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Purpose: Public service organizations may improve the quality of services they offer citizens by instilling proactive behavior in their 
employees. This study aimed to provide insights on how high-involvement work practices may indirectly facilitate proactive behavior 
in frontline government employees via employee commitment.
Methods: A time-lagged approach was used to collect data from 542 frontline employees in three waves at 3-week intervals. We 
tested the hypothesized moderated mediation model using a PROCESS macro bootstrap approach.
Results: A moderated-meditation model was applied in which public service motivation was theorized to increase the mediating effect 
of employee commitment on the relationship between high-involvement work practices and employee proactive behavior. As 
predicted, the findings show that supervisor’ deviant behavior attenuated the mediating effect of employee commitment on the 
relationship between high-involvement work practices and employee proactive behavior.
Conclusion: The findings of this research contribute to the emerging literature on public management and have implications for 
public sector organizations seeking to improve the quality of services they offer citizens.
Keywords: public service motivation, supervisors’ deviant behavior, employee commitment, high-involvement work practices, 
employee proactive behavior, public sector

Introduction
This study examined an important question in public management: do high-involvement work practices (HIWPs) instill 
proactive behavior in public services organizations’ frontline employees in a transitioning economy? The success of 
China’s transition from a command economy to a free market economy is not yet universally heralded within the country, 
and the ethos of the former economic regime is firmly rooted.1 To a significant degree, the success of this transition 
depends on the success of human resources (HR) practices at the organizational level. Simply demanding compliance 
with governmental rules and organizational statutes and regulations is not enough to keep pace with the changing needs 
of a transitioning society. Rather, public service organizations must find ways to bridge the gap between themselves and 
citizens by encouraging their employees to engage in proactive work behavior, ie, to challenge the status quo and be more 
responsive to the needs of the public.2–4 The aim of this study is to examine the role of HIWPs in instilling such behavior 
in public service employees.

It has been established that HR practices not only affect employee behavior in general but can also encourage 
proactive behavior in employees.5 While proactive work behavior can vary in response to different HR practices, the 
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common thread in all such behaviors is social exchange as an embodiment of organizational investment in HR practices. 
In particular, HIWPs, which represent an investment in human capital,6,7 are characterized by the sharing of decision- 
making powers and information (eg, business processes, business results, ensuing rewards, and work-system knowledge). 
HIWPs can thus prompt social exchange between employers and employees in public service organizations8,9 and 
motivate employees to work proactively for the common good of the organization, its customers, and themselves, rather 
than merely perform the tasks assigned by their managers.

Social exchange theory (SET) holds that employees perceive HR practices as an investment in themselves and 
therefore exhibit positive attitudes and behaviors—ie, commitment and proactive work behavior—in response to such 
practices.10 Hence, it can be said that the proactive work behavior of public servants is a reflection of their commitment 
that stems from their involvement in HIWPs. Such employees are more committed to their organizations and more likely 
to proactively challenge the status quo to improve public services than employees not involved in HIWPs. Moreover, 
public service motivation (PSM), ie, the altruistic intention to serve the public interest,11,12 adds to the effect of employee 
commitment (EC). Thus, it is reasonable to expect that PSM and EC may both interact with HIWPs to instill proactive 
work behavior, ie, employee proactive behavior (EPB), in public servants.

In China, managers have adapted their work behaviors to a free market framework, but the ethos of a command 
economy remains entrenched in many employees.13 Supervisors’ deviant behavior (SDB) is characterized by hostile 
verbal and non-verbal communication,14,15 in the form of shouting and angry outbursts, negative comments, public 
degradation, coercion, and the humiliation and belittling of employees.16 SDB can also manifest through behaviors such 
as taking credit for others’ efforts, blaming others for personal failures, and working with intentional slowness.17 SDB 
has been observed in public service organizations,18 and undermines the social exchange between employees and 
supervisors/managers. As supervisors represent an organization in the eyes of its employees, SDB is likely to weaken 
the social exchange between employees and the organization, even in the presence of HIWPs. Employees may take 
supervisor behavior into account when evaluating HIWPs, and distance themselves from their organization and its goals 
if they observe SDB. The resulting weakened social exchange is likely to undermine employee commitment and lead to 
a low valence of proactivity in response to HIWPs.

Drawing upon SET,10 this study examined the relationships between HIWPs, EC, EPB, PSM, and SDB. The primary 
objective was to investigate how HIWPs in public sector organizations influence EPB via EC. While several studies have 
researched the link between HR practices and proactivity in private sector employees,19,20 how this link manifests in 
public sector employees is underexplored, especially in transitioning economies such as that of China. As such, this study 
helps to fill an important gap in the public management literature. Another unique contribution of the study is its 
examination of the mediation effect of employees’ commitment between the HIWPs and EPB. One unique aspect of this 
study is that it focused on HIWPs (instead of general HR practices, as in previous studies) and their role in fostering EC 
and EPB. Parallel to the primary objective, this study also aimed to explore the moderating role of PSM in intensifying 
the links between HIWPs, EC, and EPB. Moreover, this study used a moderated-mediation mechanism to determine how 
PSM moderated EC’s mediation of the relationship between HIWPs and EPB (see Figure 1). This aspect is unique to this 
study, and it is a key contribution of this study to public management literature. Finally, whereas most studies have 
focused on the positive effects of leadership and HR practices on employee outcomes,20–23 this study explored the 
moderating effect of SDB in attenuating the impact of HIWPs on EC and, in turn, on EPB. Thus, this study is unique in 
considering a negative variable (ie, SDB) as a moderator that may reduce the effect of HIWPs on employee outcomes.

Literature Review and Development of Hypotheses
HIWPs and EC
HIWPs are a set of HR practices that foster trust, commitment, motivation, and performance.24 The combination of these 
practices results in synergistic effects that improve employees’ communication, empowerment, and participation, and 
thus build their investment (physical and emotional) in their employer.25 HIWPs strengthen connections between 
employers and employees by aligning their goals, leading to more positive attitudes and behaviors in employees.26 For 
instance, an organization that invests in worker training is not only cultivating employees as a resource but is also 
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increasing their skills and productivity, thus enhancing their development and promotion opportunities. Such initiatives 
increase employees’ involvement in an organization without external stimuli.27 HIWPs therefore empower and encourage 
employees to contribute in a participatory way to their organization, including through incentives and compensation.24 

Overall, HIWPs enhance workers’ skills, sense of empowerment and participation, and alignment with organizational 
goals.

EC reflects the emotional attachment workers feel toward their employer and the alignment of their personal goals 
with their organization’s goals and also entails learning, excitement, collaboration, optimism, and enthusiasm.28 The 
social exchange between employees and their organization may leverage EC. For instance, given that EC is characterized 
by affection for one’s organization and pride in being part of it,29 committed employees are likely to stay with their 
organization because they want to, not because they must or should. Furthermore, the social exchange perspective 
suggests that when employees perceive that their organization is investing in them through HIWPs, they will reciprocate 
by working to benefit the organization.30,31 Specifically, when an organization engages in HIWPs, employees are likely to 
perceive that the organization is investing in their skill development (through training), involving them in organizational 
decisions, and rewarding them for their contribution.32 Employees may reciprocate by working to support organizational 
goals and being more committed.33 In short, employees are likely to be more committed to their organization when the 
organization is more committed to them.34 Therefore, we formulate the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: A perception of greater HIWPs is associated with greater EC in public service organizations.

EPB and EC
The concept of EPB encompasses inner drive and personal initiative in pursuit of futuristic personal goals aligned with 
organizational goals.35 Thus, challenging the status quo instead of submitting to the current circumstances is 
a characteristic of EPB; a proactive individual takes the initiative in anticipation of a change in circumstances or even 
in his own person.36 EPB can manifest as whistleblowing; voicing crucial issues;37 pursuing issues until they are taken up 
seriously; proactively indulging in problem-solving exercises;38 striving for continuous improvements in work structures, 
designs, processes, and routines;39 proactively communicating, such as through feedback;40 or giving a helping hand to 
others.41 EC is demonstrated by employees behaving in ways that reflect attachment, such as by engaging in activities 
that advance organizational goals and serve organizational interests. EC is also likely to be reflected in behaviors such as 
dedicating oneself to goals, missions, and activities that serve the organization and its stakeholders.42 Therefore, EC can 
also translate into EPB.43

As SET extends the concept of exchange, HIWPs that generate EC in employees are likely to be reflected in their 
behavior. Specifically, committed employees are likely to behave in ways that embody their affective bond with the 
organization, supporting the best interests of the organization and its stakeholders. With their improved work ethic and 

Figure 1 Conceptual Framework.
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dedication to the greater good, they are likely to act in support of organizational goals, activities, and strategies.44 Their 
commitment may translate into voluntary and proactive behavior to serve the public interest,45,46 even in the absence of 
rewards.47,48 Following this logic, we can anticipate a link between EC and EPB in public service organizations. Thus, 
we make the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 2: Greater EC is positively related to EPB in public service organizations.

Mediator and Moderators for HIWPs and EPB
HIWPs, EC, and EPB: A Social Exchange Perspective
From the above discussion, social exchange in an organization can instill commitment, which, in turn, may foster EPB.49 

Hence, from an SET perspective, the link between HIWPs and EPB can be explained by the mediating role of EC. 
HIWPs are a type of organizational investment in employees,50 reflecting an organization’s long-term focus on its human 
capital. Employees may feel obliged to reciprocate by viewing their organization as being worthy of their commitment, 
such that they form an affective bond with it.51 They may even feel gratitude and work to benefit the organization in 
return for its investment in them. As SET explains, this dynamic reflects the formation of a relationship in which there is 
exchange and reciprocity.52 In response to the benefits they reaped from HIWPs, employees will feel obligated to perform 
well in their jobs.53 If they feel that the organization has added to their well-being, they will feel a need to adopt behavior 
more favorable to the organization as a form of repayment.10 The more they feel that their organization is expressing care 
for them through HIWPs, the more obligated they will feel to reciprocate by exhibiting such favorable behavior. 
Therefore, HIWPs can help shape employee behavior that is beneficial to an organization, such as by making employees 
desirous of their organization’s success and empathetic toward its goals.

From a social exchange perspective, employees that benefit from HIWPs are likely to work proactively to contribute 
to their organization’s success. HIWPs such as training can teach employees about new opportunities for growth and 
instill new values in them.54 The alignment of the goals and values of employees and their organization is likely to 
expedite the social-exchange process.55 When an organization places trust in employees’ decision making, it gives them 
the courage to contribute proactively to such common goals. Empowered employees may behave proactively by 
redesigning processes for better performance.56,57 To summarize, HIWPs are an investment in employees, empowering 
them to be proactive in contributing to their organizational and personal goals by improving their public service.

Drawing upon SET, the link between HIWPs and EPB can be better explained indirectly by involving EC as an 
explanatory mechanism. Examining the effect of HIWPs on EC allows us to better explain their effect on EPB. As EC 
means that employees maintain their behavioral direction even in the absence of rewards,58 committed employees are 
likely to meet organizational goals while going above and beyond their normal duties and responsibilities to serve the 
public interest. Such EPB is a way for committed employees to contribute voluntarily to their organization. We can 
therefore predict a link between EC and EPB, and that EC mediates the interaction between HIWPs and EPB. Thus, we 
hypothesize as follows.

Hypothesis 3: EC mediates the positive link between HIWPs and EPB in public service organizations.

PSM
PSM is a prosocial value that induces employee behavior that is beneficial for the community and is distinct from 
employee outcomes.59 It also affects the performance of public service organizations.60 Public servants with higher PSM 
serve people without prejudice or favor, practice self-sacrifice, and show compassion in serving civic interests.61 They 
are committed to public service, public values, and public interests.

We can anticipate from an SET perspective that employees whose organizations involve them in HIWPs feel 
obligated to reciprocate this investment by becoming committed to their organization’s goals and desirous for their 
organization’s success, and that PSM may moderate this relationship between HIWPs and EC. Public service is based on 
notions of love, care, and duty toward a higher calling, as manifests as commitment beyond the need of the hour.62 PSM 
can be viewed as a general selfless motivation to act for the sake of a community, state, or society, outside of personal or 
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organizational goals.63 The higher the PSM, the higher the commitment.64 Therefore, when public servants who are high 
in PSM find an organization worthy of their commitment, due to its involving its employees in HIWPs, these public 
servants’ desire to serve the public means that they will commit to this organization more strongly than would public 
servants with a lower PSM. High-PSM employees display characteristics such as self-sacrifice,65 which is likely to result 
in their commitment being manifest as positive behavior that benefits their organization and community. Hence, EPB can 
also arise due to the influence of PSM: highly committed employees with PSM may take part in changing and 
challenging the status quo to improve public services.

Moreover, employees with PSM, ie, a predisposition to act out of selfless motives, may derive a greater emotional 
impact from HIWPs.66 A stronger sense of social exchange emerges in such instances, leading to a stronger response to 
HIWPs. As a result, such employees may exhibit higher EPB, as their greater sense of being cared for by their 
organization may increase their EC and thus also increase their EPB. On this basis, we formulate our next hypothesis, 
as follows.

Hypothesis 4a: PSM moderates the positive link between HIWPs and EC in public organizations, such that the link is 
stronger for employees with high PSM levels than for those with low PSM levels.

Thus far, we suggest a moderated mediation model in which EC mediates the link between HIWPs and EPB and PSM 
moderates the relationship between HIWPs and EC. Building on the logic of Edwards and Lambert,67 we assume that 
PSM also moderates the strength of the EC-mediated relationship between HIWPs and EPB. Thus, we make a further 
hypothesis, as below.

Hypothesis 4b: PSM moderates the indirect effect of EC on the link between HIWPs and EPB in public service 
organizations, such that the indirect effect is stronger for employees with high PSM levels than for those with low 
PSM levels.

SDB
Not all supervisors or managers engage in positive behavior toward employees at all times.68 At times, some may exhibit 
SDB, by damaging equipment, leaving early, taking kickbacks, or showing favoritism.69,70 SDB may also involve 
supervisors verbally abusing, ignoring, or scorning their subordinates, or taking credit for others’ ideas or job 
performances.71 SDB is therefore detrimental to an organization and its other employees. Employees react to SDB by 
becoming negatively disposed toward managers breaching social norms15 and the reaction is amplified when workers are 
treated unfairly or without dignity.

SDB such as abuse may reduce EC,72 as due to the psychological distress such behavior causes in employees, they 
may reduce their efforts related to achieving organizational goals.71,73 As supervisors or managers represent the 
organization in the eyes of employees,74 employees deem the organization to be responsible for SDB. Just as positive 
treatment from managers makes employees feel cared for by their organization, the converse is also likely to occur: 
employees may blame the organization for letting them be treated badly by a misbehaving manager.75 Such perceptions 
may lead employees to doubt their organization’s intentions and HR practices.76 Hence, SDB (or such behavior by 
managers) can be expected to negatively affect EC. Even if HIWPs are implemented, EC may be impaired in the 
presence of SDB, and employees’ motivation to work toward organizational goals may be weakened. SDB is contrary to 
the organizational values that HIWPs attempt to impart.71 Thus, it signifies a gap between what an organization is trying 
to practice (HIWPs) and what is actually being practiced (SDB). If SDB persists, employees may come to regard their 
organization as insincere and its values as hypocritical. Witnessing SDB or perceiving that one is being treated unfairly is 
enough to demotivate an employee77 and make them feel detached from their organization and its mission.

Deviant behavior also harms social exchange relationships15 between employees and their managers and those 
between employees and their organization.74 As supervisors or managers represent an organization in the eyes of its 
employees, supervisors’ or managers’ behavior is taken as a signal of how the organization views its employees, who 
then use this signal information to judge whether to invest in a social exchange relationship with their organization.78 

Deviant behavior by supervisors or managers may therefore lead employees to reduce their efforts and not invest in 
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a social exchange relationship with the organization. In addition, if other members of a group or organization observe 
supervisors or managers exhibiting deviant behaviour, these members may also take part in shaping employees’ negative 
perceptions of their employer.79 As such, although employees may appreciate being involved in HIWPs, if they observe 
[or hear from others who observe) such deviant behaviour by their supervisor or manager, they may be less inclined to 
reciprocate being involved in HIWPs by showing EC and EPB in their organization. Thus, we make the following 
hypothesis.

Hypothesis 5a: SDB negatively moderates the positive relationship between HIWPs and EC in public organizations, such 
that higher the level of SDB the weaker the relationship.

Thus far, we suggest a first-stage negatively moderated mediation model in which EC mediates the relationship 
between HIWPs and EPB, and SDB moderates the relationship between HIWPs and EC. Building on the logic of 
Edwards and Lambert,67 we assume that SDB also negatively moderates the strength of the EC-mediated link between 
HIWPs and EPB. Thus, we make the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 5b: SDB negatively moderates the indirect effect of EC on the link between HIWPs and EPB in public 
service organizations, such that the indirect effect is weaker in organizations with high levels of SDB than in those with 
low levels of SDB.

Methodology
Sample and Procedures
For this study, data were collected from frontline employees working in public service organizations in major munici-
palities located in the Yangtze River Delta region of the People’s Republic of China. Frontline employees act as a bridge 
between a public service organization’s internal operations and external customers and thus serve a vital function.20 One 
of the authors visited the public service organizations and contacted frontline employees, who were then briefed on the 
purpose of the study and the data collection procedures. The time-lagged approach was used in this study to collect data 
at different time intervals. The time-lagged method is widely used in the latest studies since it allows researchers to 
conduct several surveys for specific research.80–82 Scholars may collect data from multiple sources in this manner, 
eliminating the likelihood of common source bias.83–85 Moreover, this approach allows for data gathering at multiple 
time intervals, thus reducing the possibility of common method bias.86,87 Furthermore, before recording their final 
response, participants can reflect and take action on their behavior using this method. A pilot test of 50 respondents was 
conducted to assess the reliability of the scales used in the questionnaire, and minor modifications were made based on 
the respondents’ feedback. The theoretical constructs and items were checked for content validity. The items were firstly 
purified using corrected item-total correlation, and secondly, the unidimensionality were assessed using exploratory 
factor analysis with varimax rotation and principal components extraction. Furthermore, the intraclass correlation was 
calculated, and all the values were above 0.5, indicating an acceptable inter-rater agreement. The Cronbach’s alpha of all 
scales was found to be more than 0.7, which is acceptable.88

To reduce social desirability and the likelihood of common method variance,84 we collected data in three waves at 
three-week intervals. We targeted 1250 frontline employees working in these organizations. 1250 frontline employees 
were surveyed in the first wave (T1) of the study. There was a total of 958 questionnaires that were completed and 
returned with response rate of 76.64%. The employees were requested to answer the questions about HIWPs, PSM, and 
SDB, and provide their demographic information. Three weeks later, the 958 employees who had completed the first- 
wave survey were given the second-wave survey (T2), which concerned their EC. The number of usable responses 
returned was 750 with response rate of 78.29%. In the third-wave survey (T3), the employees who had completed 
the second-wave survey were requested to answer questions about their EPB, and 542 valid responses were received with 
response rate of 72.27%. The study sample comprised 70.1% males and 29.9% females, with an average age range of 31 
to 40 years and an average tenure range of 6–10 years. The majority of the respondents had earned a bachelor’s degree or 
higher. The sample was composed mainly of frontline employees with a university degree. Before data collection, we 
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conducted a statistical power analysis to establish the minimal sample size necessary to estimate the proposed model. 
With an anticipated effect size of 0.150, a desired statistical power of 80%, four predictors, and a confidence level of 
0.95, the minimum needed sample size to estimate the model was 103.89,90 Our sample size was 542, satisfying this 
condition. According to this analysis, our study had the sufficient statistical power to detect the effects of interests.

Measures
All of the materials were presented in Chinese. Using the back-translation procedure, a management professor translated 
the materials from English into Chinese, and then two independent bilingual doctoral students back-translated the 
materials into English. All of this study’s responses were scored on a five-point Likert-type scale from “1 representing 
strongly disagree” to “5 representing strongly agree”. All scale items can be found in Appendix A. HIWPs were 
measured using nine items adapted from Searle et al,24 and the alpha value was 0.92. PSM was assessed using five 
items adapted from Miao et al,61 and the alpha value was 0.91. SDB was assessed using a six-item measure from Harris 
Harvey, and Kacmar,91 and the alpha value was 0.94. EC was assessed using six items adapted from Allen and Meyer,92 

and the alpha value was 0.92. EPB was measured using eight items adapted from Parker, Williams, and Turner,93 and the 
alpha value was 0.87.

Results
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations of Variables
Table 1 shows the internal reliabilities of the predictors, outcome variables including means and standard deviations. 
HIWPs (r = 0.33, p < 0.01) and EC (r = 0.50, p < 0.01) was positively correlated with EPB. PSM was positively 
correlated with EC (r = 0.36, p < 0.01). In addition, SDB was negatively correlated with EC (r = −0.13, p < 0.05). All of 
the values of the correlation coefficients between the variables were less than 0.70, indicating that multicollinearity was 
not a serious problem. Thus, as these correlations were supported, we can analyze our hypotheses further.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)
To measure the dimensionality of the data, CFA were performed using AMOS 24.0 to investigate the distinctive features 
of our model. The findings of the CFA revealed that the proposed five-factor model offered an acceptable fit to the data 
(see Table 2): a chi-square divided by the degrees of freedom (χ2/df) = 1143/517=2.21; a comparative fit index = 0.945; 
a Tucker–Lewis index = 0.941, and a root-mean-square error of approximation = 0.048. To examine discriminant validity 
of the hypothesized five-factor model, we compared it with four alternative models. HIWPs and PSM were combined 
into one factor in model four [χ2

diff (4) = 1028, p < 0.01]; HIWPs, SDB, and PSM were combined into one factor in 
model three [χ2

diff (7) =3743, p < 0.01]; HIWPs, SDB, PSM, and EC were combined into one factor in model two [χ2
diff 

(9) =5074, p < 0.01]; and HIWPs, SDB, PSM, EC and EPB were combined into one factor in model one [χ2
diff (10) = 

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrix

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1- Age 2.27 0.77 -
2- Gender 1.30 0.46 −0.06 -

3-Qualification 2.16 0.68 0.22** −0.04 -

4-Experience 2.00 0.75 0.41** −0.22** 0.16* -
5- HIWP 3.83 0.71 0.01 −0.01 −0.03 0.07 -

6- EC 3.99 0.73 0.12* −0.09* 0.06 0.24** 0.50** -

7- SDB 3.55 1.06 0.03 0.00 −0.01 −0.10* −0.21** −0.13* -
8- PSM 3.76 0.92 0.02 0.03 −0.12* 0.04 0.53** 0.36** −0.11* -

9- EPB 3.89 0.69 0.17* −0.12* 0.02 0.26** 0.33** 0.52** −0.15** 0.26** –

Notes: **p < 0.01 *p < 0.05 (two-tailed); N = 542. 
Abbreviations: HIWP, High Involvement Work Practices; EC, Employees’ Commitment; SDB, Supervisors’ Deviant Behavior; PSM, Public Service 
Motivation; EPB, Employees’ Proactive behavior.
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6082, p < 0.01]. These alternative models did not produce acceptable fits, indicating that the model we used had 
discriminant and convergent validity (see Table 2). Furthermore, as shown in Appendix A, the composite reliabilities and 
factor loadings for our model were well above the acceptable ranges (greater than 0.80 and 0.60, respectively), thereby 
meeting the criteria recommended by.94 Hence, our statistical model was suitable for hypothesis testing.

Hypothesis Testing
As exhibited in Table 3, HIWPs were found to be positively associated with EC (M2: β = 0.49, p < 0.001), which 
confirms Hypothesis 1. As expected, EC was positively associated with EPB (Model 7: β = 0.43, p < 0.001), which 
confirms Hypothesis 2. Hypothesis 3 suggested that EC mediates the relationship among HIWPs and EPB. As displayed 
in Table 4, when the EC factor was entered as an exclusive mediator between HIWPs and EPB, the results showed that 
there was a significant indirect effect of HIWPs on EPB via EC (β = 0.24, standard error (SE) = 0.03, p < 0.05, 95% 
confidence interval (CI) (0.18, 0.30)], thus confirms Hypothesis 3.

Table 2 Results of Confirmatory Factor Analyses

Models χ2 (df) χ2
diff (dfdiff) χ2/df TLI CFI RMSEA

Five Factors Model 1143 (517) – 2.21 0.941 0.945 0.048
Four Factors Model HIWP and PSM combined 2171 (521) 1028 (4***) 4.17 0.845 0.856 0.078

Four Factors Model HIWP and SDB combined 3872(521) 2729 (4***) 7.43 0.684 0.707 0.110

Three Factors Model HIWP, SDB and PSM combined 4886(524) 3743 (7***) 9.32 0.591 0.618 0.126
Two Factors Model HIWP, SDB, PSM and EC combined 6217(526) 5074 (9***) 11.82 0.469 0.502 0.143

Single Factor Model 7225(527) 6082 (10***) 13.71 0.376 0.414 0.155

Note: Difference is significant at ***p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: HIWP, High Involvement Work Practices; EC, Employees’ Commitment; SDB, Supervisors’ Deviant Behavior; PSM, Public Service 
Motivation.

Table 3 Results for Hypotheses Testing for Direct and Moderating Relationship

Predictors Dependent Variables

Employees’ Commitment Employees’ Proactive 
Behavior

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6 M7

Age −0.04 −0.05 −0.05 −0.06 −0.05 −0.04 −0.05

Gender 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.04 0.03 0.03 0.08

Education 0.02 0.04 0.06 0.06 0.04 0.04 −0.05
Experience 0.22** 0.18* 0.18* 0.15* 0.18* 0.17* 0.11*

Independent variable
High Involvement Work Practices (HIWP) 0.49*** 0.41*** 0.45*** 0.49*** 0.47*** 0.10*
Moderating variable
Public Service Motivation (PSM) 0.15* 0.18* −0.01 0.05

Interaction
HIWP*PSM 0.17*

Moderating variable
Supervisors’ Deviant Behavior (SDB)
Interaction
HIWP*SDB −0.16*

Employees’ Commitment 0.43***
R2 0.06* 0.30*** 0.32*** 0.34*** 0.35*** 0.37*** 0.31***

ΔR2 – 0.24*** 0.26** 0.28*** 0.29 0.31***

F 8.65 177.27 11.78 19.72 0.14 17.47 38.92

Notes: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Hypothesis 4a posits that at higher levels of PSM, the positive link HIWPs and EC will be stronger. As displayed in 
Table 3, the interaction between HIWPs and PSM predicted EC significantly (M4: β = 0.17, p < 0.05). Furthermore, we 
plotted the interaction in accordance with at two PSM levels (± 1 standard deviation (SD)).95 Figure 2 reveals that the 
relationship between HIWPs and EC was stronger at higher levels of PSM, confirming Hypothesis 4a. Specifically, 
HIWPs were more positively related to EC when the level of PSM was high (β = 0.29, p < 0.05) rather than low [β = 
0.15, p < 0.05). To examine Hypothesis 4b’s moderated mediation, we utilized Edwards and Lambert’s67 moderated path- 

Table 4 Moderated-Mediation Results for Conditional Indirect Effects at the Values of Moderators

Coeff. SE 95% CI

LL UL

Direct effect of High Involvement Work Practices on Employees’ Proactive behavior 0.10 0.04 0.01 0.17

Indirect effect of High Involvement Work Practices on Employees’ Proactive behavior via Employees’ Commitment 
(Hypothesis 3)

0.24 0.03 0.18 0.30

Conditional indirect effect of High Involvement Work Practices on Employees’ Proactive behavior at values of 

Public Service Motivation (Hypothesis 4b)
−1 SD low level of Public Service Motivation 0.15 0.04 0.08 0.24

Mean 0.22 0.04 0.16 0.30

+1 SD high level of Public Service Motivation 0.29 0.05 0.19 0.39
Conditional indirect effect of High Involvement Work Practices on Employees’ Proactive behavior at values of 

Supervisors’ Deviant Behavior (Hypothesis 5b)
−1 SD low level of Supervisors’ Deviant Behavior 0.30 0.05 0.21 0.40
Mean 0.22 0.03 0.17 0.29

+1 SD high level of Supervisors’ Deviant Behavior 0.15 0.03 0.09 0.23

Abbreviations: CI, Confidence Interval; UL, Upper limit; LL, Lower limit; SE, Standard error; Coeff, Coefficients.

Figure 2 Moderating effects of public service motivation on the relationship between high involvement work practices and employees' commitment. The dotted line shows 
high public service motivation, while the solid line shows low public service motivation.
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analysis technique to estimate PSM (ie, the moderating variable]. Hypothesis 4b anticipated that PSM moderates the 
indirect effect of employee commitment on the link between HIWPs and EPB via EC. The results displayed in Table 4 
indicate that the mediating effect HIWP on EPB via EC was significantly moderated by PSM (β = 0.17, p < 0.05). When 
the level of PSM was high, the mediating effect was 0.29 (p < 0.05), whereas when the level of PSM was low, the 
mediating effect was 0.15. Thus, Hypothesis 4b was supported. In addition, the index of moderated mediation did not 
include zero [index: 0.073; Boost SE = 0.029; 95% CI (0.017, 0.130)]; suggesting that the effect of PSM (ie, the 
moderator) on the indirect effect was significant.

Hypothesis 5a posited that SDB moderates the link between HIWPs and EC, with the association being weaker when 
the SDB level is high. The interaction between HIWPs and SDB was significantly and negatively related to EC (M6: β = 
−0.16, p < 0.05) (see Table 3). Furthermore, we plotted the interaction in accordance with Aiken and West’s (1991) at 
two SDB levels (± 1 standard deviation (SD)). The relationship between HIWPs and EC became weaker at higher levels 
of SDB, supporting Hypothesis 5a (see Figure 3). To examine Hypothesis 5b’s moderated mediation, we utilized 
Edwards and Lambert’s67 moderated path-analysis technique to estimate SDB (ie, the moderating variable). 
Hypothesis 5b anticipated that SDB moderates the link between HIWPs and EPB via EC. The results displayed that 
the mediating effect of HIWP on EPB via EC was significantly moderated by SDB (β = −0.16, p < 0.05) (see Table 3). 
When the level of SDB was high, the mediating effect was 0.15 (p < 0.05), whereas when the level of SDB was low, the 
mediating effect was 0.30. Thus, Hypothesis 5b was supported. In addition, the index of moderated mediation did not 
include zero [index: −0.07; Boost SE = 0.28, 95% CI (−.128, −0.019)]; suggesting that the effect of SDB on the indirect 
effect was significant.

Discussion
The findings of this study support the hypotheses regarding the associations between HIWPs, EC, PSM, SDB, and EPB. 
The results from the time-lagged study indicate that EC mediated the relationship between HIWPs and EPB. Moreover, 
SDB attenuated the relationship between HIWPs and EC, while PSM strengthened the relationship between HIWPs and 

Figure 3 Moderating effects of supervisors' deviant behavior on the relationship between high-involvement work practices and employees' commitment. The dotted line 
shows high supervisors' deviant behavior, while the solid line shows low supervisors' deviant behavior.
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EC. Furthermore, PSM moderated the mediating effect of EC on the link between HIWPs and EPB, such that the indirect 
effect was stronger when the level of PSM was high. In addition, SDB moderated the indirect effect of EC on the link 
between HIWPs and EPB, such that the indirect effect was weaker when the level of SDB was high. These findings have 
several theoretical and practical implications.

Theoretical Implications
The findings of this study contribute to the public management literature in several ways. First, they shed light on the link 
between HIWPs and EPB by exploring the mediating role of EC in the context of SET.10 SET is typically used to explain 
the mutual relationships between supportive top-down forces (transformational leadership or organizational support) and 
employees’ extra-role performance behaviors; however, less attention has been paid to the link between HR practices and 
EPB.96 As this study explored links between HIWPs and EPB through the mediating role of EC in public services 
organizations, the findings augment the power of SET to explain the link between HIWPs and EPB. Moreover, the 
finding that there was moderating role of PSM between HIWPs and EC in context of SET contributes to our under-
standing of the mechanism by which HIWPs affect EC. The social exchange between an organization and its employees 
involves a mutual exchange over and above personal interests and economic aspects.10 In addition, PSM refers to an 
altruistic intention to serve the public interest and embodies characteristics such as a commitment to public values, 
selflessness, and self-sacrifice.97 When extended toward a public service organization’s goals and mission, PSM 
generates the emotions and values necessary for employees to serve stakeholders over and above their personal 
interests.98 Hence, public servants with PSM respond positively to HIWPs and work proactively to serve stakeholders.

Our research also contributes to the literature on public value management. Recently, there has been an emphasis on 
empirical investigations into the effect of HR practices on employee outcomes in public service organizational settings.99 

Therefore, our examination of PSM as a moderator of the commitment-mediated relationship between HIWPs and EPB 
via EC is timely. Previous studies have examined the moderating role of PSM in the relationship between leadership and 
job performance in public service organizations,100 but our work advances this stream of research by building on the idea 
that HIWPs also affect employee outcomes.101 Specifically, we posit that because HIWPs are a way for organizations to 
invest in their employees50 and align employee goals with organizational goals, such practices can strengthen public 
service values in employees, particularly those that already have PSM. In countries such as China, where a slow 
economic transformation process is underway,102 EPB can help overcome the slowness of change by improving public 
services and, in turn, public value management. Therefore, such countries should pay keen attention to EPB, which they 
have so far tended to neglect.103 In this work, we extended EPB research to the public sector, and introduced PSM to 
explain its mechanism.

Additionally, our research contributes to the HR management literature in the public service management context. 
Our results indicate that HIWPs can instilling EPB in public service employees by fostering EC. Our results also support 
previous findings; for example Gavino, Wayne, and Erdogan,50 showed that HR practices such as decision-making, 
performance management, and promotion opportunities have positive effects on employees outcomes. Their findings 
suggest that decision-making is more effective in inducing EPB than performance management, promotion opportunities, 
and training and development. Many public service organizations in China are continuing to use the traditional appraisal 
system, and thus employees in these organization have little decision-making power; moreover, this traditional system is 
not properly designed to reward EPB. Finally, our study included SDB in its analysis. Thus, this our findings expands the 
stream of literature on SDB research and extends it to the public sector. In the Chinese context, studying SDB in the 
public service management context is important due to the unfortunately frequent occurrence of SDB.104 This study was 
a pioneering foray into the study of SDB as a moderator between HIWPs and EC, which revealed that EC is a mediator 
between HIWPs and EPB.

Practical Implications
Our research also has important practical implications for management professionals in public service organizations. 
Supervisors or managers in such organizations can leverage EC and EPB by using HIWPs designed to stir such behavior 
in employees. First of all, training should be designed not merely to impart knowledge of organizational rules and 
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regulations but also to instill public interest values, such as going above and beyond one’s statutory duties to provide 
better services to citizens, showing care for citizens, listening patiently, communicating with compassion, and patiently 
guiding citizens through complex procedures. At the same time, organizations should invest significantly in employees 
with respect to their performance improvement and career opportunities, so that employees will reciprocate by exhibiting 
higher EC and EPB. Second, Chinese organizations that still rely on traditional HR practices should complement them 
with suitable HIWPs to encourage employees to take a more active part in reaching organizational goals. For example, in 
China, the recruitment process relies heavily on guanxi, the system of social networks and relationships that can affect 
interactions and outcomes;105 public service organizations should complement this system with training and other HIWPs 
that can help align the goals and interests of organizations and their employees, thus facilitating higher EC. Third, public 
service organizations should develop strategies to increase their employees’ capabilities and motivation to serve the 
public, as higher PSM can lead to higher EC and EPB. For instance, inviting change agents from other successful 
organizations can help lift the level of EPB in an organization.106 Employees that exhibit high EPB may go beyond the 
call of duty to serve citizens, such as by going door-to-door to help the elderly, needy, and disabled. Fourth, offering 
appropriate training and opportunities for development and career growth can play an important role in an organization’s 
succession planning, whereby retiring employees are replaced by internally trained staff through promotion and succes-
sion. Organizations engaged in succession planning should work to cultivate public service values in employees, who can 
eventually become supervisors with a deep understanding of public policy and an ability to devise effective policies to 
contribute to China’s changing institutional framework. Fifth, in their performance appraisals, public service organiza-
tions should include measures to evaluate whether organizational investments in HIWPs have helped employees gain the 
desired knowledge, skills, and public service values. Whether they have become more proactive in response to HIWPs 
should also be measured. Moreover, performance systems should include measures to assess if HIWPs increase 
employees’ wish to strive toward their organization’s goals rather than their own goals, and compensation systems 
should be aligned with performance measurement such that they appropriately reward EPB through financial and non- 
financial means.

Through such well-designed HIWPs, supervisors or managers in public services organizations in China and other 
transitioning economies can leverage EC and EPB in their frontline employees. In addition, training and mentoring 
designed to overcome SDB can help to build a trained generation of supervisors who show genuine care for the public 
and their employees. As SDB can be an outcome of top-down appraisal systems, such systems should be amended to take 
feedback from diverse sources, including peers, colleagues, subordinates, and the public, and not just top management. 
This will inform those supervisors who exhibit SDB, thereby encouraging them to adjust their behavior to be more 
inclusive and caring toward subordinates.

Limitations
Our study has a few limitations. First, a study based on objective measures instead of perceptual measures may have 
resulted in better observability of variables such as SDB, HIWPs, and EPB. Hence, future research based on data from 
HR reports should be conducted. Similarly, EPB should be evaluated through organizations’ internal performance 
appraisal systems.107 However, future studies should further investigate PSM in different contexts, including various 
other public service organizations in China. Moreover, as the participants for this research were recruited from public 
service organizations in China, the findings cannot be generalized to other industries and cultural contexts.108 Therefore, 
further studies are necessary to broaden the scope and generalizability of the model to different geographical areas, 
cultures, and times.

Conclusion
With an aim to provide insights on how high-involvement work practices indirectly facilitate proactive behavior in 
frontline employees through their commitment, this study collected data from the frontline employees of public service 
organizations in China and empirically analyzed to test the proposed conceptual framework. The major insights from the 
study suggest that in the public service context, empowering employees to make decisions for the effective delivery of 
services to the public can increase EPB. In this regard, training and development can be useful in instilling skills relevant 
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to public service and in fostering public service values that can strengthen employee commitment. Thus, compared to the 
traditional approach of merely imparting knowledge of public service policies, HIWPs can foster commitment through 
carefully designed training. Performance appraisal, a critical component of HIWPs, should also be amended to take 
feedback from multiple sources instead of merely relying on a supervisor’s evaluation. This study contributes to the 
existing body of knowledge and research on the public service management. We hope that our research may serve as 
a springboard for future research on the antecedents of EPB in public services organizations.
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