribution theories: A conceptual analysis and empirical exploration. Human Resource Management Journal, 31(3), pp.796-818.
Harney, B. and Alkhalaf, H., 2021. A quarter‐century review of HRM in small and medium‐sized enterprises: Capturing what we know, exploring where we need to go. Human Resource Management, 60(1), pp.5-29. 
Heider, F.,1958. The psychology of interpersonal relations. Eastford, CT: Martino Publishing.
Hewett, R., Shantz, A., Mundy, J., and Alfes, K. (2018). Attribution theories in human resource management research: A review and research agenda. The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 29(1), 87-126. 
Hewett, R., Shantz, A. and Mundy, J., 2019. Information, beliefs, and motivation: The antecedents to human resource attributions. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 40(5), pp.570-586.
Katou, A.A., Budhwar, P.S. and Patel, C., 2021. Line manager implementation and employee HR attributions mediating mechanisms in the HRM system—Organizational performance relationship: a multilevel and multipath study. Human Resource Management Journal, 31(3), pp.775-795.
Kitt, A., and Sanders, K. (2022). Imprinting in HR process research: a systematic review and integrative conceptual model. The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 1-44.
Kelley, H.H., 1973. The processes of causal attribution. American psychologist, 28(2), p.107.
Liu, F., & Dong, M. (2020). Perspective taking and voice solicitation: a moderated mediation model. Asia Pacific Journal of Human Resources, 58(4), 504-526.
Martinko, M. J., & Mackey, J. D. (2019). Attribution theory: An introduction to the special issue. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 40(5), 523-527.
Meier‐Barthold, M., Biemann, T., and Alfes, K. (2023). Strong signals in HR management: How the configuration and strength of an HR system explain the variability in HR attributions. Human Resource Management, 62(2), 229-246.
Milliken, F. J., Morrison, E. W., & Hewlin, P. F. (2003). An exploratory study of employee silence: Issues that employees don’t communicate upward and why. Journal of management studies, 40(6), 1453-1476.
Nishii, L.H., Lepak, D.P. and Schneider, B., 2008. Employee attributions of the “why” of HR practices: Their effects on employee attitudes and behaviors, and customer satisfaction. Personnel psychology, 61(3), pp.503-545.
Sanders, K., Guest, D. and Rodrigues, R., 2021. The role of HR attributions in the HRM–Outcome relationship: Introduction to the special issue. Human Resource Management Journal, 31(3), pp.694-703.
Shantz, A., Arevshatian, L., Alfes, K. and Bailey, C., 2016. The effect of HRM attributions on emotional exhaustion and the mediating roles of job involvement and work overload. Human Resource Management Journal, 26(2), pp.172-191.
Van De Voorde, K., and Beijer, S. (2015). The role of employee HR attributions in the relationship between high‐performance work systems and employee outcomes. Human resource management journal, 25(1), 62-78.
Wang, Y., Kim, S., Rafferty, A., and Sanders, K. (2020). Employee perceptions of HR practices: A critical review and future directions. The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 31(1), 128-173.
Weiner, B., 1985. An attributional theory of achievement motivation and emotion. Psychological review, 92(4), pp.548-573.




2

