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Retaining Core Staff:
The impact of human resource practices

on organisational commitment 

by
Janet Chew

Antonia Girardi
Leland Entrekin

Murdoch University, Western Australia

As organisations battle to get the most from their existing people in
an environment characterised by skill shortages, the role of human
resource practices in fostering employee engagement and commit-
ment is paramount.  This paper reports the findings of an
Australian study, which examined the current relationship between
human resource management practices and the retention of core
(critical) employees working in nine organisations.  This research
specifically, reports on the conditional nature of the relationship
between organisational and human resource practices, and com-
mitment.  The findings of the study have important implications for
human resource academics and practioners.

Introduction

Strategic human resource management (SHRM) is at a critical point,
poised between becoming a strategic business partner or receding into oblivion,
as there is much debate about its relevance and contribution to the bottom-line
and organisational effectiveness (Lawler & Mohrman, 2003: Jamrog &
Overholt, 2004: Ulrich, 1998).  As organisations battle to get the most from
their existing people in an environment characterised by skill shortages, the role
of human resource management in fostering employee attachment and com-
mitment is paramount.  If strategic human resource management is to tip the
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balance towards being perceived as a business partner, it appears that a consol-
idated approach toward identifying those human resource practices which fos-
ter and support attachment to the organisation is key.

Organisational Attachment

Traditionally, within the employment relationship, employees exchanged
their loyalty and hard work for the promise of job security. In the contemporary
environment, changes in organisational structure towards more flexible work
practices and the decline in job security, have altered the psychological contract
between employer and employee (Allan, 2002; Wiens-Tuers, 2001). The new
form of psychological contract is visible in placement practices, which see
organisations focus on non-core and part-time workers to gain flexibility at
lower cost (Cappelli, 1999; Kalleberg, 2000). Because of these organisation-
wide changes, the essence of attachment between employer and employee has
changed. 

The old contract of employee loyalty in exchange for job security and fair
work has dissolved (Overman, 1998).  Current employers emphasise “employ-
ability” rather than long-term loyalty in a specific job (Cappelli, 1999; Ko,
2003).  The trend these days, seems to be geared towards having a ‘career port-
folio’1 (Handy, 1995; Hays & Kearney, 2001).  Replacing the old employment
deal, the new psychological contract suggests that the employer and the
employee meet each other’s needs for the moment but are not making long-
term commitments.  

It is suggested that commitment to one’s professional growth has
replaced organisational commitment (Bozeman & Perrewe, 2001; Powers,
2000).  Instead of job security, employees now seek job resiliency; opportuni-
ties for skill development and flexibility in order to quickly respond to shifting
employer requirements (Barner 1994).  Employees seem to take greater respon-
sibility for their own professional growth in order to increase their career mar-
ketability (Finegan, 2000).   

Employee commitment, it seems, has become a casualty of the transition
from an industrial age to an information society. 

Commitment

Commitment is a belief which reflects “the strength of a person’s attach-
ment to an organization” (Grusky, 1966, p. 489).  Researchers have suggested
that reciprocity is a mechanism underlying commitment (Angle & Perry, 1983;
Scholl, 1981) and that employees will offer their commitment to the organisa-
tion in reciprocation for the organisation having fulfilled its psychological con-
tract (Angle & Perry 1983; Robinson, Kraatz & Rousseau, 1994). By fulfilling
obligations relating to, for example, pay, job security, and career development,
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employers are creating a need for employees to reciprocate, and this can take
the form of attitudinal reciprocity through enhanced commitment and conse-
quently influence employees to stay with the organisation (Becker & Huselid,
1998; Capelli, 2000; Furnham, 2002; Oakland & Oakland, 2001; Wagar, 2003) 

Previous studies of the concept of commitment (Mowday, Porter &
Steers, 1982; Meyer & Allen 1991) have substantiated that employee commit-
ment to the organisation has a positive influence on job performance and a neg-
ative influence on intention to leave or employee turnover. In addition, empiri-
cal evidence also strongly supports the position that intent to stay or leave is
strongly and consistently related to voluntary turnover (Dalessio, Silverman &
Schuck, 1986; Fishbein & Ajzen 1975; Griffeth, Hom & Gaertner, 2000;
Lambert, Hogan & Barton, 2001; Mathieu & Zajac, 1990).

Of the three commonly cited components of commitment, (i.e. continu-
ance, normative and affective) affective commitment is the most studied
dimension (Aven, Parker & McEvoy, 1993; Dunham, Grube & Castaneda,
1994; Wahn, 1998).  Affective commitment is considered to be an affect-
focused attitude towards the organisation, which represents an emotional bond
between an employee and his or her organisation (Allen, 1996). Individuals
possessing high levels of affective commitment identify with, are involved in,
and enjoy membership in the organisation and are therefore more likely to
remain with the organisation.

Ulrich (1998) has suggested that engaging employees’ emotional energy
gains commitment toward the organisation.  The most fundamental of those
processes thought to influence affective commitment is an employee’s person-
al fulfilment based on met needs and positive work experiences (Meyer &
Allen, 1997). Although employees may develop affective commitment through
relatively unconscious associations with positive work experiences (classical
conditioning), research suggests that affective commitment can be consciously
influenced by human resource practices such as collaboration and team work,
high autonomy job design, training and development, rewards, and participa-
tion in decision making (Agarwala, 2003, Meyer & Allen, 1997, Ulrich, 1998).
Despite substantial literature on HRM “best practices and high performance
practices,” there is little consensus among researchers and practioners as to pre-
cisely which HRM practices effectively combat attrition of the core employee
group (Becker & Gerhart, 1996; Gumbus & Johnson, 2003; Marchington &
Grugulis, 2000; Parker & Wright, 2001; Pfeffer, 1998; Stein, 2000 ; Wagar,
2003).  
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The Return of Organisational Commitment through HR
Bundling 

Reviews of the diffusion and penetration of high performance work prac-
tices in organisations (Pils & Macduffie, 1996; Wood & de Menezes, 1998)
indicate that a fragmented and ad hoc approach prevails.  For example, the
Wood and de Menezes (1998) study revealed different patterns in the use of
high performance work practices in firms.  Most firms invested only in skill
formation and direct communication, which can affect job related commitment
to a limited extent. There were great variations when it came to performance
appraisal, reward systems and information disclosure that have immense poten-
tial to influence commitment to the organization. 

Several studies of progressive HRM practices in training, compensation
and reward have revealed that these can lead to reduced turnover, absenteeism,
better quality work, and better financial performance (Arthur, 1994; Davies,
2001; Delaney & Huselid, 1996; Ichniowski, Shaw & Prennushi, 1997;
Macduffie, 1995; Snell & Dean, 1992; Tower Perrin, 2003).  Overall, studies at
the organisation level suggest that such motivation-oriented human resource
activities are more likely to be associated with perceived organisational support
and commitment than skilled oriented activities (Delery, 1998; Huselid,
1995;Whitener, 2001). 

Therefore, a challenge for human resource practitioners is clearly to
design holistic systems that influence commitment and provide positive work
experiences simultaneously. This is similar to the idea that it is necessary to
implement “bundles” of human resource management practices (Macduffie,
1995; Youndt, Snell, Dean & Lepak, 1996) to positively influence organisa-
tional performance (Huselid, 1995).

A number of employee retention-commitment models particularly advo-
cate the advantages of high involvement or high commitment human resource
practices in enhancing employees. (Beck, 2001;Clarke, 2001; Gumbus &
Johnson, 2003; Mercer, 2003; Parker & Wright, 2001).  Previous work (Arthur,
1994; Becker & Gerhart, 1996; Huselid, 1995; Shaw, Delery, Jenkins & Gupta,
1998) indicated that high-involvement work practices will enhance employee
retention. The identified HR practices included selective staffing, competitive
and equitable compensation, recognition, comprehensive training and develop-
ment activities (career development, challenging opportunities) (Ichniowski,
Shaw & Prennushi, 1997; Macduffie, 1995; Snell & Dean, 1992; Youndt, Snell,
Dean & Lepak, 1996).

Recent studies (Accenture, 2001; Baron & Kreps, 1999; Clarke, 2001;
Mercer, 2003; Tower Perrin, 2003; Watson Wyatt, 1999) suggest that there is a
set of best practices for managing employee retention.  

Chew and Entrekin (2004) highlight eight key factors influencing reten-
tion.  These factors were identified via an in-depth Delphi study involving a
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panel of thirteen experts comprising of academics, HRM practitioners and
industrial psychologists followed by a series of in-depth interviews with HR
managers of twelve Australian organisations. These HRM retention factors
were categorised into two bundles: 1) HR factors (person organisation fit,
remuneration, training and career development, challenging opportunities) and
2) organisational factors (leadership behaviour, teamwork relationship, compa-
ny culture and policies and satisfactory work environment). Similarly to Fitz-
enz (1990), this study concludes that retention management of employees is
influenced by several key factors, which should be managed congruently and
thereby implies that both organisational factors and human resource practices
may influence retention of staff and thereby commitment.  

However, which factors have more explanatory power in influencing
organisational commitment?  To date this question has not been explored.

This study therefore, aims to investigate the impact of these practices in
influencing organisational commitment via a hierarchical regression analysis.  

The Study

The sample population used in this study consisted of core employees of
nine large Australian organisations. Core employees were defined as permanent
or critical workers with the following key characteristics: 1) possess knowl-
edge, skills and attributes (KSA) aligned with business operation and direction,
2) is central to productivity and wellbeing of the organisation, 3) provide a
competitive edge to the organisation, 4) support the organisational culture and
vision and 5) possess KSA that are relatively rare or irreplaceable to ensure the
success of the organisation (Allan & Sienko, 1997; Chew, 2003; Gramm &
Schnell, 2001).  The participating organisations were from various industry sec-
tors which included health-care, higher education, public sector and private
sector (manufacturing, engineering, high technology etc).  A total of 456
respondents completed surveys which tapped the areas of interest were
received, resulting in a 57 per cent response rate.  The average age was 40-49
years and participants had an average of 8-12 years of organizational tenure.
Fifty-five per cent of the sample was male and 94% had tertiary qualifications.

Measures

The choice of variables reflects the view that both organisational factors
(organisational bundle) and human resource practices (HR bundle) influences
commitment perceptions of core employees.  All items were scored along a
seven-point scale, ranging from (1) strongly disagree to (7) strongly agree. 

The organisational factors bundle was measured by four variables: lead-
ership behaviour, teamwork relationship, company culture and the work envi-
ronment.
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Leadership behaviour was measured via a four item scale.   The scale
consisted of items adapted from two validated scales: (1) the Multifactor
Leadership Questionnaire devised by Bass and Avolio (1990), which measured
transformational leadership and (2) the eight-item scale by Hartog, Van Muiijen
and Koopmen (1997) which measured inspirational leadership. The adapted
scale used in this study measured leadership behaviour in terms of leadership
effectiveness, extra effort and leadership satisfaction.

Teamwork relationship was measured via a four-item scale developed
by Bass and Avolio (1990).  Items tapping: team leadership and relationship of
employees and peer leadership, were included in this study.

A five-item scale modified from The Organisation Profile Questionnaire
(O’Reilly, Chatmen & Caldwell, 1991; Morita, Lee & Mowdey, 1989;
Sheriden, 1992) and developed by Broadfoot and Ashkanasy (1994) was used
to measure organisational culture. The scale measures the degree the organi-
sational structure limits the action of employees, the focus on the influence of
policies and procedures, and tests organisational goal clarity and planning.

Work environment was measured via a seven-item scale designed to
measure humanistic and socialisation, physical work conditions and organisa-
tional climate (Broadfoot & Ashkanasy, 1994; Cammann, Fichman, Jenkins &
Klesh, 1979; Smith, 1976).

The human resource bundle was measured by four practices relating to:
selection; remuneration and recognition, opportunities for training and career
development, and job design.

Selection was measured via a four item scale developed by Netemeyer,
Boles,Mckee and McMurrian (1997).  This construct reflects the person-job
element of selection (Cable & Judge, 1997). 

Remuneration and recognition was measured with a five- item scale
which focused on intrinsic and extrinsic rewards (Broadfoot & Ashkanasy,
1994; Cammann, Fichman, Jenkins & Klesh, 1979;; Seashore, Lawler, Mirvis
& Lawler, Cammann, 1982). Extrinsic reward measures were designed to
measure the employee’s view of the economic rewards from his/her job. It
includes pay, benefits, and job security. The scale also measured the degree to
which intrinsic rewards such as recognition are present in the organisation.

Training and career development was measured via a four-item scale
developed by Broadfoot and Ashkanasy (1994) which focused on whether the
organisation expends sufficient effort in providing opportunities for people to
develop their skills, and the adequacy of the training. 

The five-item job design scale explored the challenge of the job via the
five core job characteristics as described within the Job Diagnostic Survey
(Hackman & Oldham, 1975).  
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Organisational commitment was measured using the abridged nine-
item Organisational Commitment Questionnaire (OCQ) scale developed by
Mowday, Steers and Porter (1979) in order to take into account criticism of the
original 15-item scale (see O’Reilly & Chatman, 1986 and Reichers, 1985).
Compared to other measures of employee commitment, the OCQ has received
the most thorough and generally positive evaluation (Meyer & Allen, 1997).
The scale draws, upon Angle and Perry’s (1981) classification of commitment
into two components: 1) affective commitment and 2) calculative commitment. 

Data Analysis Procedures

A two-step approach was undertaken for the data analysis. First, the
measures used in the study were validated via a factor analytical process and
the computation of Cronbach’s (1951) alpha.  Second, the relationships
amongst the study variables were examined via the preparation of a correlation
matrix and further tested via a hierarchical regression analysis.

The hierarchical regression analysis was run in order to identify that
group of independent variables useful in predicting the dependent variable, and
to eliminate those independent variables that do not provide any additional pre-
diction to the independent variables already in the equation (Tabachnick &
Fidell, 2001). 

Demographic factors were included as control variables in the regression
equation, as the first step. The independent variables consisted of eight factors
grouped into two sets or bundles (i.e. HR factors and organisational factors).
Organisational factors were entered as the second step in the equation and the
human resource bundle practices were entered as Step3.

Previous studies (Macduffie, 1995: Wright, Dunford & Snell, 2001) sup-
port the notion that practices within bundles are interrelated and the combined
impact of practices in a bundle could be specified in two simple alternatives: an
additive approach and a multiplicative approach. Statistically, the additive com-
bination of practices has the desirable property that the sum of normally dis-
tributed variable scores is still normally distributed, which is not true for the
multiplicative product. Conceptually, a multiplicative relationship implies that
if any single organisational practice is not present, the “bundle” score (and
effect) should be zero. However, Osterman (1994) argues that, “although prac-
tices in a bundle are expected to be interrelated, the absence of a particular prac-
tice will not eradicate the effect of all other practices, but will weaken the net
effect of the bundle” (p. 176.). This study has adopted the additive approach in
the interests of parsimony.  

Statistically it also makes sense to separate out these bundles in this way
to show the true effect. Regression is best when each IV is strongly related to
the DV but uncorrelated to other variables (Tabachnik & Fidell, 2001). Thus the
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regression solution is extremely sensitive to the combination of variables that
is included in it. Whether or not independent variables (IVs) appear particular-
ly important in a solution depends upon the other IVs in the set. As such, this
approach will allow some conclusions as to the efficacy of organisational ver-
sus HR practices in impacting the retention of core staff.

Results

Descriptive statistics, reliabilities and correlations are presented in Table
1. The standard deviations of the main study variables ranged from 1.06 to 1.58,
suggesting that none of the measures were marked by excessive restrictions in
range. 

The correlation matrix presented in Table 1 revealed that all eight inde-
pendent variables have significant positive correlations with organisational
commitment.  The direction of the association ranged from r= 0.42 to r=0.66.
These results indicate no multi-co linearity and singularity problems. 

The demographic variables showed only weak associations with the com-
mitment dimension. However, both age (r= .17, p<0.001) and gender (r =.18,
p<0.001) were positively and significantly correlated with organisational com-
mitment.  Occupation and industry had no significant relationship with com-
mitment and were removed from further analysis. This result may be, in part,
an outcome of the various industry groups that were represented amongst the
data set (Green, 1991).  However, as the size of the industry sub-sets were
small, this was not analysed further, but does present an area for future investi-
gation.  

Age and gender were the control variables included in all the regression
analyses. The results of the hierarchal regression analysis are presented in Table
2.

Table 2 shows that the demographic features of age and gender had a sig-
nificant affect on commitment in Step 1.  However, this effect was rendered
insignificant for gender when the organisational bundle was included at Step 2
of the regression.  Whereas the organisational factors all contributed to explain-
ing over 30% of the variance in commitment at Step 2, no organisational factor
variables showed a significant relationship with commitment at Step 3.  At ini-
tial glance therefore, it appears that human resource practices fully mediate the
influence of organisational factors on commitment.  The addition of the HR
bundle explained a further 8% of the variance in commitment.  This is an
important result in that it suggests that it is HR practices which will influence
commitment of core employees rather than other organisational features.
However, closer inspection of Table 2 reveals that only two HR practices, selec-
tion, and reward and recognition are statistically significant predictors of com-
mitment.
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Table 2: Hierarchical Regression Results (standardised coefficients) with
Organisational Commitment as Dependent Variable

Commitment

Variables Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Control variables (demographics)

Age .14** .10* .14***

Gender .15** .06 .07

Organisational factors bundle

Leadership .14* .01

Teamwork .14* .08

Organisational culture .13* .07

Work environment .25*** .09

HR practices bundle

Selection .18***

Remuneration/recognition .27***

Training/Career development .06

Job design .07

R2 .05 .36 .44

Adjusted R2 .04 .34 .43

F 10.88*** 41.47*** 35.10***

∆ R2 .31 .08

F for ∆ R2 54.21*** 16.81***

*p<0.05
** p<0.01
***p <0.001

Discussion

Past studies revealed that employees interpret human resource practices
as indicative of the personified organisation’s commitment to them
(Eisenberger, FasoloDavis-LaMastro, 1990; Settoon, Bennett & Liden, 1996).
They reciprocate their perceptions accordingly in their own commitment to the
organisation. Some researchers suggest that for positive work experiences to
increase commitment significantly, employees must believe that such work
experiences are a result of effective management policies (Parker & Wright,
2001). The findings of this study have therefore provided further empirical evi-
dence to support these claims.  However, this study has in particular revealed
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two HR practices - selection (person-job fit) and remuneration and recognition
as instrumental in influencing commitment over and above other HR and
organisational factors.  

Essentially, the findings suggest that people who are well suited for the
job and/or organisation, are more likely to feel attached and committed to the
organisation. The concept of organisational fit (Brown, 1969; Kidron 1978;
Steers 1977; Weiner, 1982) identifies convergent goals and values between the
individual and the organisation as an important predictor of affective commit-
ment.

Lauver and Kristof-Brown (2000) found that both person-job fit and per-
son organisation fit predicted job satisfaction; however, person organisation fit
was a better predictor of intention to quit.  Thus, people who are not well suit-
ed for the job and /or organisation are more likely to leave than those who have
a good person-job or person-organisation fit.  Lee, Ashwood, Walsh and
Mowday (1992) espoused that an employee’s satisfaction with a job, as well as
propensity to leave that job, depends on the degree to which the individual’s
personality matches his or her occupational environment.  This implies that the
organisation should not only match the job requirements with person’s KSA but
should also carefully match the person’s personality and values with the organ-
isation’s values and culture (Kristof, 1996; Rhoades, Eisenberger & Armeli,
2001;Van Vianen, 2000). 

This study also revealed that rewards and recognition play a key role in
the commitment of core staff.  A fair wage is the cornerstone of the contractu-
al and psychological agreement between employees and employers
(McCallum, 1998; Parker & Wright, 2001). A number of recent studies have
highlighted the rewards-retention link (Mercer, 2003; Tower Perrin, 2003;
Watson Wyatt, 1999).  In particular, studies by Bassi and Van Buren (1999);
Boyd and Salamin (2001); Stein (2000); Williams (1999) have revealed that
companies which provide remuneration packages superior to the market for
critical talent including special pay premiums, stock options, or bonuses can
expect greater organisational commitment.  

Although remuneration provides recognition, other forms of non-mone-
tary recognition are also important for the core employee group. Employees
tend to remain with the organisation when they feel their capabilities, efforts
and performance contributions are recognised and appreciated (Davies, 2001).
Recognition from managers, team members, peers and customers has been
shown to enhance commitment (Walker, 2001). Particularly important to the
employees are opportunities to participate and to influence actions and deci-
sions (Davies, 2001; Gold, 2001). Overall this finding supports that employers
need to increase their commitment to the use of rewards as essential elements
of talent management programs. It appears therefore that it is important for
companies to use their reward budget effectively to differentiate the rewards of
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the top performers, thus driving an increase in the return on investment (ROI)
on human capital investments. 

The study also showed a significant and positive relationship between
age and organisational commitment, irrespective of other organisation and HR
factors. This finding is consistent with previous research (Alutto, Hrebiniak &
Alonso 1973; Cohen & Lowenberg, 1990). Mathieu and Zajac (1990) found
that age was significantly more related to affective commitment than to contin-
uance (calculative) commitment. Tenure was excluded from this study because
studies by Meyer and Allen (1997) supported that employees’ age may be the
link between tenure and affective commitment. Werbel and Gould (1984)
revealed an inverse relationship between organisational commitment and
turnover for nurses employed more than one year, but Cohen (1991) indicated
that this relationship was stronger for employees in their early career stages (i.e.
up to thirty years old) than those in later career stages. 

There are a number of limitations of the study however, which need to be
acknowledged.  It is important to recognize that other antecedents of commit-
ment not measured in this study including the lack of available alternative
employment opportunities (Meyer & Allen, 1991) and magnitude or number of
investment lost in leaving the organisation (Rusbult & Farrell, 1983) may
impact upon the results. Future research taking into account these variables
would therefore be useful.  

Clearly, there is a need for greater analysis of the organisational and
human resources factors identified. For example, other aspects of the work
environment other than those that were measured in this study, such as formal-
isation, role ambiguity, and instrumental communication should be examined. 

Furthermore, the study only examined the additive effects of the bundles,
perhaps the interactive effects of the practices would provide a better and more
fine-grained understanding of the interrelationships among these variables
which would serve to illuminate and provide further insights for academics and
practitioners. 

Previous research has indicated that commitment is linked to lower
turnover rates (Mowday, Porter & Steers, 1982; Steers, 1977), and increased
intention to stay with the firm (Singh & Schwab, 2000).  Therefore, further
studies examining this notion would also be useful.

This study only examined the education, health care and public sector
industries, future research will need to confirm to what degree the link between
organisational practices, commitment and retention does also exist for other
industries. 

In conclusion, this study provides a useful platform from which to test the
complex issues underlying the retention of core staff through HR practises.  The
study goes some way in promoting high performance strategic human resource
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management practices which focus on selection, remuneration and recognition
strategies as means of improving commitment to the organisation.  This may be
an important finding in combating the effect of the current skills shortages as
organisations battle to get the most from their existing people. Strategic human
resource management may then be able to tip the balance towards being per-
ceived as a business partner. 
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