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INTRODUCTION

1. Research object: technology-mediated work
environments

In recent years, digitalization has emerged as an important phenomenon that has
received scholars' attention (Bharadwaj et al., 2013; Piccinini et al., 2015). The
term “digitalization” is a term adopted to indicate the growing use of digital
technologies, defined as the combination and connectivity of innumerable,
dispersed information, communication, and computing technologies (Bharadwaj et
al., 2013), in business and society. Furthermore, the term also covers the affiliated
changes in the connectivity of individuals, organizations, and objects (Konigi et al.,
2019).

Since its deployment in 1969, the internet has catalyzed a transformative wave of
digitalization, fundamentally altering the landscape of work and presenting
organizations with a plethora of challenges and opportunities. From its beginnings,
information technology (IT) has been a vital aspect in business. IT was (and is still)
used to reduce costs, improve customer service, and enhance operations and
communications (Ratha & Kaur, 2016).

As organizations embraced digitalization, they leveraged increasingly sophisticated
technologies, such as virtual reality, artificial intelligence, and big data and
analytics. These technological advancements empowered organizations to produce
high-quality products and deliver more valuable services. Simultaneously, they
ushered in new paradigms of work, enabling employees to operate with greater

efficiency. In essence, the digital revolution has redefined the way work is
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INTRODUCTION

conducted, revolutionizing organizations, and offering companies fresh possibilities
as well as challenges (Cijan et al., 2019).

A common theme in the current debate is that due to the proliferation of digital
technologies contemporary organizations are both affected and need to adapt (e.g.,
Correani et al., 2020; Verhoef et al., 2019; Weill and Woerner, 2018). Indeed, as
new business and organizational models emerge traditional companies must
reconsider their structures, roles, and strategies to achieve their new business goals
and remain competitive in the labor market. Along with business models and
strategies, due to digitalization job roles are often reorganized. Moreover, as new
physical, psychological, and environmental requirements appeared, major changes
occurred in employees' working conditions and experiences.

Although research on technology use in organizations started since the late 1950s
(Rice & Leonardi, 2013) digital technologies, such as big data analytics or cloud
computing, are very different from earlier IT (Bharadwaj et al., 2013). Indeed,
unlike more traditional technological systems (i.e. IT), they exhibit new properties
(Kallinikos et al., 2013). Bailey et al. (2019) have identified four features that
distinguish digital technologies from previous ones. First, they consider digital
technologies to have become increasingly ‘intelligent’, developing new knowledge
and skills so as to possibly outperform humans in a wide variety of skilled and
cognitive acts. Second, digital technologies can acquire a vast trove of data,
enlarging the reach of organizations in tracking, monitoring, and directing the
behaviours of individuals and groups. A third characteristic of digital technologies

is that they have the potential to erode organizational and national boundaries and
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INTRODUCTION

to enable new approaches to innovation and collaboration within and among
organizations. Finally, those technologies lead to the creation of new work
environments and configurations, transforming how, when, and where work gets
done (Bailey et al., 2019). Notably, with the widespread adoption of digital
technologies in organizational contexts, individuals can choose when and where
they work and engage with multiple sources and forms of employment. Indeed, an
increasing number of people worldwide are using digital technologies to work
“remotely” defined as “being detached from traditional fixed places of work”,
(Donnelly & Johns, 2021; Eurofound and ILO, 2017; Felstead & Henseke, 2017:
195).

In this dissertation, | refer to technology-mediated work configurations to indicate
work configurations, such as telework or remote work, enabled by the adoption of
information and communication technologies (ICTs), which are regulated by
flexible work arrangements defined as: “Employer-provided benefits that permit
employees some level of control over when and where they work outside of the
standard workday” (Lambert, Marler, & Gueutal, 2008, p. 107).

The rapid evolution of technology has made the phenomenon of Flexible Work
Arrangements (FWAs) more salient. Indeed, telework arrangements were first
made practically feasible in the early 80s due to technological progress and have
since slowly become more widespread (Shamir and Salomon, 1985). The recent 20-
year history of flexible work arrangements as predicated by technology which
advanced from the days of dial-up Internet to employment that is capable of

functioning whether at work or home or somewhere in between (Stiles, 2019).
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INTRODUCTION

However, it was during the COVID-19 pandemic that organizations mandatorily
adopted technology-mediated work configurations (i.e. work-from-home) that
combined work-from-home with in-person office arrangements, heavily relying on
digital technology to guarantee that work was performed elsewhere from the
regular office. It is noteworthy to consider that, while in 2015 only 17% of
European workers were engaged in some form of telework, as a result of the
Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic, nearly 37% of all workers in the EU
carried out their work from a remote location, with numbers as high as 50-60% in
the Nordic countries (Eurofund, 2020).

In fact, during the national lockdowns, many (if not all) businesses worldwide had
to quickly transition their employees to remote work setups (i.e. work-from-home).
This shift forced organizations to invest in digitalization and to implement the
necessary digital technologies and infrastructure to support remote work, including
for example video conferencing tools, cloud computing, and virtual private
networks (VPNs). At the same time, it was necessary to redesign management and
collaboration models to ensure that nobody within organizations was left behind
and felt excluded from this digitalization process.

As we move beyond the COVID-19 crisis, technology-mediated work
configurations, such as remote work, are no longer mandatory for organizations.
However, technology-mediated work configurations have become a central element
of how work is done in the post-pandemic work scenario.

Combining these significant trends, digitalization on one side and the widespread

adoption of technology-mediated work configurations during (and after) the
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pandemic, on the other, underscores the importance of exploring the impacts of

those major changes in the workplace on employees’ well-being.

2. The relationship between technology-mediated
work environments and employees’ well-being:
beyond a deterministic approach

In recent years, scholars across various disciplines have intensified their research
efforts to delve into the profound impact of emerging technology-mediated work
environments on both individuals and society at large. This inquiry has given rise to
an ongoing debate characterized by two prominent and opposing viewpoints.

On one side, proponents of an optimistic perspective passionately assert that digital
technologies bring about a myriad of positive outcomes for individuals. These
benefits range from the automation of mundane, repetitive tasks to the facilitation
of remote work options, ultimately resulting in heightened job satisfaction (Ratna &
Kaur, 2016). Furthermore, digital tools are seen as democratizing information
access, opening up new avenues for learning and growth (Parker & Grote, 2020;
Guest et al., 2017). Conversely, sceptics of this optimistic stance harbor concerns
about the sociological risks associated with technology-mediated work
environments. These apprehensions encompass issues such as potential job
displacement due to automation and the identification of adverse consequences on
employees' overall well-being.

Within this debate, the impact of technology-mediated work configurations on
employee well-being remains a contentious topic, with studies presenting

contradictory findings. Some research highlights positive correlations between
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technology-mediated work configurations, such as remote work, and aspects like
stress levels and anxiety (Becker et al., 2021; Song & Gao, 2020), work-family
conflict (Erro-Garces et al., 2022; Miglioretti et al., 2021), work engagement (i.e.
Straus et al., 2022) and job satisfaction (i.e.Wood et al., 2022). On the other side,
other studies show the opposite pattern suggesting a negative association between
technology-mediated work configurations and individuals’ well-being indicators,
including stress and anxiety (Jhonson et al., 2020; Hoffman et al., 2020), work-
family conflict (Alfanza et al., 2021) and work engagement (Nagata et al., 2021)
The presence of mixed findings underscores the multifaceted nature of this
relationship. Indeed, the advent of digitalization, and the new work configurations it
enabled, has ushered in a new era of workplace flexibility, allowing employees to
exercise greater autonomy in determining when, where, and how they perform their
tasks (Towers et al., 2006). This shift has its merits, offering individuals the
freedom to align their work with their personal lives and adapt their workstyles to
maximize productivity. However, this newfound flexibility comes with a downside.
The very technology that empowers remote work can tether individuals to their
professional responsibilities even outside traditional working hours (Ratna & Kaur,
2016). This perpetual connectivity has given rise to the "always-on" culture,
blurring the boundaries between work and personal life. One significant
consequence of this constant connectivity is heightened stress levels, as pointed out
by Towers et al. (2006). The expectation to be available and responsive at all hours

can lead to burnout and hinder employees' ability to unwind and recharge. This
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persistent work-related stress can take a toll on mental health and overall well-
being.

Thus, showing mixed results, existing studies exploring employees' well-being in
technology-driven work environments, do not fully elucidate the intricate
relationship between new work environments, enabled by IT, and employee well-
being.

Moreover, a deeper examination of the nature of the current debate on the impact of
technology-mediated work environments on individuals and society, reveals that
both the optimistic and pessimistic viewpoints that characterize this debate share a
common thread of technological determinism — the belief that the introduction of
specific technologies directly dictates particular outcomes (Rice & Leonardi, 2013).
In this perspective, technology itself is often held solely accountable for driving
various individual responses. The technological deterministic approach falls short
in comprehending the holistic dynamics at play when it comes to understanding, for
example, the existence of mixed results in terms of employees’ well-being. This is
because this approach overlooks crucial factors that can shape individuals' reactions
to technology-mediated work environments. One significant omission is the role
played by the design of these environments, which can heavily influence user
experiences. Most importantly, this deterministic approach neglects the possibility
that employees themselves actively contribute to the outcomes.

To pose the issue differently, an essential question remains largely unanswered by
studies in this debate: "Why do individuals exposed to the same technological work

environment respond differently?” This question underscores the importance of
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understanding the sense-making process undertaken by individuals when navigating
technology-driven workspaces. Indeed, people bring their unique perspectives,
motivations, and interpretation to/in these work environments, which significantly
influence their responses.

Therefore, to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the relationship between
technology-mediated work environments and employee well-being, I suggest that it
is crucial to move beyond technological determinism to consider a more nuanced
approach that incorporates the roles of individual agency, and especially
individuals’ psycho-social cognitive process of evaluation of certain organizational
events. By doing so, we can shed light on the intricate interplay of factors that
contribute to the diverse responses observed within technology-mediated work
environments. Other theoretical approaches that have explored the interplay
between individuals and technology exist. Among the others, the Technology
Acceptance Model (Davis et al., 1989) and its subsequent evolutions (i.e. TAM2,
TAM3) (Venkatesh 2003) represented the dominant theoretical approach in this
field of research. Moreover, there is a long tradition of studies in the human-
machine interaction domain (Suchman, 2007) that have shed the light on important
aspect regarding the factors that shape the human-technology interplay.

Although I acknowledge the existence of other theoretical perspective and models
which can be used to explore employees’ reactions to technological driven work
environments, those approaches are not comprehensive of the complexity of
individuals cognitive processes. Indeed, most of them focus exclusively on what is

perceived (i.e., characteristics of the technology or the implementation context),
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leaving the ‘why’ component of perception (i.e. how individuals attribute meanings
to DT) less explored.

Thus, to gain a more nuanced understanding of the role of individuals cognitive
processes underlying their responses to technology in the workplace, this
dissertation relies on Attribution Theory as a robust theoretical framework.
Compared to existing theories, Attribution Theory offers valuable insights into how
employees perceive and make sense of their organizational environment. It focuses
on the attributions individuals make concerning the causes of events and
experiences they encounter. In the context of technology-driven work
environments, Attribution Theory helps illuminate the cognitive processes through
which employees evaluate and interpret organizational choice to adopt technology-

mediated work configurations and design.

3. Theoretical framework: Attribution Theory

Rooted in social psychology (Heider, 1958; Kelly, 1973; Weiner et al.,1986),
Attribution Theory was originally used to explain how individuals, in the
achievement domain, search for causes that explain certain events (e.g., their
success or failure). This causal search is made by individuals along four
dimensions: locus of causality, which can be internal (i.e., the perception that a
causal factor is a personal characteristic of the agent) or external (i.e., the
perception that a causal factor is an environmental aspect external to the agent);
stability (i.e., the perception of the extent to which the causal factor will change
over time); controllability (i.e., the perception of the extent to which the causal

factor is subject to the actor’s volitional control); and globality (i.e., the perception
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of the extent to which the causal factor is specific to a certain domain or exerts an
influence across a wide array of domains). In organizational contexts, attribution
theory research has helped to predict many work-related outcomes, such as
supervisors’ and employees’ reactions in the performance evaluation setting
(Martinko et al., 2006).

In recent years, Attribution Theory has been adopted in other fields of study, with a
growing body of research in the Human Resource Management (HRM) field.
Indeed, HRM scholars have started, in the past decades, to use Attribution Theories
to explain HR processes. As Hewett et al. (2019) systematic review suggested,
literature that adopted Attribution Theory to explain HR processes can be broadly
classified into three different streams. The first stream of literature is composed of
papers that examine individuals’ perceptions of characteristics of the HR system to
explain consistency in how individuals respond to HR practices. This area of
research is primarily inspired by the work of Kelley (1973), and later developments
by Bowen and Ostroff (2004), who created HR system strength (HRSS) theory.
Bowen and Ostroff drew from Kelley’s work to propose nine meta-features of the
HR system, grouped into distinctiveness, consistency, and consensus, that together
signify a strong HR system. The second body of studies is primarily inspired by the
early work of Heider (1958) on internal and external causal attributions and the
conceptions of locus of causality and attributional errors, and related work by
Weiner (1985) on achievement attributions. In these studies, attribution theory has

been applied to understand individuals’ responses within specific, functional HR
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practices (FHRA), including for example performance management, recruitment
and selection, training, and occupational health and safety.

The final research area is concerned with attributions of intent (HRA) (Hewett et
al.,, 2019) with respect to HR practices. This research mostly focused on
employees’ attributions of why HR practices — either individually or in bundles —
exist (Hewett et al., 2021). More specifically, as defined by Nishii et al. (2008)
HRAs are the “causal explanations that employees make regarding management’s
motivations for using particular HR practices” (Nishii et al., 2008, p. 507). Being
much of the HRA literature a fusion of Heider’s (1958) and Weiner’s (1979)
attribution theory as applied to the HR context, attributions of intent can be
classified as either internal, i.e., employees believe that the motivation behind the
practice is volitional on the part of their organization; or external, i.e., employees
believe that the reason for the practice is something outside their organization’s
immediate control; (Nishii et al., 2008).

The earliest work in this area was conducted by Koys (1988, 1991) who
differentiated between employees’ perceptions of internal intent (i.e. to attract and
retain employees) and external intent (i.e. to comply with legislation) of HR
practices. However, it was Nishii et al. (2008) who gave the stimulus that pushed
research forward in this field. In their 2008 model, Nishii and colleagues proposed
a framework for categorizing HR attributions of intent along three distinct
dimensions. These dimensions shed light on how employees perceive the
managerial intentions behind the adoption of HR practices. The first dimension

inspired by Heider’s original theory, focuses on whether employees make internal
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or external attributions regarding the intent of HR practices. Internal attributions are
formed when the intentions for the adoption of a practice is perceived to lie within
an organization’s control (to enhance commitment or enforce control). External
attributions, on the contrary, represent individuals' interpretation that HR practices’
intent lies beyond the organization's control, such as compliance with external
factors like union regulations or legal requirements. The second dimension delves
into individuals' perceptions of whether the intended outcomes of HR practices
have a positive or negative effect on employees. Positive (or benevolent)
attributions imply that the intended outcome of the practice positively affects
employees (i.e. enhancing well-being or performance). Conversely, negative (or
malevolent) attributions suggest that the practice aims to exploit employees or
reduce organizational costs, potentially harming employees' well-being. The third
dimension identifies the focus of the practice; attributions of well-being and
exploitation focus on the individual, whereas attributions of performance or cost
saving focus on the organization (Hewett et al., 2019). It's important to note that
external attributions are not expected to significantly relate to the latter two
dimensions. This is because employees typically view external attributions as
factors beyond the organization's control, making them less relevant when
considering the impact of HR practices on employee well-being and organizational
goals (Hewett et al., 2019).

Following Nishii et al. (2008), most scholars in this field differentiate internal
attributions on the basis of two factors: (1) the extent to which employees think that

the practice is driven by business goals or employee-oriented reasons (i.e.
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organization-centric versus employee-centric attributions); and (2) whether
employees believe that the practice is designed to engender commitment or enforce
control by managers (commitment versus control-focused attributions). Thus, this
literature is characterized by a strong polarization of internal attributions into
employee-centric versus organization-centric attributions (Montag-Smit and Smit,
2020). The prevailing assumption behind this conceptualization is that employees
primarily perceive HR practices as being introduced either to enhance their own
well-being or to serve the interests of the organization, potentially enabling
exploitation opportunities. Thus, this literature has not admitted, so far, the
possibility that employees can form different attributions, also considering, for
example, if the practice will benefit both themselves and the organization, or other
stakeholders.

Another distinctive element of HRA research is the shift in the object of attribution
from people’s behaviours to HR systems or bundle of HR practices (Hewett et al.,
2019). Indeed, this research mostly considers individuals’ attributions with respect
to a set of HR practices (or HR system), including for example training,
compensation, and performance evaluation, with limited exceptions. For example,
Khan and Thung (2016) have considered the intentions individuals attribute to HR
analytics practices. Montag-Smit and Smit (2020) have considered employees’
HRA with respect to Pay Secret Policy, while Hewett et al. (2018) explored
individuals’ attributions of intent with respect to a practice to monitor academic

workload (i.e. workload measurement and management).
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Empirical research in this area suggested a positive relation between commitment-
focused attributions and attitudinal and behavioural outcomes, including job
satisfaction, engagement, and affective commitment (see Table 1). More
specifically, Nishii et al. (2008) found that benevolent attributions (i.e. employee-
centric/commitment-focused) were positively related to commitment and
satisfaction, whereas malevolent attributions (i.e. organization-centric/control-
focused) were negatively related to these outcomes. This pattern of findings has
been largely supported in later studies. However, it is noteworthy that most of the
empirical research in this area is primarily cross-sectional (the exception being
Shantz et al., 2016) so conclusions about causality can only be tentative. An

overview of the characteristics of the HRA studies is provided in Table 1 below.

4. Aim, Research Path, and Structure of the
Thesis

The general aim of this thesis is to explore the relationship between the adoption of
technology in the workplace and employee responses, with a specific focus on well-
being. As already mentioned in the previous sections, ongoing today there is an
open debate about the impacts of technology in the workplace, and the resulting
technology-mediated work configurations, on employees’ working conditions and
specifically well-being. The two opposite views (i.e. optimistic versus pessimistic)

that dominate this debate are rooted in the assumption that technology itself is
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responsible for different individuals’ outcomes (i.e. technological determinism).
Moreover, existing empirical studies on this topic show both positive and negative
associations between technology-mediated work configurations and employees’
well-being indicators, making it difficult to fully understand the effects of those
emerging work configurations on individuals’ well-being.

Thus, this thesis is situated within this debate and it aims to provide an alternative
theoretical perspective that overcomes the technological determinism approach that
currently dominates this debate. Based on the assumption that it is not all about
technology, in this dissertation | suggest that contradictory findings stem from the
different interpretations that individuals ascribe to managerial intentions behind the
adoption of specific technology-mediated work configurations.

The adoption of technology-mediated work configurations, such as remote work,
has accelerated especially during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, first, |
propose an exploration of the literature that has adopted attribution theory to
explore, more broadly, the relationship between digitalized workplaces and
individual responses. Second, | shifted the focus on remote work, as one of the
technology-mediated work configurations that emerged, as the result of the
COVID-19 pandemic crisis.

A doctoral thesis usually consists either of a collection of articles or a monograph. |
soon discovered in my doctoral career that developing conference and journal
manuscripts is one of the most important ways to actively contribute to the
academic dialogue within the scholarly community. Thus, since the beginning of

my PhD | worked to write a collection of articles, which gave me the chance to
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actively contribute to the academic debate about the impact of technology-mediated
work configurations on employees’ well-being. During the past three years, |
authored or co-authored a total of three papers, which have been presented in both
international and national conferences in the management, information system and
work and organizational psychology fields. One of these papers have been
submitted for publication to an international peer-reviewed journal, while I am
planning to submit the other two in the next months. The most recent versions of
these three papers are included in this dissertation and represent the main body of
this dissertation.

This thesis is structured in three main Chapters each one representing one of the
papers | have co-authored during the past three years. Chapter | is a systematic
review that explores the application of attribution theory in studying employee
reactions to digital transformation. This study was designed to understand the
current state of the art of the literature on digital transformation with a specific
focus on studies that adopted attribution theory as the theoretical lens to explain
individual responses to digitalization in the workplace. The starting point of this
work was a reflection on recent McKinsey (2019) statistics reporting that nearly
70% of digitalization projects fail due to employees resisting to change (Kellogg et
al., 2020; Trenerry et al., 2021). Adopting attribution theory represents a way to
disentangle the “black box” between digitalization and employees’ responses,
showing how resistance (or acceptance) to this type of technological change can be
seen as the result of employees' interpretations. Thus, with this study, | contribute

to the multidisciplinary literature on digital transformation showing how attribution
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theory provides an additional perspective from which to understand employees’
different responses.

During my Ph.D. journey, | encountered the challenges posed by the COVID-19
pandemic. Instead of viewing these challenges as obstacles, | chose to embrace
them as an opportunity to redirect the focus of my research endeavors. Specifically,
| shifted my research emphasis from examining the impact of workplace
digitalization on employee responses to exploring the consequences of emerging
technology-mediated work configurations, such as remote work, on individuals'
overall well-being?.

For this reason, both Chapter Il and Chapter I11 are focused on the effects of remote
work, defined as any type of distributed work not conducted in the main office and
enabled by Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) (McPhail et al.,
2023) on employees’ well-being. More specifically, Chapter Il is a two-wave
empirical study that explores the relationship between remote workers' attributions,
work engagement, and strain. This study is part of a larger German project on
remote work practices and it was conducted in collaboration with the Helmut-
Schmidt University of Hamburg. More specifically, | worked on this paper in 2022,
a period in which organizations were struggling to define technology-mediated
work configurations, that could balance multiple demands, including organizational

efficiency and employee’s well-being.

L1 rely in this thesis on a multidimensional definition of well-being considering well-being more broadly as the
overall quality of an employee’s experience and functioning at work (Warr, 1987). This holistic definition is
based on the healthcare, philosophy, psychology, and sociology literatures, which converge on three core
dimensions of well-being: psychological, physical, and social (Grant et al., 2007).
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Thus, this Chapter is situated within the literature on the effects of technology-
mediated work configurations, which arise following the coronavirus pandemic, on
employees’ well-being and aims to provide an alternative explanation for
conflicting findings that show both positive and negative associations of those work
configurations and individuals' well-being.

Similarly, Chapter 1l is an empirical study, with data collected at two points in
time, that explores the relationship between employees’ attributions concerning
hybrid working and their psychological well-being, as well as mental health. This
study was developed in collaboration with colleagues of the Department of
Industrial Engineering of the Politecnico di Milano University and data were
collected on a sample of employees working in an Italian Bank in Milan.

While Chapters Il and Il share commonalities in terms of their overarching
objectives, research design, and theoretical frameworks, those studies also exhibit
distinctive characteristics, with respect to how attributions are conceptualized and
measured, the statistical analysis adopted and the well-being outcomes considered.
Overall, they both present important practical implications offering valuable
insights to companies struggling to define remote work solutions that can
effectively balance diverse stakeholders' demands and preserve individuals' well-
being. Another element those studies share is the adoption of a two-wave design
which represents an advancement with respect to cross-sectionality, the dominant
research design in the HRA research.

Overall, the papers included in this dissertation are both the result of my research

interests, especially for digitalization in the workplace, that | developed early in my
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doctoral career and of the research opportunities and constraints that | encountered
in the past three years, with the COVID-19 pandemic being one of it. Each of the
study representing a chapter of this dissertation can thus be read as an individual
study with specific research questions, methodological concerns, and contributions.
At the same time, those three contributions are bonded by their focus on people's
cognitive processes of evaluation and, more specifically by the adoption of a
theoretical framework, that of attribution theory, which considers individuals'
different responses to digitalized work environments as the result of the different
attributions they make. In addition, these three contributions share the common
interest of engaging within the academic, as well as public, debate about the
impacts of technology-mediated work configurations on the quality of individuals'
work experience. Overcoming the technological determinism that characterizes this
debate, those works provide empirical evidence of the importance of bringing
employees' cognitive processes to the centre of the stage.

While doing this, it is noteworthy that the contribution of this dissertation is
intended to be two-fold. On the one hand, the primary contribution that this thesis
provides is directed to the existing debate and the literature within organization and
management studies around the effects of technology-mediated work
configurations, specifically considering employees' well-being. Thus, this thesis
contributes to this debate by proposing an alternative theoretical framework, that of
attribution theory. Through attributional lenses, | propose to consider the mixed
evidence currently available in the literature as the result of the different “whys”

employees attach to technology-mediated work configurations. On the other hand,
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for each study, | have provided practical implications of the empirical findings
which are extremely timely considering the major changes that organizations are
currently facing and the rapid increase in technology-mediated work configurations.
Finally, in the fifth and final part of this dissertation (Conclusions), | briefly
summarize the three core chapters and examine how they together can support our
understanding of employees’ well-being in technology-mediated work
environments. In this final part, | also return to the theoretical frame adopted in my
research works and reflexively re-examine the theoretical and design choices
undertaken in the studies. These concluding reflections serve as a springboard for
contemplating potential avenues for future research, offering the opportunity to

expand upon the investigative threads that have been initiated in this dissertation.
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Table 1. Conceptual and empirical papers directly using the HR attributions framework.

scheduling)

original five items
on trade unions

and two control- focused
HRAs

products or service to
customers; (2) so

STUDY METHOD OBJECT OF TYPE OF ATTRIBUTION | ANTECEDENTS ATTRIBUTION DETAIL SAMPLE ITEMS OUTCOMES
ATTRIBUTION ATTRIBUTION AS MEASURE
Alfes et al. 2020 Survey — Five HR areas HR well-being vs Mediator Nishii ’s et al. 2008 Respondents were asked “This organization pays its Engagement
Cross sec (selective hiring, HR performance H5, H6 — to score each HR employees what it does so
reward, performance Moderation practice against the five that employees will feel
Different management, between well- attributions, rather than valued and respected—to
organizations participation and work being and having them select one promote employee
(Diff. org) autonomy) performance attribution per HR well-being.’
attributions practice
Beijer et al. 2019 Survey — HR system Commitment Outcome Line manager HRA, Nishii et al., 2008 Attributions
Cross sec (well-being and coworker HRA,
(multi- service delivery) motivational focus
source) control (cost (moderator)
saving and
exploitation),
external (trade
union compliance)
Cao etal., 2020 Survey — HPWS Commitment Mediator Employee perceived | Adapted from Nishii “The company Thriving at work
Cross sec focused employee HPWS et al. (2008) pays its employees what it
attributions (well- does so that employees will
Diff. org. being and Authentic leadership feelvalued and respected.”
performance) (moderator)
Chen & Wang Survey — HR system Commitment Antecedents Adapted from Nishii POS, Task performance
2014 Cross sec control etal., 2008
Diff. org
Fan et al. 2020 Survey — Five HR practices Commitment Antecedents Adopted scale from Respondents rated two Our company provides Team engagement
Cross sec (training, benefits, focused vs control Nishii et al. (2008, commitment-focused employees with the training Team performance
hiring choices, focused p. 509), but HRAs (work quality and that it does: (1) to help
Diff. org compensation, and excluded the employee well-being) employees deliver quality
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STUDY METHOD OBJECT OF TYPE OF ATTRIBUTION | ANTECEDENTS ATTRIBUTION DETAIL SAMPLE ITEMS OUTCOMES
ATTRIBUTION ATTRIBUTION AS MEASURE
Guest et al. 2020 Survey- cross Four practices Commitment vs Mediator Adapted from Nishii | Respondents evaluated Work engagement; positive
sec (training, remuneration, | control focused et al. (2008) the extent to which four psychological contract; branch
job security, and practices (training, performance
promotion remuneration, job
opportunities) security, and promotion
opportunities) had been
implemented to enhance
staff well-being and
customer satisfaction
(commitment
attributions), and/or to
increase control over
staff and costs (control
attributions)
Hewett et al., Survey — Workload Commitment, cost Outcome Organizational Ad hoc I think that my organization Attributions
2019 repeated Measurement and saving, Cynicism (not has a workload model in
measures management (WMM) exploitation, trade practice specific) place...
(two waves) union compliance, Fairness (1)To set performance
external reporting Personal Relevance standards that are too high.
Diff org. compliance (moderator) (ii)To keep costs down.
(iii) To help the performance
of academic staff...
Katou et al. 2020 Survey — Five HR practices Commitment Mediator Nishii et al. 2008 Commitment oriented Organizational Performance
Cross sec (Staffing, training, oriented vs control HRA were measured
compensation, oriented along the dimensions of
Diff. org appraisal, participation) quality enhancement (o

%, 0.880) and employee
well-being (a %2 0.904)
comprised of five-items
each reflecting the five
functional areas of
HPWS.

Control oriented HRA
were measured along the
dimensions of cost
reduction (a ¥4 0.883)
and exploiting
employees (a ¥ 0.877),
comprised of five-items
each, reflecting the five
functional areas of
HPWS
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STUDY METHOD OBJECT OF TYPE OF ATTRIBUTION | ANTECEDENTS ATTRIBUTION DETAIL SAMPLE ITEMS OUTCOMES
ATTRIBUTION ATTRIBUTION AS MEASURE
Khan & Thung, Survey — HR analytics Cost reduction and | Antecedents Adapted from Nishii Organisation] uses analytics Affective Commitment
2016 Cross sec exploitation vs et al. (2008) applications that it does. . .
quality and
employee
enhancement
Lee etal., 2019 Survey- cross HR system Well-being Antecedent Adapted from Nishii | Employees were asked Internal and external change
sec etal., 2008 to assess the intention, task related idiosyncratic
extent to which they deals (moderator)
agreed that specific HR
practices in the
organization (hiring, pay
and benefits,
performance appraisal,
training and
development, career
development,
scheduling, etc.) were
implemented to
enhance employee well-
being
Montag-Smith & Survey — Pay Secrecy Policy Benevolent vs Mediator Pay disclosure Pay Secrecy My organization has the pay Trust
Smith 2020 Cross sec malevolent and policy, pay sharing Attributions Scale communication policy that it
external preferences (PSAS) — 17 items does in order to ensure that
Diff. org (moderator) employees are treated

*Only internal
have been
empirically tested

equitably

My organization has the pay
communication policy that it
does in order to ensure that
employees are treated
equitably
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STUDY METHOD OBJECT OF TYPE OF ATTRIBUTION | ANTECEDENTS ATTRIBUTION DETAIL SAMPLE ITEMS OUTCOMES
ATTRIBUTION ATTRIBUTION AS MEASURE
Sanders, Yang & Study 1: Four HR practices: Well-being Outcome Presence of HPWP Adapted from Nishii HR practices are Attributions
Li (2019) experiment selective recruiting, focused vs Power distance etal., 2008 implemented in this way
(vignette) employment security, performance orientation because the organization
performance-based pay, | focused (moderator) wants to help employees
Study 2: extensive training, and deliver better quality
Survey cross- | employee involvement service’.
sec For the cost-reduction
attribution, the item was ‘HR
practices are implemented in
this way because the
organization tries to keep
costs down’
Shantz et al. 2016 Survey — HR system Performance, cost Antecedent Adapted from Nishii Training and development in | Work overload, Job involvement
repeated saving etal., 2008 my organisation are Emotional exhaustion
measures designed to maximise
employees’
performance
Tandung, 2016 Survey — HR system Commitment Antecedent Adapted from Nishii Job satisfaction, Turnover Intentions
Cross sec (well-being and etal., 2008
service delivery),
Diff. org control (cost
saving and
exploitation)
Validaze et al., Survey — Employee Indirect Antecedent Ad hoc The measure of Job satisfaction, Organizational
2016 Cross sec relations/partecipation participation, employees’ attributions commitment, Union instrumentality
direct participation for indirect participation (effectiveness) ER climate
Diff. org was derived by five

items, each measuring
employees’ subjective

interpretation about the

effects of union—

management cooperation

on job satisfaction,

workforce productivity
or performance, pay and
conditions, employment
security and employee
willingness to embrace

change
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STUDY METHOD OBJECT OF TYPE OF ATTRIBUTION | ANTECEDENTS ATTRIBUTION DETAIL SAMPLE ITEMS OUTCOMES
ATTRIBUTION ATTRIBUTION AS MEASURE
Van de Voorde & Survey -Cross Five HR areas Well-being Mediator The level of Adapted from Nishii | Employees are asked to Job commitment, strain
Beijer, 2015 sec (multi- (selectivity in hiring, focused vs coverage of HPWS etal., 2008 score each HPWS
source) employee development performance activity on the two
and career focused attributions, instead of
opportunities, rewards, having employees select
performance one attribution per
evaluation, and HPWS activity, thereby
participation and leaving open the
communication) possibility that there may
be multiple goals
attached to each activity
Yang & Arthur, Survey — HR system Commitment Antecedent Adapted from Nishii Employee perceptions of
2019 repeated (well-being and etal., 2008 implementation of HR practices, line
2waves service delivery) manager’s HR implementation,
(3weeks) Employee OCB
(multi-
source)
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Abstract

This systematic review explores the application of attribution theory in
studying employee reactions to digital transformation. Digital transformation
(DT) is a challenge for organizations, and its success also depends on how
employees react to it. Existing research has started inquiring into the mechanisms
at the basis of employees’ responses to DT. To do so, it has mainly focused on
how employees’ perception of some characteristics of technology as a predictor of
their acceptance (i.e., TAM). We aim to enlarge this perspective by adopting
attribution models that focus on how employees perceive causes and intentions
related to digital transformation. This systematic review consists of fifteen papers
that have adopted attribution theory to explore employee responses to digital
transformation in different contexts and disciplines. Overall, the article
contributes to this multidisciplinary literature at an early stage by providing a
framework in which to develop a common scientific knowledge base across
disciplines, and by seeking to stimulate future cumulative research that traverses
disciplinary boundaries. Our findings show that internal and benevolent
attributions are associated with more positive outcomes during digital
transformation processes. Moreover, we highlight theoretical implications, areas
for future research, and the implications of our findings for practitioners and

organizations undergoing digital transformation.

Keywords: attribution theory; digital transformation; digital technology
implementation; HR attributions
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1.INTRODUCTION

In recent years, digital transformation (DT) has emerged as an important
phenomenon that has received the attention of experts and scholars (Bharadwaj et
al., 2013; Piccinini et al., 2015). DT has been defined as an organizational change
process triggered, and shaped, by the widespread diffusion of digital technologies
intended to change business operations, processes, and services (Hanelt et al.
2021; Trenerry al., 2021). Digital technologies, such as artificial intelligence,
robotics and data analytics, have characteristics that set them apart from previous
ones (Bailey et al., 2019), raising new challenges for both organizations and
individuals. Moreover, DT projects heavily rely on employees. Indeed, to be
successful, DT typically requires that employees ‘buy into’ it because they are
obliged to adapt to digital technology and to cope with changes in organizational
values and culture (Karimi & Walter, 2015). Empirical evidence suggests that this
‘buy-in” cannot be taken for granted (e.g., Barker & Frolick, 2003; Lofquist,
2011). According to McKinsey (2019), even when the technical specifications of
digital transformation are well-designed and rolled out in accordance with best
practices (Rousseau & Ten Have, 2022), nearly 70% of DT projects fail. One of
the reasons for their failure is that employees resist the newly imposed changes
that accompany digital transformation (Trenerry et al., 2021).

Despite the employee’s crucial role in determining the success of DT, knowledge
about how employees experience DT is still scant. Indeed, the existing literature
on digital transformation has been mainly concerned with strategy and

management (Busulwa et al., 2022; Personen, 2020) or technology adaptation
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(Venkatesh et al., 2003), with studies focused on employee-related perspectives
representing a smaller subset of it (Van Der Schaft et al., 2022). Indeed, scholars
and practitioners concerned with the challenges of digital transformation
emphasize that employees, not only technology, are critical to the success of these
initiatives. Yet, the majority of research available on the topic is founded on
traditional, top-down models emphasizing employees’ technology acceptance and
adoption based on their beliefs about technological attributes (e.g., ease of use,
usefulness). Less research has addressed why and how employees voluntarily and
actively engage in the digital transformation process, with its characteristic
ambiguity that makes assessing technological attributes difficult, or conversely,
why and how employees may actively avoid or withdraw from this process (Kane
and Palmer, 2015).

Employee perceptions and behaviours are crucial elements in organization studies,
but they become even more crucial when employees face the challenges of DT
since they can determine the success or failure of a DT project (Schneider and
Sting, 2020). ‘Employee perception’ is an umbrella term used to denote a complex
cognitive process by which people gather information related to DT to form
judgments about it (Gond, 2019). To depict its complexity, following Wang et al.
(2020), employee perception of an organizational practice can be better analysed
by considering the three components of this cognitive process: what is perceived;
how the practice is framed; and the perceived ‘why’ of the practice's
implementation and outcomes. The ‘what” and ‘how’ components of perception

have already been explored by the current literature on technology acceptance
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(Davis, 1989; Venkatesh et al., 2003) and the recent DT literature were studies
based on cognitive research have started considering employees’ general belief
systems and postulating how they are used as sensemaking guidelines for
understanding digital transformation (van Dijk and van Dick, 2009) which in turn
influences their behaviors (Schneider and Sting, 2020; Ahn & Chen, 2022;
Solberg et al., 2020; Trennery et al., 2021). Following this emerging body of
research focusing on employees cognitive processes, scholarly have started
placing attention also to other components of individuals perception process such
as the ‘why’ component, which concerns a specific cognitive process: that of
attribution-making. Attributions are the causal explanations that individuals form
for their own actions, experiences or observed events (Hewett et al., 2021).
Rooted in social psychology, attribution theory has recently been adopted in other
fields of study (i.e., HRM, CSR) to show that, in order to make sense of their
environment, employees search for the causes of certain events or behaviours,
which in turn predict their reactions (for a review of attribution theory in other
fields see Hewett et al., 2019 and Donia et al., 2017). In the context of DT, this
theoretical perspective can provide a more nuanced understanding of how
employees perceive and react to DT. Indeed, it sheds light on a more specific
cognitive process, that of attribution, which together with the perception of ‘what’
and ‘how’, help to explain ‘why’ DT projects succeed. Moreover, while well-
established theoretical frameworks have mainly used organizational performance
indicators (e.g., cost reduction, efficiency gains) (Levkovskyi et al., 2020) to

measure the success of DT projects, the adoption of attribution models makes it
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possible to extend the definition of successful DT to include social outcomes such
as social sustainability and employee well-being (Guandalini, 2022). Indeed,
attributions are traditionally considered to be predictors of a wider range of
outcomes, including individual-level well-being.

On this basis, adopting attribution theory to the study of how employees respond
to DT makes it possible to explore not only to what extent employees accept or do
not accept DT (i.e. the main outcome of models on acceptance) but also to
understand what other cognitive mechanisms and sense-making processes are
involved, and how those processes are predictors of a different set of outcomes.
This paper adopts a cross-disciplinary approach in order to synthesize the existing
literature on DT, which is at present fragmented among different fields. Indeed, as
claimed by Verhoef, et al. (2021), the emergence of DT requires the building of a
scientific knowledge base and the development of a research agenda to stimulate
the cumulativeness of future research in the multiple domains covered by this
important topic. The number of studies included in our review is smaller than is
typical in organizational research (n=15). However, a systematic review early in a
literature’s development means that the review is likely to be more influential in
steering future research in productive directions that address fundamental gaps,

sources of bias, and limitations early in the research process (Gough et al., 2017).

Our analysis is oriented by two research questions: how have employees’
attributional processes been theorized with respect to DT by scholars in different

disciplines? and what attributions are associated with more positive employee-
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level outcomes and therefore predict the success of DT projects, fostering

employees’ acceptance, satisfaction with DT, and overall well-being?

In answering these questions, we make two main contributions. First, from a
theoretical point of view, we contribute to the multidisciplinary literature on DT
by enriching the existing mainstream theoretical frameworks (i.e. TAM) used to
study employee reaction to DT. We do so by showing that attribution theory
provides an additional perspective from which to understand employees’ reactions
to DT. Indeed, while TAM models focus on the what and the how components of
perception, analysing how employees’ perceptions of elements of the technology
(and of the contexts in which it is implemented) can lead to greater acceptance,
attribution theory shows that employees’ attributions for the success or failure of
their interaction with a digital technology — as well as the intentions that they
believe drove the organization’s decision to implement the digital technology —
not only determine their acceptance but also orient their future behaviours, for
example by increasing (or decreasing) their motivational investment in using — or

learning to use — digital technologies.

The second contribution of this paper is that it provides novel insights into how
employees make sense of digital technologies during a DT process. In fact, we do
not focus on every type of technology, but specifically on digital technologies that
enable DT processes and not, more broadly, on other technologies that have been
present in organizational settings for a long time. Thus, extending the scope of the

analysis to digital technologies, which have characteristics that set them apart
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from prior technologies, enables us to derive distinct and, to the best of our
knowledge, novel conclusions on how employees perceive and react to these

sophisticated, pervasive, and increasingly intelligent technologies.

Overall, these two contributions have both theoretical and practical implications
of importance. On the one hand, we contribute to the development of cross-
boundaries research on DT informed by attribution theory; on the other, we
provide managers and practitioners engaged in the implementation of digital

technologies with significant insights into the factors fostering its success.

This review is organized as follows. First, we define and classify the digital
technologies enabling DT, highlighting their distinctive features. Second, we
provide an overview of the approaches currently predominant in the study of
employees’ reactions to DT. Third, we focus on the evolution of the attribution
theory framework from its origin in social psychology to its more recent
applications in other fields of management study. Fourth, we set out the
methodology adopted for the review. Finally, we present and discuss the results in

line with our two research questions.

2. THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

2.1. Digital technologies as enablers of DT:
Definitions and distinctive characteristics

DT has emerged as a ubiquitous phenomenon (Trittin-Ulbrich et al., 2021),

making it difficult to identify any organizational activity in which automated
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decision-making and problem-solving technologies do not support, influence, or
displace human (inter) actions (Trittin-Ulbrich et al., 2021; von Krogh, 2018).

The extensive and fragmented literature on DT suffers from a lack of general
agreement on exactly what DT is (Warner & Wadger, 2019), and what it
encompasses (Wessel et al., 2020). Existing systematic reviews or meta-analyses
on the topic are either rare and narrowly focused (e.g., Schallmo et al., 2017), or
they come from outside the management field, for example, from the information
systems literature (e.g., Vial, 2019). However, despite the lack of clarity
surrounding the phenomenon, scholars have mainly defined DT as organizational
change that is triggered and shaped by the widespread diffusion of digital
technologies (Hanelt et al., 2021). Although technology has been a key factor in
the shaping of organizations and work processes for over a century (BodrozZi¢ et
al., 2018; Spencer et al., 2021), it is commonly believed that ongoing today is a
new wave of the technological revolution, and that DT deviates from these past
technological-based organizational changes (Hanlet et al., 2021). One of the
reasons for this belief is that the digital technologies involved in the ongoing DT,
such as big data analytics, social media, mobile technology, or cloud computing,
are very different from those that enabled earlier IT-organizational change
(Bharadwaj et al., 2013; Orlikowski, 2000; Volkoff et al., 2007). Bailey et al.
(2019) have identified four features that distinguish digital technologies from
previous ones: first, they have become increasingly ‘intelligent’, developing new
knowledge and skills so as to possibly outperform humans in a wide variety of

skilled and cognitive acts. Second, they can acquire a vast trove of data, enlarging
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the reach of organizations in tracking, monitoring, and directing the behaviours of
individuals and groups, culminating in what Zuboff (2015) insightfully labelled
‘surveillance capitalism’. Third, digital technologies have the potential to erode
organizational and national boundaries and to enable new approaches to
innovation and collaboration within and among organizations. Fourth, they lead to
the creation of new business models, transforming how, when, and where work
gets done, as well as by whom and for whom (Bailey et al., 2019).

Digital technologies can be broadly classified into two different families (Boston
Consulting Group, 2019). The first comprises Information and Communication
Technologies and is composed of (i) the Internet of Things, in which physical
objects are connected by means of standard communication protocols; (ii) the
manufacturing of big data and ‘analytics’, a term which refers to methods and
tools dedicated to the processing of large amounts of data; and (iii) cloud
manufacturing, which is a virtualized, shared, and configurable set of IT resources
supporting production processes and supply chain management. The second
family, called Operational Technologies, is composed of (i) advanced automation,
which relates to systems with the ability to interact with the environment (e.g.,
drones), to use visualization techniques and pattern recognition (e.g.,
manipulation systems, quality control), and to interact with operators (e.g.,
robots); (ii) the advanced human/machine interface, which relates to recent
developments in wearable devices and human/machine interfaces, such as touch

display and augmented reality; and (iii) additive manufacturing, which changes
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the approach of classic production processes by creating an object through its

‘printing’ layer by layer (Boston Consulting Group, 2020).

2.2. Employees’ reactions to DT: dominant
theoretical perspectives

Digital transformation is not all about technology (Tabrizi et al., 2019). To be
successful, DT requires employees to positively react and adapt to change (Ahn &
Chen, 2022; Schneider & Sting, 2020). Indeed, in a DT process, employees must
accept new technology and cope with newly imposed changes in organizational
values and culture (Karimi & Walter, 2015). The current literature on technology
acceptance has recognized this crucial role played by employees. It has therefore
adopted an employee-centric approach in studying DT that focuses on employees’
perceptions as predictors of their acceptance (e.g. Davis et al., 1989). Indeed,
there is a significant body of research on information systems (IS) (e.g., Davis et
al. 1989, Venkatesh 2003) and human-computer interaction (HCI) (e.g., Gould
and Lewis 1985), as well as the recent DT literature (Schneider & Sting, 2020;
Ahn & Cheng, 2022; Solberg et al., 2020; Trennery et al., 2021) that has studied
both the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ components of employee perception. More
specifically, the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), and its subsequent
evolutions (i.e., TAM2, TAM3), has focused on two key factors related to
individuals’ perception: perceived usefulness (the extent to which a person
believes that technology will improve their job performance); and perceived ease
of use (the degree to which a person believes that using technology will be
effortless and straightforward). TAM suggests that these two factors directly

influence a person’s attitude towards using technology (i.e., acceptance), which in
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turn predicts their intention to use it (Davis et al., 1989). On the other side, the
Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) (Venkatesh et
al., 2003) has further extended TAM models to include four other predictors of
technology acceptance: Performance Expectancy, Effort Expectancy, Social
Influence, and Facilitating Conditions. While TAM focuses primarily on the
cognitive processes underlying technology acceptance and use, UTAUT provides
a more comprehensive and integrated framework that considers both cognitive
and social factors. As such, UTAUT has been widely used in studies on
technology acceptance and use, particularly in organizational and workplace
settings. Similarly, recent studies in the DT literature have explored the factors
that can shape employees’ perceptions of DT. For example, a study by Schneider
and Sting (2020) examined how manufacturing employees experience the “fourth
industrial revolution” and introduced five distinct interpretive frames (i.e.,
utilitarian, functional, anthropocentric, traditional, and playful), which were found
to be the dominant logics that drive employee perceptions. In another study,
Solberg et al. (2020) explored how employees’ beliefs regarding the malleability
of personal ability (fixed/growth mindset) and their beliefs about the availability
of situational resources (zero-sum/expandable-sum mindset) influence the extent
to which they see new technologies as providing opportunities for professional
growth or as encroaching on their ability to display competency. Moreover, in a
recent review, Trenerry et al. (2021) distinguished several factors at the employee

level that contribute to digital transformation. Regarding perceptions and
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attitudes, they stressed that perceived job insecurity generally acts as an important
trigger of employees’ negative evaluation of digital transformation.

However, to the best of our knowledge, there are no systematic reviews of the
literature that include employee attributional processes in the DT. The existing
literature has focused on what is perceived (i.e., characteristics of the technology
or the implementation context) and how it is perceived, leaving the ‘why’
component of perception (i.e. how individuals attribute meanings to DT) less
studied. Therefore, with this review, we aim to fill this gap by systematically
reviewing studies that have adopted attribution models to explore employees’
reactions to DT. Indeed, the ‘why’ approach involves a more specific cognitive
process, that of attribution formation, which can provide a more nuanced

understanding of how employees think and react to DT.

2.3. Attribution models as a  promising
framework to understand the success of DT

Rooted in social psychology (Heider, 1958; Kelly, 1973; Weiner et al.,1985),
attribution theory was originally used to explain how individuals, in the
achievement domain, search for causes that explain certain events (e.g., their
success or failure). This causal search is made by individuals along four
dimensions: locus of causality, which can be internal (i.e., the perception that a
causal factor is a personal characteristic of the agent) or external (i.e., the
perception that a causal factor is an environmental aspect external to the agent);
stability (i.e., the perception of the extent to which the causal factor will change

over time); controllability (i.e., the perception of the extent to which the causal
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factor is subject to the actor’s volitional control); and globality (i.e., the
perception of the extent to which the causal factor is specific to a certain domain
or exerts an influence across a wide array of domains). In organizational contexts,
attribution theory research has helped to predict many work-related outcomes,
such as supervisors’ and employees’ reactions in the performance evaluation
setting (Martinko et al., 2006).

In recent years, the adoption of attribution theory in the HR literature has led to
the development of a new stream of research focused on attributions of intents. In
Nishii et al.’s (2008) original work, HR Attributions of intent (HRA) are defined
as the “causal explanations that employees make regarding management’s
motivations for using particular HR practices” (Nishii et al., 2008, p. 507).
According to Hewett et al. (2019), HR attributions of intent can be external, i.e.,
employees believe that the reason for the practice is something outside their
organization’s immediate control; or it can be internal, i.e., employees believe that
the motivation behind the practice is volitional on the part of their organization.
Following Nishii et al. (2008), most scholars in this field differentiate internal
attributions on the basis of two factors: (1) the extent to which employees think
that the practice is driven by business goals or employee-centric goals
(organization-centric versus employee-centric attributions); and (2) whether
employees believe that the practice is designed to engender commitment or
enforce control by managers (commitment versus control-focused attributions).
Attribution theory has also entered the domain of Information System (IS)

research. Indeed, a tradition of studies interested in understanding the reasons for
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the failure of IT projects, and which adopted attribution theory, emerged in the
late 1990s and was thereafter carried forward by prominent researchers in the IS
field (e.g., Martinko et al. 1996; Kelley et al., 2013). For example, in line with the
literature on acceptance, Martinko and colleagues (1996) proposed an attributional
explanation for individual resistance to (or acceptance of) information technology,
while in the human-machine interaction field, close attention was paid to the
results of attributing human traits (i.e., intentionality) to computing technology
(Johnson et al., 2006; Marakas et al., 2000; Levi et al.,1998).

Although attribution theory has not yet acquired the same level of prominence as
other theoretical models in the DT literature, we maintain that this framework can
provide a more nuanced understanding of how employees conceive and evaluate
their experiences in DT. By examining the causal attributions that employees
make for their success/failure in using technology, as well as the reasons they
believe are behind DT implementation, attribution theory can shed light on the
factors that can foster employees’ acceptance and the success of a DT, showing
how different attributions are significantly associated with more positive
outcomes (Hewett et al., 2021; Donia et al., 2015). In this regard, our study
focuses on the following two research questions: how have employees’
attributional processes been theorized with respect to DT by scholars in different
disciplines? and what attributions are associated with more positive employee-
level outcomes and therefore predict the success of DT projects, fostering

employees’ acceptance, satisfaction with DT, and overall well-being?
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3.METHOD

A systematic review of the literature was chosen as a suitable approach with
which to synthesise the multidisciplinary literature on this topic. We adopted the
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses flow
diagram (PRISMA-ScR) to produce a transparent report of the article flow
(Liberati et al.,2015). Evidence was synthesised qualitatively through narrative
integration (Rousseau et al., 2008).
3.1. Eligibility Criteria

We included studies that satisfied the following eligibility criteria: (a) were peer-
reviewed papers (b) or conference proceeding papers containing a detailed and
robust methodology section; (c) were written in English; (d) considered
individuals’ attributions with respect to DT or to one of the digital technologies
enabling DT. Aware of the tradition of studies which has employed attribution
theory to explore individuals’ reactions to technology, we do not limit the search
to specific time period, but we included in the review those studies that explicitly
referred to one or more of the enabling digital technologies defined in sub-section
1.1. above. Moreover, we also decided to include, in the final sample, studies that
considered employees’ attitudinal and behavioral responses to Information
Systems (IS) implementation projects. Indeed, those studies were relevant to the
purpose of the review because they provided an interesting perspective on how
employees’ attributions for the success or failure of an IS project influence their

future behaviours.
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3.2. Information sources
Our investigations of the literature covered both Scopus and Web of Science, the
most widely used databases in management disciplines (Zupic & Cater, 2015),
and Psyclnfo, the most trusted psychological database. We periodically searched
for relevant literature using search terms such as “attribution theory”, “attribution”
and a set of specific keywords for both employees (i.e., “operator”, “blue collar”,
“white collar”) and technologies (i.e., “digital technologies”, “robot”, “drone”).
Search terms included wildcard characters to identify plural words and variations
in the spelling, and combinations were produced using relevant Boolean logic.
The full list of keywords is available in Appendix 1. The search strategy was
closely replicated in all three databases. Once we had identified the fields in
which contributions were embedded, further research was conducted on
conference papers to ensure that we had included all the proceeding papers of the
most important conferences in relevant research fields in the last six years, for
example, considering the European Group for Organizational Studies (EGOS)
Colloquium, the European Academy of Management (EURAM) Annual
Conference, the Academy of Management (AOM) Annual Conference for
management studies, and the European Association of Work and Organizational
Psychology (EAWOP) Annual Conference for the psychological field. Moreover,
we also selected sources by hand search using the reference lists and by

bibliographic search.
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3.3. Study selection and characteristics of the
studies

Following the PRISMA-ScR statement, of the 246 papers retrieved in the different
databases, after duplicate removal (n=176) we screened 70 papers by title and
abstract. At this stage, 50 papers were excluded for two reasons. The first was that
they did not consider individuals’ attributions with respect to DT or to a specific
digital technology included in the definition of DT. Indeed, some of the papers
retrieved contained both the keywords ‘attribution’ and ‘technology’, but after a
full-text reading, they failed to meet the eligibility criteria since they considered
individual attributions with respect to technologies not included in the definition
of digital technologies. The second reason for exclusion was that the paper
considered employees’ attributions with respect to another object (e.g.,
cyberloafing, knowledge-sharing behavior). We added a further 9 papers found by
hand search using the reference lists. When the publication’s title or abstract
seemed significant for the review, the full text was quickly scanned to ensure that
the content was relevant. After the full-text screening, we further excluded 8
papers in the human/machine interaction literature which explored users’
attributions with findings not applicable to organizational contexts, 3 Ph.D.
dissertations, and 3 book chapters, since they did not meet the eligibility criteria

(b) and (d). The PRISMA-ScR flowchart is shown in Figure 1 below.
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Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart.
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This review was based on 15 articles that matched our eligibility criteria, and it

included 10 peer-reviewed papers and 5 conference papers. Articles were
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published between 2007 and 2020, with most of the research conducted between
2016 and 2020 (n=8). We further summarised the material by gathering

information about all the papers using the module shown in Table 1.
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TABLE 1. Criteria used to classify the papers.

Main Information

Definitions

Type of technology

Study design

Research Method

Outcomes

Title
Authors
Source
Year
Citation
Keywords
Abstract
Topic

Journal subject area

Definition of attributions

Type of attributions

Information & Comm. Technologies

Operational technology

Cross-sectional
Longitudinal

Experimental

Quantitative
Qualitative
Mixed method

Conceptual paper

Well-being
Performance
Acceptance

Other
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4. RESULTS

The results will be presented as follows: first, we will provide an overview of the
key features of the studies included in the review. Second, we will present the
findings according to our two research questions, describing both theoretical and

practical implications of the findings.

4.1. Key features of the studies

Evolution of the literature over time

The literature consisted of fifteen studies: ten articles published in scientific
journals, and five conference papers. The studies had been published between
2007 and 2020, and half of them between 2017 and 2020.

Disciplinary outlet

Studies had been published in journals in different fields and presented at
conferences on various disciplinary areas. Of the ten articles published in
academic journals, five had been published in journals in the computer science
field, four in journals in the business and management area, and one in a journal
of the psychological area (i.e. social psychology). Similarly, the five conference
papers were part of the proceedings of conferences on various fields of study:
from business information management to engineering design, and from applied
human factors and ergonomics to advances on the human side of service
engineering.

Technology in the studies

Employee attributions were studied with respect to different types of technologies,

with most of the studies focusing on technologies belonging to the Information
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and Communication Technology family. Using the Boston Consulting Group
(BCG) workplace technologies classification already provided in this paper, we
found that most of the studies (n=8/15) explored employees’ attributions with
respect to technologies belonging to the Information and Communication
Technology family, focusing in particular on computer-based information systems
(Alony et al., 2014; Hsieh, 2019; Jipa, 2017; Snead Jr et al., 2015, Kelly et al.,
2013; Standing et al., 2016), and mobile phones (Duxbury et al., 2014) which
belong to the Internet of Things family. Only in one paper did we find a general
definition of “Information Technology” (Choi et al., 2019) which did not allow us
to classify the paper according to the specific technology considered. The other
papers (n=5/15) considered technologies belonging to the Operational Technology
family, with most of them focusing on wearable and tracking technologies
(Abraham et al., 2019; Van Acker et al., 2019; 2021), technologies belonging to
the Advanced Human-machine Interface family, and two papers that explored
technologies belonging to the Big Data Analytics family. More specifically, one
paper explored individuals’ attributions in interacting with decision support
systems (Brauner et al., 2018), and the other one considered employees’
attributions with respect to HR analytics (Khan and Tang, 2016).

Digital transformation phases

We further grouped studies according to whether employees’ causal attributions
included elements pertaining to the strategy, the implementation, or the
human/machine interaction phase of the DT process. Indeed, according to Zaoui

et al. (2020) overall DT processes can be classified into three different phases: the
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strategic phase, where the strategic orientation of the digital transformation
project is defined and the specific goals are set; the implementation phase, which
is the most concrete step of a digital transformation process and involves the field
implementation of the plan defined in the strategic phase; and finally the adoption
phase, when the new business model and digital technology are established and
ready to be used.

The first group (n=6/15) comprised papers that analysed employees’ attributions
with respect to the first phase of the DT process (i.e. the strategic phase) (Alony et
al., 2014; Choi et al., 2019; Abraham et al., 2019; Van Acker et al., 2019; 2021,
Khan and Tung, 2016). These studies analysed the type of attributions employees
develop in regard to the organization’s intentions for DT and how different
attributions determine different reactions. Examples of attribution are “to reduce
costs” (Khan and Tung, 2016), “to enhance employee performance” (Abraham et
al., 2020), “to increase employees’ well-being” (Choi et al., 2019) In the second
group of studies (n=3/15) the focus was on how employees form attributions
about the failure or success of the implementation phase (Kelly et al., 2013;
Standing et al., 2016; Pan et al., 2007). Drawing on the tradition of attribution
theory, these studies explored the reasons that employees cite for the failed
implementation of digital technology; and they highlighted that, in looking for
possible explanations, employees consider factors associated with how digital
transformation has been implemented, such as the training they have received,
internal communication strategies (Kelly et al., 2013), poor project planning and

coordination (Pan et al., 2007), or the inability of the project manager to lead the
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implementation process and the resource allocations for the DT (Standing et al.,
2016). A final group (n=5/15) consisted of studies in which employees formed
attributions following their adoption of specific technologies.

Rooted in Weiner’s (1986) attributional model, those studies explored whether
employees explain the causes of their success or failure in using digital
technology as due to dispositional factors (i.e. their ability) or to technology-
related ones, and the consequences of these different causal attributions (Duxbury
et al., 2014; Hsieh, 2019; Jipa, 2017; Brauner et al., 2018; Snead Jr et al., 2015).
Research Design

The reviewed literature is mainly observational, and cross-sectional with an
(almost) equal distribution of both quantitative and qualitative studies.
Considering the study design, we found most of the papers (n=9/15) to be
observational since no direct manipulation of variables was made within the
study, and data were simply collected on groups of participants, and cross-
sectional, meaning that study participants were observed only once, providing a
‘snapshot’ of the characteristics of interest in a specific moment. Only two papers
(n=2/9) adopted a longitudinal study design (Duxbury et al., 2014; Alony et al.
2014). Of the observational studies, four papers adopted a quantitative research
approach (Choi et al., 2019; Hsieh, 2019; Khan and Tung, 2016), using surveys to
collect data and test research hypotheses. Three other papers adopted a qualitative
methodology, employing interviews and focus groups as primary data for the
analysis (Standing et al., 2016; Duxbury et al., 2014; Pan et al., 2007). Finally,

two papers adopted a mixed-method approach, combining qualitative and

67



CHAPTER 1.

quantitative data collection methods (Alony et al., 2014; Jipa, 2017). Five papers
adopted an experimental study design (Abraham et al., 2019; Van Acker et al.,
2019; 2021; Snead Jr et al., 2015; Brauner et al., 2018) mainly using vignette
methods to explore different attributions (Kelley and Michela 1980; Weiner

1986). Table 2 below provides an overview of the key features of the studies.
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Table 2 — Key features of the studies.

Apnys Jad awoIN0 BUO UBY)} IO s

Apnis [euoiyeAlasgo 1o} Ajuo ajqedldde poylaw Youeasay .

sfewnof ul s1aded oy Ajuo ajqeolddy »

T xxl S L 1) 4 (0)% ST 103
€ 9 € S 0 ¢|c|¢€ S 4 S 14 8 S 4 S 0 0 0 0 S 0 14 T S 0T
2oue)daddy - V| X YN YN | VN | VN X X X X X (0202) [e 18 180V UBA
N wN WN WN X VN WN X WN WN wN wN wN wN VN VN X (0202) Ie 1@ oAo2eR|0D
Anigerdaooy - v/ X VN WN | VN | WN X X X VN WN N WN N N N wN X (6T02) [e 18 180V UBA
2oueydaddy - v X N YN | VN | VN X X X X X (6T02) [e 18 Weyeiqy
SSOUBANDAYS UOeAOUU| - d X X X X X X X (6102) "e 38 104D
uonua)u| JaAouIny - d
ueunwwod BIO - 8M X X X X X X X (¥102) "fe 19 Auoly
uonoeysies qor - gM|
USWINILILIOD BAROBYY - SM X X X (9102) BueyL pue ueyy
suonnquny - of | X X X (2002) e 10 ued
uopnquy - of | X X X X X X X (€102) e 10 aj1o3
souedwo) - v
sourwIoyad paNBIIRY - 4 X X N WN | VN | wN X X X WN WN N N N N VN WN X (8102) [e 18 J8uneIg
ABojouyoa) Yum uonoejsies - Gm X N WN | VN | VN X X X X X (ST02) "Ie 18 Ir pesus
salfas uonnquiy - of | X X X X X X X (9702) [e 10 Bulpuels
2oueldeody - v X X X X X WN WN VN WN WN N N N X (2102) BdIC
8sN 0] aNuNUOJ 0} uohud| - V|
ssaujnynsn pangaJad - v X X X X X X X X (6T02) UaISH
ABoJouUYI3) Yim uonIejSiesS - gm|
Arepunog Ajiurey-y1om - g X X X X X X X (¥102) Ie 1@ Aingxna
o > o = [¢) z[o]o m ) [e) 40 IR s 3 7] m = [ > o m @[ D0 ) S
05|58 5 |E|c|5| 5| 7| &% |83 3|3 |=| 3 S£|3|=2|3|¢%|s2/¢}¢g})58
e g g © 2 2| 5|2 EY I S ERN 3 3 ER o < =3 ) ] S |83 2 @ 3
B 5 3 o g z| 2|5 3 ] Q 8= S 22| 3 < a ) z = 2 |82 & o =
> 5 2 =] £ o | 35| = ] a 2 S5 S5 23| 3 o g o 3 2 2182 & 3
5 3 Q = 3| 9|3 2 = 4 S <3 S8 | 7 = o) S | 2 2
2 3 = = @ g 2 o o= o 8 g 5 > 2 1 a 33 jud
8 ® = w W =2 =% a 7] » o = 5 5 2 3. =3 [Cle] bl
| 3| & 3 5 | g 9 3> = |8 | g |3 e 2
Z ] = = 3 @
3 El ® Ef b Apms
=) 3 @
s|lela@ awoonQ BWO021IN| 0Y19W Y2.1esss; ubBisaq Apna ‘429 Jo adk ase (oBewios) 82inos
1 B o] poy y =] I1seQ Apnis yoaal 4 L ud 1a eouy 108lgns [eunop J0 adAL




CHAPTER 1.

4.2. Preliminary Considerations on the key
Features of the Studies Included in this Review

Overall, these findings suggest that there is a relatively small body of literature
that has adopted attribution models to explore employees’ reactions to DT. In
addition, this body of studies appears to be fragmented among different
disciplines and fields, ranging from computer science to business and
management, with surprisingly very few contributions in the psychological field.
Moreover, we found that in exploring employees’ attributions formation, research
has overlooked employees making attributions considering factors related to the
strategic phase of the digital transformation or the human - machine interaction
phase with very little research that considered factors of the implementation
phase. Indeed, while we know from studies that employees are likely to attribute
their performance when interacting with technology either to their ability or to an
external factor (such as the technology not being good enough), we know very
little about the specific element of the implementation phase they consider to be
the cause of the DT’s failure. The available studies (Kelly et al., 2013; Standing et
al., 2016; Pan et al., 2007) showed that employees are likely to evaluate the
training they have received to use the specific technology, the communication
strategy adopted by the organization to inform employees about the ongoing
change, and its quality, as well as the effectiveness or otherwise of the overall
project management when they make causal attribution for the success (or failure)
of DT. Therefore, future research on employees’ attributions should also consider
elements of the implementation phase. Knowing that many DT projects fail in the

implementation phase, it becomes even more crucial to understand to which
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managerial, organizational, or personal elements employees attribute the causes of
failures in implementing digital technology. In the next section, we will present
the findings in order to answer our first research question, showing how

attribution theory has been adopted to explore employees’ reactions to DT.

5. RESEARCH QUESTION I - HOW ATTRIBUTION
THEORY HAS BEEN ADOPTED TO EXPLORE
EMPLOYEES’ REACTIONS TO DT

We found that the literature on employees’ attributions consists of two main
bodies of studies. The first (n=9) comprises studies employing original
attributional models (i.e., Weiner, 1986) to explore how employees attribute
causes for their success or failure in using digital technologies or the success or
failure of a DT project. The second body of studies (n=7), in line with the recent
evolution of attribution theory in other fields (i.e., HRM), has focused on how
employees attribute intentions to the organization’s decision to implement a new
digital technology, and they are concerned with the reasons and purposes
employees that attach to the organizational decision to implement a DT process/a
specific digital technology.

According to whether the focus is on employees’ attributions of causes (Weiner,
1986) or on attributions of intents (Nishii et al., 2008; Hewett et al., 2019), studies
have defined the attributional process differently. An overview of the definitions

provided in the studies is set out in Table 3.
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Study

Attribution Streams

Causal dimensions

Intent Causes

Causes stream only

Intent
Causes

Locus (internal vs

external)

(controllable vs
uncontrollable)

Stability (Stable
Vs unstable)

Controllability

Globality (global
vs specific)

Definition of attribution

Is the
attribution
process
explicitly
recognized?

Snead Jr et al. (2015)

Individual’s attributional style is
indicative of the habitual way in which
individuals explain their own success
and failure based on an event

Yes

Brauner et al (2018)

Attributions as the perceived causes of
their performance

Yes

Duxbury et al (2014)

Employees tend to attribute decisions to
the organization’s intentions or motives

Yes

Hsieh (2019)

Users attributed the cause of their poor
performance in the name of nostalgia to
the external factor of the new system not
being good enough for them to use

Yes

Pan et al (2007)

People may attribute their own behavior
to an internal cause (personal ability,
personal effort) in cases of success but
to an external one (difficult task, poor
chance, bad luck) in cases of

failure (Heider, 1958, 1976; Henry &
Martinko, 1997).

Yes

Jipa (2017)

NA

NA NA

NA

Attribution theory (Kelley, 1973)
presents the way that individual deals
and accept a series of facts and selects
information to confirm their already
formed beliefs, in order to be in
agreement with their inner feelings and
a form of motivated reasoning (Kunda,
1990; Oswald and Grosjean, 2004)

Yes

Standing et al (2016)

Individual’s attributional style is
indicative of the habitual way in which
individuals explain their own success
and failure based on an event

Yes

Kelley et al (2013)

Users’ perceptions of the important
causes of their positive or negative
computer performances

Yes

Colaiacovo et al (2020)

Attributions are related to the perceived
cause of an outcome or the
interpretation of the result of an event
(Seifert, 2004).

Yes

Khan and Thang (2016)

Employee attributions of managerial
motives behind HR practices

Yes
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Employee perception of the motivational
reasons for technology implementation
as perceived by the employees or as
communicated by the company (the
‘why’ of wearable mental workload
monitoring: motivational framing)

Van Acker et al (2019) X X

How employees perceive the
Van Acker et al (2020) X X organization’s overt and especially No
covert intentions

Attribution theory deals with how and
why people form an opinion about the
reasons for an event or observation
(Winkler, 2010)

Alony et al. (2014) X X

Employees tend to attribute decisions to

Choi et al. (2019) X X the organization’s intentions or motives

Employees’ perception of the
Abraham et al (2019) X X function/purpose of the electronic No
monitoring implemented

When causal attributions are the focus, studies share a common conceptualization,
based on the original work of Heider (1958), Kelly (1973), and Weiner (1980), of
the attributional process defined as a “sensemaking process that people use to
interpret, understand and judge what is behind their own or other behavior”
(Duxbury et al., 2014, p. 573). In this body of literature, attributions are
considered as causal inferences made by employees to deduce the determinant
causes of either their performance in interacting with digital technology (Hsieh,
2019; Brauner et al., 2018) or the success/failure of a DT process (Standing et al.,
2016; Pan et al., 2007). Indeed, in line with original attributional models (Heider,
1958; Kelly, 1973; Weiner, 1986) scholars have tried to investigate how
individuals consider different properties of the cause, also known as “attributional
dimensions”. Among the attributional dimensions, those most studied are the
locus of causality, stability, controllability, and globability, sometimes with a

focus on only one of these properties — especially the locus of causality — but

73



CHAPTER 1.

more often considering a combination of them. For example, Brauner et al. (2018)
asked participants to report on the perceived causes of their performance (i.e.
success or failure) when interacting online with a decision support system, using
sample items for each of the four Weiner (1986) attributional dimensions. Sample
items were “The performance was mostly determined by external factors (such as
the support system)” and “I think the degree of my success is adjustable (for
example, by putting more effort into solving the problem)” (Brauner et al., 2018).

Other studies in this stream have looked at employees’ attributions for the success
or failure of IT/DT projects. Those studies have focused on the locus of causality
and mainly considered whether employees make attributions by considering
internal or external factors. For example, on looking at nostalgia (the desire to
return to a previous state), Hsieh (2019) showed that when a new digital
technology implemented is beyond employees’ capability, they will make external
attributions for their difficulties in using it, stating that the new system is not good
enough. In a qualitative study, Pan et al. (2007), showed how employees and
managers both made inconsistent attributions over time, attributing the success of
a DT project to internal causes (personal ability, personal effort), while they
tended to make external attributions (difficult task, bad luck) in the case of failure.
Differently, Standing and colleagues (2016) not only considered whether the
cause was perceived as being internal or external but also included whether the
cause of the failure of the IT project was considered to be more (or less) stable

over time and controllable and whether it was perceived as being global or
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specific. The effects of different attributions on specific outcomes will be
described in the next section.

The second body of literature is composed of papers that have adopted the
attribution of intent perspective. In these studies, the focus is on how employees
interpret the decision-makers’ motives for digitally transforming the organization
(i.e. benevolent or malevolent intentions). We found in this stream a lack of a
common definition of the attribution concept. Indeed, scholars defined the
attributional process in different ways. We found only two studies (Choi et al.,
2019; Khan & Tung, 2016) that clearly defined employees’ attributions of intent
with an explicit reference to the work of Nishii and colleagues (2008), who
originally defined this concept in the HR field (see Table 3). The remaining
studies did not specifically use the term “attributions of intent’, nor did they cite
original works in the attribution field (i.e., Nishii et al., 2008; Hewett et al., 2019).
For example, Van Acker et al. 2019 talk about “"employee perception of the
motivational reasons for technology implementation as perceived by the
employees or as communicated by the company (the 'why' of wearable mental
workload monitoring: motivational framing)” (p. 2102). The lack of a clear
definition of attributions of intent, together with the absence of reference to
original studies in the attribution field, results in the misuse of the term
‘perception’ to indicate a more specific and nuanced cognitive process, that of
attribution of intent, and in the lack of a clear theoretical frame of reference.
Moreover, in line with the tradition of studies in other fields (i.e., HRM, CSR)

(see, Hewett et al., 2019;2021 for a review), those studies have restricted their
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focus to exploration of internal attributions of intent (individuals’ explanations of
the management’s strategy and actions as driven by motives and goals which are
internal to the organization) (Nishii et al., 2008), while external ones have been
ignored. Although using different labels, internal attributions of intent are
theorized to reflect Nishii and colleagues’ (2008) polarization between
organization-favouring (individuals believe that DT has been introduced to
benefit the organization) versus self-favouring attribution (individuals believe that
the organization has introduced DT to benefit them). For example, Choi et al.
(2019) used the labels constructive versus deceptive intentionality to refer
respectively to self-favouring versus organization-favouring attributions of intent.
Indeed, constructive intentionality attributions were defined as “employees’
reasoning that their organization has adopted an innovation with authentic and
sincere intentions of achieving desirable outcomes, such as organizational
development and employee well-being” (Choi et al., 2019, p. 3) while deceptive
intentionality attributions were defined as “employees’ reasoning that their
organization has adopted an innovation with self-serving, manipulative intentions,
such as catching up with a managerial fad or increasing political power and
management control to exploit employees” (Choi et al. 2019, p.3). Similarly,
Khan and Tung (2016) considered the positive and negative attributions that
employees can develop with respect to HR analytics, with positive attributions
reflecting employees’ perception that HR analytics is implemented to enhance
product/service quality and employee well-being, and negative attributions

reflecting their perception of HR analytics as being implemented for cost
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reduction and exploitation purposes. In another experimental study, Van Acker et
al. (2019) explored two clusters of employees’ perceptions of why (i.e.,
attributions of intent) a wearable electronic monitoring device was introduced,
according to whether it was perceived as serving intrinsic organizational goals,
such as improving employees’ health, or extrinsic goals like increasing
employees’ productivity (Van Acker et al., 2019; 2021). Finally, in their study,
Abraham et al. (2018), explored whether employees believe that electronic
monitoring devices have been adopted by their organizations with malevolent
intentions (i.e., to enhance organizational productivity, to exert control over
worker's location) or benevolent intentions (i.e., to enhance employee health and
to support coordination and planning through accuracy of tracking and mobility of

workers).

5.1. Theoretical Implications and Directions for
Future Research

Attribution models have been applied in the DT field to explore two categories of
employees’ explanations of the ‘why’ of DT aspects: (i) causal attributions, which
include studies on both how employees make sense of their success or failure in
using digital technologies, and how they explain the success/failure of a DT
project; (ii) attributions of intent, which include how employees’ attribute
intentions to the organization’s decision to undergo DT.

In terms of theoretical implications, our findings suggest that when attribution of
the causes is the focus, the literature has referred to a common theoretical
framework — that of the original attribution theory (Weiner, 1986) — and studies

have provided a clear definition of the attributional process. On the contrary,
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when the attributions of organizational intents for DT have been studied, the
attributional process is not often clearly defined, resulting in the misuse of the
term ‘perception’ to indicate the attributional process. We found the absence of a
clear definition of the attributional process in these studies to be problematic.
Indeed, the term ‘perception’ refers to a broad and complex cognitive process,
while attributions result from a more specific evaluation process whereby people
answer the ‘why’ question. Not considering attribution as a specific process,
which differs from other components of human perception, results in the neglect
of an essential component of the individuals’ evaluative process, that of
attributions, with the risk of gaining only a partial understanding of how
employees think, perceive, and react to DT.

Thus, based on this evidence, we maintain that future research should contribute
to the building of a common attributional framework in this field. More
specifically, we call for studies that can qualify the attributional process of intent.
In other fields of study, such as the HR field, the literature on intent attribution is
growing and laying the bases for the development of shared knowledge. Thus, it is
important to reflect from a theoretical perspective on intent attributions with

respect to digital technologies and DT processes.

6. RESEARCH QUESTION II — WHAT ATTRIBUTIONS
ARE MORE LIKELY TO PREDICT SUCCESSFUL DT

In this section, we will present the findings in regard to our second research
question, showing what attributions are associated with positive outcomes and are

therefore predictors of successful DT.
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Overall, our findings show that employee attributions with respect to DT were
used to predict a wider and different set of outcomes. Indeed, although some
studies considered acceptance, in line with what well-established models (i.e.
TAM models) had done hitherto, we also found studies that extended their scope
to include individual well-being indicators. According to the outcomes
considered, we classified studies into four groups. The first group considered
attributions as predictors of acceptance of DT. Different indicators of acceptance
were considered, ranging from individuals’ acceptance (Van Acker et al., 2019),
through intention to use the technology (Hsieh, 2019), to compliance with the
technology (Brauner et al., 2018), with employees’ acceptance being the indicator
most frequently adopted (Abraham et al., 2019; Jipa et al., 2017; Van Acker et al.,
2021). The second group of studies explored attributions with respect to
satisfaction with DT (Hsieh, 2019; Snead, Jr et al., 2015; Jipa, 2017) and
indicators of individuals’ well-being, such as work-life balance boundary
strategies (Duxbury et al., 2014) and affective organizational commitment (Khan
& Thung, 2016). The third group studied employees’ attributions in association
with performance indicators, such as innovation effectiveness (positive outcomes
or performance gains from an innovation accruing to each employee) (Choi et al.,
2019) and turnover intention (Alony, 2013). Finally, the fourth group of studies
analysed the attribution formation process, with causal attributions themselves
being considered the dependent variables (Standing et al., 2016; Pan et al., 2007).

In regard to both the attribution of causes and attribution of intent bodies of

literature, the findings showed that internal and self-favouring attributions are
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predictors of positive employee outcomes. Indeed, studies showed that when
employees develop internal (versus external) attributions for their success (e.g.
they think that their success is due to their ability or effort) in using digital
technology, this, in turn, can increase their acceptance of the digital technology
and their willingness to use it in the future (Jipa et al., 2017; Hsieh, 2019), their
satisfaction with technology (Brauner et al., 2018; Jipa et al., 2017; Hsieh, 2019)
as well as successful work-life boundary management, an indicator of employee
well-being (Duxbury et al., 2014).

Conversely, when employees attribute their failure to external factors (e.g., they
think that their failure is due to bad luck or the technology not being good
enough), this external attribution leads to negative outcomes, such as lower
compliance with the technology (Brauner et al., 2018), lower acceptance and
willingness to use the technology (Jipa et al., 2017; Hsieh, 2019), lower
satisfaction with the technology (Snead, Jr et al., 2015; Jipa et al., 2017; Hsieh,
2019) and unsuccessful work-life boundary management (Duxbury et al., 2014).
One explanation for these findings is provided by Hsieh’s (2019) study, which
explains how, when a new technological system is implemented, nostalgia for the
previous technology can occur. Especially when users experience difficulties in
using the new system well, they are more likely to attribute, their bad performance
to external factors and particularly to the new system’s poor design, which in turn
negatively impacts their willingness to use it in the future and their general

satisfaction with technology.
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Similarly, the findings of the studies which explored employees’ attributions
concerning the organization’s intentions to implement DT showed that when
employees perceive that a digital technology has been introduced to favour them
(e.g., enhance their well-being), contrary to when it is perceived as having been
introduced to favour the organization (e.g., to exploit them), these self-favouring
(or benevolent) attributions are, in turn, associated with greater employee
acceptance of technology (Van Acker et al., 2019; 2021; Abraham et al., 2019),
greater affective commitment (Khan & Thung, 2016), and innovation
effectiveness (Choi et al., 2019). For example, Choi et al.’s (2019) empirical
results showed that when employees considered the introduction of technological
innovation as being due to benevolent intentions such as delivering high-quality
service and products to customers, improving internal workflows and processes,
increasing productivity or improving overall efficiency, this self-favouring
attribution had a direct positive effect on their behaviours (i.e., they actively
implemented the innovation, as judged by their managers) which in turn positively
affected innovation effectiveness. By contrast, when employees attributed the
introduction of technological innovation to malevolent organizational intentions,
such as the organization’s desire to exploit employees, this organization-favouring
attribution had a significant negative indirect impact on innovation effectiveness
given that employees were more likely to avoid using the new technology (Choi et
al., 2019). Similarly, Khan and Tung (2016) showed that benevolent attributions

(i.e., employees’ belief that HR analytics reflect positive organizational intentions
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such as enhancing employees’ well-being) are positively associated with affective
commitment.

Our findings also show that the literature on attribution antecedents is very
limited. One attempt has been made by Snead Jr. et al. (2015), who, in line with
traditional attribution models (i.e., Kelly, 1973) explored how the three
characteristics of information (consistency, distinctiveness, and consensus)
influence employees’ attributions for an IT system-related success or failure. In
another study, Standing (2016) explored whether the individual attributional style
(i.e., the way in which employees tend to explain their success and failure) will
change from optimistic to pessimistic according to their level of job seniority.
However, the empirical analysis revealed that job seniority had no significant
effect on attributional style. Similarly, our review shows that very few studies
have considered moderators or mediators of the relationship between attributions
and outcomes. Van Acker et al. (2019) studied whether ‘technology readiness’
(defined as an individual’s willingness to accept new ideas and technologies)
moderated the relationship between initial corporate communication — which
triggers employees’ perceptions of the organizational reasons for a certain
technology to be implemented — and employees’ acceptability of tracking
technologies. However, the results of their statistical analysis did not confirm the
moderation effect (Van Acker et al. 2019). Choi et al. (2019) tested the mediating
role of employees’ implementation behaviour (i.e., active versus passive) in the
relationship between employees’ attributions about the organization’s reasons for

introducing a technological innovation (i.e., attribution to constructive
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intentionality or attribution to deceptive intentionality) and innovation
effectiveness. The empirical results showed that employee attribution to
constructive intentionality had an indirect positive effect on innovation
effectiveness through its direct effect on active implementation (Choi et al., 2019).

An overview of the studies is provided in figure 2 below.
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6.1. Theoretical Implications and Directions for
Future Research

Empirical findings showed that internal (versus external) and self-
favouring/benevolent (versus organization-favouring/malevolent) attributions are
associated with positive outcomes. They are therefore likely to lead to successful
DT in terms of both the achievement of business goals and greater employees’
acceptance and well-being. Indeed, studies have shown that internal and self-
favouring attributions are positively associated with greater acceptance (Abraham
et al., 2019; Hsieh, 2019; Jipa, 2014; Van Acker et al., 2021), acceptability (Van
Acker et al., 2019), intention to use (Hsieh, 2019), affective commitment (Khan
and Tung, 2016), satisfaction with technology (Snead Jr et al., 2015; Hsieh, 2019),
compliance with technology (Brauner et al., 2018), better work-family boundary
management (Duxbury et al., 2014), and innovation effectiveness (Choi et al.,
2019). When individuals perceive that their performance in using digital
technology is due to internal factors (such as their ability or their effort) instead of
external ones (such as bad information, unfriendly design of the digital tool or
task difficulties) they are more likely to react positively to it. Moreover, when
employees perceive that the organization is introducing digital technology with
sincere and benevolent intentions (e.g., to increase their well-being), instead of
instrumental and malevolent ones (e.g., to control or exploit them), these self-
favouring benevolent attributions are associated with more positive outcomes.

In terms of theoretical implications, our findings provide evidence that both the
causal and the intent attribution processes play a crucial role in determining

different outcomes. Moreover, the results show that different attributions are
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predictors of a variety of individual-level outcomes, from individual acceptance of
technology to individual well-being. The result is a broader picture with respect to
individuals’ reactions to DT processes. The dominant theories (i.e. TAM) have
not been sufficiently integrated to explain how DT produces specific outcomes,
such as individual well-being. Other psychological mechanisms, in particular
attributional formation, might further explain the conditions for successful DT
rather than the exclusive production of acceptance outcomes, and their status as
explanatory frameworks should be clarified in future research.

Thus, future research should further explore the predicting role of different
attributions with respect to individual, but also group and organizational level,
outcomes, extending the focus to encompass a greater variety of outcomes.
Furthermore, findings from other fields of study (i.e. CSR and HRM) have shown
that attributions often mediate the relationship between input and outcomes (see
for example, Katou et al. 2020; Guest et al., 2020). In light of this empirical
evidence, we call for more studies that empirically test whether attribution is a
mechanism explanatory of DT results. Moreover, further research should also
explore other possible mediators and moderators of the relationship between
attributions and outcomes, as well as the antecedents of attributions. Indeed, what
the literature has shown so far is very limited. With respect to attribution
antecedents, the only significant attempt, by Snead Jr. et al. (2015), highlighted
the role of characteristics of information (consistency, distinctiveness, and
consensus) as predictors of employees’ attributions for a system-related success or

failure. However, there are probably many other antecedents, including the
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person’s characteristics, such as work experience (Mitchell & Kalb, 1982), or
attributional tendencies (e.g., Chao, Cheung, & Wu, 2011), as well as features of
the organization itself (i.e. culture), that can be further explored. As recently
stressed by Hewett et al. (2019), an interesting avenue for future research would
be investigation of how managers’ attributions spill over to inform employees’
attributions (e.g., Groth et al., 2002). Indeed, in the context of DT, line managers
play an important part in whether DT is in fact implemented, and the quality of its
implementation. In this regard, the way that managers communicate DT to
employees signals the goals associated with its implementation (Den Hartog et al.,
2013). Therefore, it is likely that the message of intent communicated by
managers about the DT influences employees’ perceptions of the reason for it.
Line managers also make idiosyncratic attributions of DT which are likely to
differ from, and precede, employees’ attributions, thus implying that managers’
attributions of DT may spill over and influence employees’ attributions.
Practical implications

In this section, we consider some practical implications of the results derived from
our two research questions. Indeed, beyond the key features of our studies,
findings relative to our two research questions have important implications for
management education, as well as for managers and practitioners involved in
different stages of the DT process.

The results of our first research question show that, alike literature on DT, also the
specific literature that adopts attribution models is multidisciplinary. Indeed,

attribution theory has been adopted by scholars in different disciplines and fields
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to study employees' reactions to DT. The multidisciplinary nature of this literature
represents a first challenge for management education, which usually operates in a
strictly monodisciplinary manner. By contrast, in light of the results of our first
research question we advocate that education management should increasingly
adopt a cross-disciplinary approach when dealing with employee reactions to DT,
referring to the accumulated body of knowledge on attribution theory that
traverses disciplinary boundaries.

A second finding associated with our first research question highlights different
conceptualizations of attributions in the literature dealing with employees'
reactions to DT, which are broadly classified into two strands of research:
attributions of causes, and attributions of intent. Also in this case, the main
practical implication of the finding concerns management education, since
training programmes for managers and practitioners who will be dealing with DT
must include learning objectives associated with the understanding and
recognition of different attributional processes (i.e. causes and intents) in order to
develop the skills necessary to manage and understand the factors that facilitate
(or otherwise) successful DT.

Moreover, findings from our second research question show how both of the
attribution processes (i.e. attribution of causes and of intents) play a significant
role in determining positive or negative outcomes during DT. Particularly, the
findings show that internal (versus external) and self-favouring/benevolent (versus
other-favouring/malevolent) attributions are predictors of the success of DT. The

first practical implication of these findings has to do with management education,
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which should include in training programmes a conceptual framework that helps
managers to familiarize themselves with the consequences of different attributions
in terms of which attributions are associated with more positive and negative
employee and organizational-level outcomes. A second implication is for
managers and practitioners dealing with different phases of DT. These need to be
aware of employees' attribution tendencies in order to understand their reactions
to DT more effectively. For this reason, given that internal attributions are related
to how someone perceives the causes of a certain event as related to his/her
personal characteristics, such as skills and effort, training sessions should be
designed to support the development of the skills necessary to use new
technologies. Moreover, training could also include communication techniques
with which to guide employees’ attributional processes, thereby increasing the
likelihood that employees will make internal attributions. Empirical evidence in
other fields (i.e. HRM) has shown that self-favouring attributions also depend on
how the DT project is framed and communicated to employees. Indeed, in trying
to understand the intentions of DT, employees look for any type of information
which can provide them with clues about the organization’s motives for its
implementation. Therefore, managers should be aware of how they frame and
communicate DT projects to their employees both formally and informally.
Moreover, they should promote communication strategies that foster self-
favouring attributions so that employees ‘buy into’ DT.

Conclusions and final remarks
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To conclude, this paper has synthesised, and drawn insights from, research on
employees’ reactions to DT that have been informed by attribution theory. An
analysis of 15 papers revealed that attribution theory had been adopted by studies
in different fields, making this literature multidisciplinary. Moreover, our review
showed that internal and self-favouring attributions are empirically associated
with more positive outcomes, and are therefore likely to predict the overall
success of DT.

Three final remarks prompted by our work might inform future research on this
topic. First, evidence from the studies reviewed suggested that individuals react
positively to DT only if they think that DT will directly benefit them (i.e. they
form self-favouring/benevolent attributions). However, it is possible that
employees make different attributions in regard to different DT goals (e.g.
environmental and societal), so that they can be expected to react positively to DT
even if the benefits are not directly associated with their well-being. In other
words, it would be interesting to explore further whether DT can be successful
also when it is thought to be driven by social objectives at large, such as
community well-being, social inequality, or environmental impact-reduction. A
second remark concerns the fact that attribution-making have so far been studied
as an intrapersonal cognitive process, and research has neglected the crucial role
of the social environment in which individuals form attributions. Indeed, drawing
on social interactionism, it is likely that the meanings to be attributed to DT are
negotiated, exchanged, and modified through interaction and communication

(Crittenden, 1983) and that in these processes, other factors may intervene to
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shape attributions. For example, the negative narratives that dominate the public
debate on the impacts and risks (i.e. job loss, more control over work) of DT may
act as a reference framework for employees and therefore play a crucial role in
shaping their attributions. Finally, to date attributions have been studied
exclusively from an employee standpoint. What would enrich this literature is
consideration of also the perspective of other important internal, as well as
external, stakeholders, including managers. Indeed, enlarging the extent of this
knowledge on how other stakeholders perceive DT would contribute significantly

to understanding the different conditions determining the success of DT

Appendix 1. Peer Review Database Search Strategy.

Attribution Worker* Digital technolog*
theory
Attribution* Operator* Information Technolog*
HR Attribution* | AND Professional* AND | Operational Technolog*
White Collar Digitali*ation
Blue Collar Digital Transformation
Employe* DT
Manager* Technolog*

Implementation
Internet of Things
loT
Drone*

Big Data
Analytic*
Additive Manufacturin®
Robot*
Artificial Intelligence
Al
3D printer*
Wearable Device*
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Abstract

The impact of remote work on employee well-being has become the subject of
intense investigation, with literature showing conflicting findings. Drawing on the
concept of HR attributions (HRA), this paper considers how the reasons
employees attach to the introduction of remote work (i.e. remote work HRAS)
influence their well-being in terms of engagement and strain. Moreover, relying
on the job demands-resources model, we further suggest that different remote
work HRAs interact in influencing these outcomes. Our analyses are based on a
sample of German employees (n=335) collected in two waves. The findings
showed that employee-centric and environment-centric attributions are positively
related to employee engagement — with employee-centric attributions also being
negatively related to strain. In contrast, we found that organization-centric
attributions are negatively related to engagement and positively related to strain.
However, we found only limited support for our hypothesized interactive
relationships between different forms of remote work HRAs. The paper
contributes to the literature by (i) enriching the remote work literature with an
attributional perspective, (ii) considering employees' attributions concerning a
specific practice, i.e. remote work, (iii) introducing the concept of environment-
centric attributions, (iv) testing the interaction effect between different remote
work HRAs in influencing engagement and strain.

Keywords: HR attributions, remote work, engagement, strain.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, globalization, individualization, and digitalization have
changed working life and produced increasingly flexible work environments in
terms of when, where, and how work is conducted (Putnam et al., 2014).
However, it was due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and the resulting restrictions on
physical contact, that large sections of the workforce were suddenly compelled to
work from home (e.g. Carillo et al., 2021).

The effects of remote work on employees’ well-being have been subject to intense
investigation (Gohoungodji et al., 2023). However, research findings are
contradictory suggesting that remote working is associated with both positive and
negative outcomes in terms of mental well-being, work—family conflicts, and
psychological well-being (Becker et al., 2022; Newman et al., 2022; Straus et al.,
2022; van Zoonen et al., 2022; Mihalache et al., 2022; Trougakos et al., 2021).

To explain these conflicting findings, the literature on remote work has mostly
focused on exploring the impact of different characteristics of remote work (e.g.
telework intensity) on employees’ well-being (for a review see McPhail et al.,
2023), suggesting that those characteristics of the design of remote work policies
and practices are responsible for different outcomes (i.e., the what perspective)
(Wang et al, 2020).

In contrast, building on the fundamental insight that people care less about what
others do than why they do it (Weiner, 1985), we draw on HR attributions (HRA)
research (Nishii et al., 2008; Hewett et al., 2019) to better understand when

remote work is positive or negative for employee well-being. More specifically,
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we assume that the way in which remote workers make sense of the
management’s motive for implementing remote work will shape their well-being
(Nishii et al., 2008; Jiang et al., 2012) (i.e. the why perspective) (Wang et al.,
2020).

By studying if and how remote work HRAs influence two key dimensions of
employee well-being, i.e. work engagement and strain (Grant et al., 2007), our
paper makes four contributions to the literature. First, we contribute to the
literature on the effects of remote work by enriching it with the attributional
perspective. In particular, we show that the same practice, i.e. remote work, can
lead to different outcomes depending on the reasons employees attach to it. Thus,
by adopting an attributional approach, we explain differences in employees’ well-
being in terms of their different answers to the question “Why did my
organization adopt remote working?” Second, we contribute to the HRA research
by exploring employees’ attributions concerning a specific practice, i.e. remote
work, so far unexplored. In doing so, we respond to the recent call by Sanders et
al. (2021) for research that “focuses on HR attributions about a wider range of HR
practices than those reported by Nishii et al. (2008)” (Sanders et al. 2021, p. 6).
Thus, coherently with Hewett et al.’s (2019) claim, we adopt a practice-specific
approach in the study of remote work HRAs, acknowledging that each practice
may elicit unique attributions whose effect is not captured when bundles of HR
practices are jointly tested (Nishi, et al., 2008). Third, we enrich the HRA
literature by overcoming the dominant polarization between employee-centric

Versus organization-centric attributions. More specifically, by drawing on existing
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evidence that shows how remote work can be subject to different employees’
interpretations (Caiibano et al., 2022) we innovatively introduce the concept of
environmental-centric attributions. Specifically, we argue that employees consider
not only whether remote work will benefit themselves or the organization but also
whether this practice has been put in place in order to benefit the local
environment in which they live, for example by reducing the environmental
impact of commuting to work. Finally, we contribute to HRA research by testing
the interaction among different remote work HRAs, suggesting that employee-
centric, organization-centric, and environment-centric attributions represent
different job demands and job resources that jointly interact to influence levels of
engagement and strain. This responds to the recent call for research exploring
combinations of HR attributions and their association with outcomes (Sanders et
al., 2021).

Overall, the relevance of the current study and its contributions should be
evaluated by considering the post-pandemic work context. With the gradual
relaxation of COVID-19 restrictions (i.e. lockdowns), organizations are willingly
choosing and experimenting with a variety of flexible work arrangements that are
no longer strictly compulsory. This contextual change emphasizes the need to
explore how employees perceive and interpret organizational different choices, in
terms of when and how work is done (i.e. remote work policies), and how these
perceptions impact their overall well-being. Thus, the insights offered by such an

investigation are timely because they furnish valuable insights to companies
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struggling to define remote work solutions that can effectively balance diverse

stakeholders' demands.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1. Remote Work and Employees’ Well-Being:
An Attributional Perspective

The extant literature has adopted a wide range of terms to denote flexible working
arrangements that allow employees to choose where to work. Indeed, ‘telework’,
‘remote work’, ‘virtual work’, and ‘work-from-home’ are terms often used
interchangeably to indicate alternative work arrangements that allow employees to
work away from the office (Allen et al., 2015). In this paper, we use the term
‘remote work’, as a synonym of ‘teleworking’, to denote any type of distributed
work not conducted in the main office and enabled by Information and
Communication Technologies (ICTs) (McPhail et al., 2023).

The relationship between remote work and employee well-being is reported to be
complicated, with research findings showing contradictory results (Johnson et al.,
2020). Indeed, remote work has been reported to be associated both positively and
negatively with employees’ mental and psychological well-being. For example,
studies have suggested that employees working remotely tend to have a better
work/life balance and less emotional exhaustion (Lister & Harnish, 2019), while
others have shown that remote workers experience negative outcomes, such as
reduced engagement (Straus et al., 2022), greater emotional exhaustion, a less
satisfactory work/life balance, increased turnover intentions, and poor health

conditions (Becker et al., 2021; Belkin et al., 2020; Ferguson et al., 2016). Driven

117



CHAPTER 2.

by the assumption that different characteristics of remote work practices and
policies are responsible for different outcomes (i.e. the what perspective), scholars
have tried to explain conflicting findings by focusing on variables that
characterize the design of remote work policies. Factors like telework intensity
(i.e. the number of days an employee is allowed to work outside the office) (Dias
et al., 2022; Lopes et al., 2019) and voluntariness (i.e. the extent to which an
employee can opt for telework as a deliberate choice) (Erro-Garcés et al., 2022)
have come under examination and have been found to be associated with both
positive and negative well-being.

What we propose is an alternative perspective to explain conflicting findings that
focus on employees' different interpretations of the underlying reasons for remote
work adoption— the ‘why' perspective (i.e. Wang et al., 2020). This perspective
draws on HR attributions (HRA) research (Nishii et al., 2008; Hewett et al.,
2019), which posits that employees' responses to HR practices are shaped by the
attributions they develop regarding their organization's reasons for introducing
these practices. HRA research distinguishes between two main types of HR
attributions: benevolent/employee-centric attributions, where HR practices are
primarily perceived to be implemented to enhance employee well-being, and
malevolent/organization-centric attributions, where HR practices are seen as
driven by costs reduction or employee exploitation intentions (Montag-Smit and
Smit. 2020; Mignonac and Richebe”, 2013; Nishii et al., 2008). Extensive research
has demonstrated that attributions are linked to important attitudinal and

behavioral outcomes (for a review, Hewett et al., 2021).
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3.HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT

3.1. The Relationship Between Remote Work
HRAs, Engagement, and Strain

To explore the relationships between remote work HRAs and employee well-
being, we integrate the HR attributions (Nishii et al., 2008; Hewett et al., 2019;
2021) and the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) literature (Bakker et al., 2007).

We rely on the two key HRAs, namely employee-centric (i.e. commitment)
attributions, and organization-centric (i.e. exploitation) attributions (for a review,
Hewett et al., 2019; 2021). Besides these traditional HRAs, we innovatively
introduce the concept of environmental-centric attributions, which are particularly
significant in the context of remote work. Environmental-centric attributions are
formed when employees believe that remote work has been chosen by the
organization to benefit the local environment in which they live, for example by
reducing the impact (i.e. fuel emissions) of heavy commuting to work. This
theorizing aligns with a multi-level framework (Elkington, 1997; Henriques &
Richardson, 2013) recently adopted by McPhail et al. (2023) to assess the impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic encompassing various stakeholders (“people”), the
organization (“productivity”’), and the environment (“planet”). Moreover, the idea
that employees care about what their organization is doing for the environment is
also supported by studies in the CSR literature (Gond et al., 2017), where
employees' well-being is reported to be higher when their organization engages in

sustainable initiatives.
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For employee-centric attribution, we propose a positive relationship with
engagement and a negative relationship with strain. This reasoning is supported
by the JD-R model, according to which every job comprises job demands and job
resources. Job demands refer to those physical, psychological, social, or
organizational aspects of the job that require sustained physical and/or
psychological (cognitive and emotional) effort or skills and are therefore
associated with certain physiological and/or psychological costs (Bakker et al.,
2007). By contrast, job resources are physical, psychological, social, or
organizational aspects of a job that may: (1) reduce job demands and the
physiological, social, and psychological costs associated with them, (2) be
functional to achieving work (or personal) goals, or (3) stimulate personal growth,
learning and development (Demerouti et al., 2001). In line with this theorising, we
argue that when employees perceive that remote work is motivated by an
underlying managerial philosophy of caring for employee well-being, they
experience a higher level of social resources, as they feel a strong sense of
consideration and support from their management (van de Voorde et al., 2015).
According to JD-R theory, these resources activate a motivational process
whereby basic needs are satisfied and work goals are achieved, which in turn
positively influences engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Hence, we
suggest that employee-centric attributions reflect the perception of employees that
they work in a supportive and caring environment. This positive perception fosters
their motivation and reduces negative outcomes such as feelings of burnout and

stress (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). We consequently suggest that individuals
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forming employee-centric HRAs experience higher engagement and lower strain
(Demerouti et al., 2001). In support of this theoretical model, studies in the HRA
literature have shown a positive relationship between employee-centric
attributions (also known as commitment-focused/benevolent attributions) and
individual well-being indicators, including job engagement (Guest, 2020; Fan et
al., 2020; Alfes et al., 2020), and a negative relationship with strain (Van de

Voorde et al., 2015). Therefore, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1: Employee-centric attributions are positively related to engagement

(HP1a) and negatively related to strain (HP1b).

For environmental-centric attributions, we suggest that when forming
environmental-centric HRAs individuals perceive remote work as a resource that
gives them an opportunity to be part of, and contribute to, a larger sustainable
initiative that positively impacts on their living environment. Indeed, it is widely
accepted that well-designed telework arrangements can support the development
of sustainable policies aimed at benefitting the environment, for example by
limiting heavy commuting to work (Wang et al., 2020; Elldér, 2020).When
employees form environmental-centric HRAs they consider not only whether
remote work will benefit themselves as employees, but also the potential benefits
of this practice for the local environment in which they live as citizens. This
theorizing aligns with a multistakeholder perspective that better reflects how
organizations are currently changing and adopting more sustainable HRM models.

It does so by considering the impacts of certain practices on different stakeholders
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and outside the organization’s borders (Aust et al., 2020). Moreover, empirical
evidence from the CSR literature confirms that employees care about what their
organization is doing for the environment, showing higher levels of well-being
(e.g., Erdogan et al.,2015) when they see their organization engaging in

sustainable initiatives (Gond et al. 2017). Thus, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 2: Environmental-centric attributions are positively related to

engagement (HP2a) and negatively to strain (HP2b).

On the contrary, we suggest that when employees perceive that remote work is
motivated by exploitation purposes (i.e. they form organization-centric
attributions), expectations of increased effort at work will become more salient.
Thus, organization-centric attributions represent employees' interpretation that the
organization has introduced remote work to exploit them, demanding extra effort
and an intense work schedule, which characterizes a highly demanding work
environment. The JD-R theory maintains that when a continuous feeling of high
demands is experienced, an energy depletion process is activated which gradually
results in higher levels of job strain (Bakker et al., 2004) and reduced engagement
(Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). Thus, organization-centric attributions can lead to the
feeling that the organization does not care about employee well-being (Koys,
1988; Nishii et al., 2008) and this perceived lack of support may well result in
lower levels of engagement and higher levels of job strain. Empirical studies in
the HRA literature have shown a negative association between organization-

centric attributions (also termed exploitation/HR performance attributions) and
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engagement (Guest et al. 2020; Van de Voorde et al., 2015; Alfes et al., 2020) and
a positive association with strain (Van de Voorde et al., 2015). Therefore, we

hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 3: Organization-centric attributions are negatively related to

engagement (HP3a) and positively to strain (HP3b).

3.2. Interactive Effects of Remote Work HRAs on
Engagement and Strain

Alfes et al. (2020) innovatively proposed that HR well-being and HR performance
attributions operate in combination so that HR well-being attributions strengthen
the effect of HR performance attributions on engagement. In accordance with
Alfes et al., we suggest that it is necessary to explore the interaction effects among
different HRAs because “merely exploring the main effects of HR attributions on
employee outcomes may not capture the complexity of the work environment that
employees experience, as multiple HR attributions are not independently related
to outcomes.” (Alfes et al., 2020; p.745). As empirical evidence shows, remote
work is a practice subject to different employee interpretations (Cafibano et al.,
2022). Indeed, employees may consider remote work as being simultaneously
implemented to enhance their well-being and to cut organizational costs. Thus,
testing the effect of multiple remote working HRAs could provide a clearer
understanding of its implications, in terms of employees' well-being, when
different HRAs come into play.

Guided by the JD-R model (Demerouti et al., 2001) we suggest an interactive

effect of employee-centric and environmental-centric attributions whereby the
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positive (negative) relationship between employee-centric attributions and
engagement (strain) is increased (decreased) when employees make both
attributions simultaneously. The JD—R model theorized that job resources play a
motivational role in fostering employees’ growth, learning, and development, or
they are instrumental to the achievement of work and/or personal (or social) goals
(Demerouti & Bakker, 2011). Job resources in turn lead to positive outcomes,
including higher work engagement, lower levels of cynicism, and excellent
performance (Demerouti et al., 2001). Thus, we expect that when employees form
both employee-centric and environmental-centric attributions simultaneously,
they interpret remote work as a signal that the organization cares about their well-
being and the local environment in which they live. Thus, they perceive to be part
of a highly supportive and caring work environment. Taken together these
positive interpretations send a strong signal that the organization is providing
employees and their living environment with support and resources. Thus, we
expect to find the interaction between employee-centric and environmental-centric

attributions to positively influence engagement and reduce strain.

Hypothesis 4: There is an interactive relationship between employee-centric and
environmental-centric attributions, such that the relationship between employee-
centric attributions and engagement (HP4a) /strain (HP4b) is more strongly
positive (HP4a)/negative (HP4b) when environmental attributions are high rather

than low.
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In addition, we theorize that in situations in which employees form organization-
centric attributions and employee-centric (or environmental-centric) attributions
simultaneously, they interpret remote work as a signal that their organization
requires them to work hard, while providing them with resources and support to
deal with this highly demanding situation. The JD-R model proposed the
interaction between job demands and job resources is important for the
development of job strain and engagement as well. More specifically, it is
proposed that job resources may buffer the impact of job demands on job strain.
Specifically, the buffering variable can reduce the tendency of organizational
properties to generate specific stressors, alter the perceptions and cognitions
evoked by such stressors, moderate responses that follow the appraisal process, or
reduce the health-damaging consequences of such responses (Kahn and Byosserie,
1992, p. 622). Hence, we suggest that employees who form organization-centric
and employee-centric (or environmental-centric) attributions simultaneously
expect to be working in a highly intense yet supportive work environment. The
perception of working in a demanding yet caring environment, in turn, reduces the
negative effect of a highly demanding environment on engagement and strain,
resulting in higher engagement and reduced strain (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007).

Thus, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 5: There is an interactive relationship between organization-centric
and environmental-centric attributions, such that the relationship between

organization-centric attributions and engagement (HP5a)/strain (HP5b) is less
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strongly negative (HP5a)/positive (HP5b) when environmental-centric attributions

are high, rather than low.

Hypothesis 6: There is an interactive relationship between organization-centric
and employee-centric attributions employee such that the relationship between
organization-centric attributions and engagement (HP6a)/strain (HP6b) is less
strongly negative (HP6a)/positive (HP6b) when employee-centric attributions are

high rather than low.

An overview of our theoretical model is provided in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1- Theoretical Model. Employee-centric, environmental-centric, organization-centric
attributions, engagement, and strain.
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4 METHODOLOGY

4.1. Sample and data collection
The following analysis is based on data from German employees. We conducted
an online survey at two different time points. T1 was conducted in June 2022, T2
was conducted from mid-September up to October 2022. Participants were
recruited by a professional market research institute. A total of 335 teleworking
employees completed the relevant questions in both waves. One aim of the study
was to capture different types of teleworkers, that is rare users (1 day a week or
less), medium users (2 to 4 days a week), and almost only users (5 days a week or
more). The final sample included N = 43 rare users, N = 74 medium users with
two days, N = 69 medium users with three days, N = 42 medium users with four
days and N = 77 almost only users. 41.5% were male and 58.5% were female. The

average age was 48.3 years (SD = 11.1).

4.2. Measures
For employee-centric attributions, we used six items representing the idea that
organizations care about employees’ well-being. Examples of items are: “My
organization allows working from home to enable employees to achieve a better
work-life balance”; “My organization allows working from home to enable better
working conditions”; and “My organization allows working from home to prevent

employees from leaving the company”. Cronbach’s Alpha was o = .88.

For organization-centric attributions, we used four items reflecting the idea that

remote work is introduced to benefit the organization. Examples of items are:
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“My organization allows working from home to save money”; and “My
organization allows working from home to incentivize employees to work

evenings or weekends”. Cronbach’s Alpha was o =.79.

For environmental-centric attributions, we developed two items based on our
qualitative answers. An example of an item is: “My organization allows working
from home to help protect the environment”. Cronbach’s Alpha was a = .93. All
items were rated on a 5-point scale from 1 = not at all true to 5 = completely true.

All HRAs were measured at T1.

For engagement, we used the ultra-short measure for work engagement (UWES-
3) provided by Schaufeli et al. (2017). Sample items were: “Within the past four
weeks, I have been full of exuberant energy at my work™ or “Within the past four
weeks, I have been completely absorbed in my work”. Engagement was measured
at T2. Cronbach’s Alpha was a = .91. We measured strain at T2 using the
irritation scale developed by Mohr et al. (2005). For reasons of parsimony, the
scale was shortened to four items. Sample items were: “I have difficulty relaxing
after work” and “I get irritated easily, although I don’t want this to happen”.
Cronbach’s Alpha was a = .89. Work engagement and strain were rated on a five-

point Likert-scales from 1 = “never” to 5 = “almost always”.

In line with the extant research (Sanders et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2020; Van de
Voorde et al., 2015; Allen et al., 2021; Collins et al., 2016), we considered age,
gender, education, type of contract, firm size, income, care responsibilities,

voluntariness of telework, remote work intensity, and intensity change between
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T1 and T2 as control variables. Table 1 contains the descriptives and correlations

for our dependent and independent variables.

Table 1. Descriptives and Correlations

Mean Std.
1 2 3 4
Deviation
1 Employee-centric
2.892 0.924 --

attribution
2 Organization-centric 2.649 0.949 .326™ -

3 Environmental-centric
2.466 1.147 .651™ .321™ --

attribution
4 Strain 2.384 0.911 -.102 .148™ -.087 --
5 Engagement 2.786 0.932 .339™ .008 3737 -.312™

4.3. Analysis
Following Nielsen and Raswant (2018), we first analyzed the influence of the
control variables on both our outcomes. Thereafter, we estimated a joint model
with all our dependent and independent variables plus the control variables that
had shown a significant relationship in the first step. We made use of partial-least-
squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) and SmartPLS 4 (Ringle et al.
2022) using the path weighting scheme. We determined the significance by
applying the bootstrapping procedure to 10,000 subsamples, as many observations

per subsample as in the original sample, and the no sign change option.
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S5.RESULTS

5.1. Measurement models
To assess the reliability and validity of our dependent and independent constructs, we followed
Hair et al. (2022). The outer loadings for all items were above 0.7. The composite reliability (pa)
for employee-centric attributions, organization-centric attributions, environmental-centric
attributions, engagement, and strain ranged between 0.8 and 0.95. The average variance extracted
for all these constructs was above the 0.5. Heterotrait-monotrait ratios for these constructs were

below 0.9. Overall, the measurement models of our constructs are satisfactory.
5.2. Structural model

Table 2 shows the results for the structural model. This model explains 21% of the
variance in engagement and 13% of the variance in strain. Employee-centric
attributions were positively related with engagement (B = 0.189; 95% CI: 0.034,
0.322) and negatively related with strain (fp = -0.151; 95% CI: -0.287, -0.012),
which confirms Hypotheses 1a and 1b. For environmental-centric attributions, we
found a positive relation with engagement (f = 0.272; 95% CI: 0.149, 0.405), but
no relation with strain (B = -0.052; 95% CI: -0.194, 0.091). Thus, Hypothesis 2a is
supported, while Hypothesis 2B is not. Organization-centric attributions were
negatively related to engagement (B = -0.147; 95% CI: -0.250, -0.039) and
positively related to strain (B = 0.207; 95% CI: 0.096, 0.314), which confirms

Hypotheses 3a and 3b.
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Table 2. Results of the structural model

Path 95% Confidence
Sign.

coeff. intervals
Employee-centric — Engagement 0.189 0.009 [0.034; 0.322]
Employee-centric — Strain -0.151 0.033 [-0.287; -0.012]
Organization-centric — Engagement -0.147 0.006 [-0.250; -0.039]
Organization-centric — Strain 0.207 0.000 [0.096; 0.314]
Environmental-centric — Engagement 0.272 0.000 [0.149; 0.405]
Environmental-centric — Strain -0.052 0.470 [-0.194; 0.091]
Environmental x Employee — Engagement 0.073 0.176 [-0.042; 0.171]
Environmental x Employee — Strain -0.156 0.003 [-0.261; -0.054]
Employee x Organization — Engagement -0.012 0.829 [-0.126; 0.094]
Employee x Organization — Strain 0.032 0.630 [-0.092; 0.164]
Environmental x Organization — Engagement -0.001 0.982 [-0.117; 0.123]
Environmental x Organization — Strain -0.029 0.653 [-0.160; 0.094]
R square Engagement 0.209
R square Strain 0.126

Note: Controls are voluntariness for engagement; and gender and care responsibilities for strain.
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In terms of moderation, we only found a significant effect for the interaction
between employee-centric attributions and environmental-centric attributions
when influencing strain (p = -0.156; 95% CI: -0.261, -0.054). Hence, we found
support only for Hypothesis 4b, but not for Hypotheses 4a, 5a, 5b, 6a and 6b.
Figure 2 illustrates the interaction between employee-centric attribution and

environmental-centric attribution when influencing strain.

Figure 2. Interaction between employee-centric attribution and
environmental-centric attribution
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6.DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to gain better understanding of the influence of
remote work on employee well-being by drawing on the concept of HR
attributions (Nishii et al., 2008). We built and tested an empirical model in order
to examine the relationships among remote work HRAs (employee-centric,
organization-centric, and environment-centric), work engagement and strain, and
we also tested the interaction effects of different remote work HRAs on the
outcomes. In line with our expectations, the results of our empirical analysis
showed that employee-centric attributions were positively related to work
engagement and negatively related to strain. Our findings also showed a positive
relation between environmental-centric attributions and work engagement,
meaning that when employees perceive remote work as a practice intended to
benefit the environment in which they live, they experience greater psychological
well-being (i.e. work engagement) (Grant et al., 2007). In contrast, the
relationship with strain was not significant. Organization-centric attributions
showed the opposite pattern, being negatively related to engagement and
positively to strain. Moreover, our empirical analysis revealed that only
employee-centric and environmental-centric attributions interacted to jointly
influence strain (i.e. strain was lowest when both attributions were made), but not
work engagement. A surprising finding was that the interaction between
organization-centric and employee-centric or environment-centric attributions was
not significant. Based on these findings, our study makes several theoretical

contributions and has various implications for future research and practice.
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6.1. Theoretical Contributions

The first contribution of this study is to the literature on the effects of remote
work on employees’ well-being. We enrich this research with attribution theory,
demonstrating how conflicting findings can be explained as resulting from the
different whys employees attach to this practice. Indeed, attribution theory offers a
novel perspective by focusing on how employees interpret the intentions and
motives behind remote work implementation. It is therefore a crucial framework
that demands attention from researchers studying the effects of remote work.
Thus, we contribute to the literature by showing how it is necessary for research
to also consider the underlying psychological and cognitive mechanism that
shapes employees’ remote work experience to avoid the risk of focusing research
efforts on factors that only partially explain the variability in individuals’ well-
being.

Second, we contribute to HR attributions research by studying a specific practice,
1.e. remote work. In doing so, we found support for Hewett et al.’s (2019) claim
that individuals’ attributions are practice-specific, along with their suggestion that
a context-specific approach should be adopted when studying HR attributions.
Thus, from a theoretical perspective, we contribute to prompting a shift in the
conceptualization and measurement of HRAs, highlighting the importance of
considering the specificity of the practice under examination. Our findings
showed that research that tailors practice-specific HRAs can provide a focused
and comprehensive understanding of the possible attributions that individuals

make in different contexts and with respect to different practices.
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Third, we contribute to HRA research by overcoming the dominant polarization
between employee-centric (i.e. commitment, benevolent) attributions and
organization-centric (i.e. exploitation, malevolent) ones (Hewett et al., 2019;
2021) introducing environmental-centric attributions. In doing so, we showed the
importance of considering the interests and perspectives of multiple stakeholders,
thereby opening new avenues for the study of individuals’ HRAs. A
multistakeholder perspective encourages scholars to examine attributions that
involve various stakeholders beyond the conventional focus on organizational
management and employees. Our findings emphasize the importance of
considering that some HR practices have a wider impact outside the
organization’s borders — as in the case of remote work, a practice that can impact
on local communities. Moreover, the adoption of a multistakeholder perspective
entails a radical shift in how individuals are conceptualized in the workplace.
Rather than viewing employees solely as workers, our analysis showed that it is
important to conceive them as complete individuals with multifaceted identities,
needs, and roles beyond their job titles. Therefore, we invite scholars to embrace a
multistakeholder perspective in attributions research and recognize the potential
impact of certain organizational practices on different stakeholder groups and on
society more broadly.

Finally, we contribute to the HR attributions literature by testing the interaction
effects of different remote work HRA when influencing engagement and strain.
Extending Alfes et al. (2020) work, and previous HR attributions research, we

have demonstrated that remote work HRAs partially interact to exert a combined
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effect on employee engagement. This result also supports Sanders et al.’s (2021)
claim that multiple attributions may have a synergetic effect on the outcomes.
However, based on our findings we showed that interaction effects only occur
when attributions align with stakeholders’ interests (i.e. employee-centric and
environmental-centric attributions are formed), whereas the effects become
independent when attributions are centered around shareholders’ interests (i.e.
when organization-centric attributions and (or) employee- (environmental-)
centric attributions are formed). In other words, we contribute to the HRA
literature by showing how employees’ evaluations of a practice reflect the “for
me” versus “for the organization” dichotomy, and that synergistic positive effects
between attributions only arise when employees think that the practice will benefit
them. This finding is in contrast with that of Alfes et al. (2020), who found a
synergetic effect when both HR well-being and HR performance attributions
simultaneously occur. One possible explanation for this result is the different
conceptualizations of HRA adopted in the two studies. We considered for
organization-centric attributions items that refer to exploitation purposes, which
make this attribution more negatively connoted, while Alfes et al. (2020) HR
performance attributions have an exclusive focus on extra effort and performance

achievement, which may be interpreted less negatively by employees.

6.2. Practical Implications

Two practical implications of the study are discussed.
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Firstly, this study offers valuable insights into the factors that influence remote
workers’ well-being. Our findings provide HR managers and practitioners with
evidence that employee well-being can improve when remote work is perceived
as a practice that brings them benefits. We consider this aspect to be crucial
considering that HR managers are struggling to define remote work policies that
balance different needs and have a positive impact on people and productivity.
Consequently, managers and practitioners need to recognize the importance of the
sense-making process by which employees interpret remote work practices. This
involves investigation of the underlying intentions that employees attribute to
remote work policies and practices which ultimately shape their well-being.

A second practical implication concerns how remote work is communicated to
employees. Indeed, HR managers and practitioners should be aware that it is not
possible to mitigate the negative effects of internal communication centered on
the organizational benefits of remote work (i.e. remote work will reduce
organizational costs) by sending employees messages that also envision the
positive benefits for them (i.e. it enables a better work/life balance). Based on our
findings, when employees interpret the practice as benefitting the organization
(i.e. when they form organization-centric attributions), knowing that remote work
will also benefits themselves or the environment (i.e. forming employee or
environmental-centric attributions) does not reduce the negative effects of
organization-centric attributions on their well-being. This underlines the
importance of adopting a clear internal communication regarding the intended

goals of HR practices and policies (Den Hartog et al., 2013). Indeed, one of the
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challenges of HR implementation can be that the message conveyed about the
practice is unclear and may be misread by employees. Carelessly communicated
HR practices can have unintended consequences and affect employees’
attributions (Guest, 2020). Therefore, it is important for HR practitioners to
recognize that employees are active recipients who will make their own
interpretation of messages embedded in HR practices, as well as in direct or

indirect statements of the intentions behind HRM policy and practice.

7. LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR
FUTURE RESEARCH

The contributions of the present study should be assessed against its limitations.
First, the data were collected at two points in time, which limits the conclusions
that can be drawn regarding the causal order of the relationships. Even though the
two-wave design is an improvement on cross-sectional, we have to caution against
the interpretation that different remote work HRA cause more engagement and
less strain. Therefore, we encourage future research to employ longitudinal
studies.

Second, all variables in this study were self-reported, which raises concerns about
possible common method bias. To test for common method bias, marker variable
analysis was conducted (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). Since
no specific marker variable was included in the questionnaire, we used the
smallest observed correlation as a proxy, as suggested by Lindell and Whitney
(2001). The lowest correlations turned out to be below r=.001. Thus, common

method bias should not have affected our results. Moreover, given the nature of
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the constructs in this theoretical model, self-reported data are not only appropriate
but also necessary. Indeed, because the focus is on attributions, engagement, and
strain, self-reporting measures may actually be the most valid measurement
method for these variables (Spector, 1987).

Third, we did not consider the effect of employee’s attributions concerning
external factors (i.e. external attributions). We suggest that when employees make
sense of remote work, they may also consider whether the introduction of this
practice has been due to external forces (Hewett et al., 2019). For instance, they
may think that this decision has been influenced by the need to ensure safety at
work, in accordance with established regulations. Thus, we recommend that future
research should consider and empirically test the potential effect of external
HRAs in the context of remote work.

A fourth limitation concerns the outcomes in our model. We considered in the
model two dimensions of well-being, i.e. mental health (i.e. strain) and
psychological well-being (i.e. work engagement) (Grant et al.,, 2007).
Acknowledging the multidimensional nature of well-being (Grant et al., 2007),
other dimensions, such as social well-being, could have been explored. Therefore,
we call for future research that considers also other indicators of employee well-
being. Moreover, we focused in our analysis on well-being alone. However, we
acknowledge the importance of performance in remote work contexts. Therefore,
we call for future studies that explore the relationship between remote work HRAs

and individuals’ performances.
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A final limitation of this study is related to the sample. Participants of our study
are German employees from different organizations. We are aware that HR
attributions are context-specific and depend to some extent on an organization’s
culture, policies, and common frames of reference. Hence, we welcome studies
that take a case study approach to enhance our understanding of how HR

attributions develop and change over time controlling for organizational factors.

140



CHAPTER 2.

Reference list

Alfes, K., Veld, M., & Firstenberg, N. (2020). 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.

Allen, T. D., Golden, T. D., & Shockley, K. M. (2015). How effective is
telecommuting? Assessing the status of our scientific findings. Psychological
science in the public interest, 16(2), 40-68.

Allen, T. D., Merlo, K., Lawrence, R. C., Slutsky, J., & Gray, C. E. (2021).
Boundary management and work-nonwork balance while working from home.
Applied Psychology, 70(1), 60-84.

Aust, 1., Matthews, B., & Muller-Camen, M. (2020). Common Good HRM: A
paradigm shift in Sustainable HRM? Human Resource Management
Review, 30(3)

Bakker, A. B., & Demerouti, E. (2007). The job demands-resources model: State
of the art. Journal of managerial psychology, 22(3), 309-328.

Bakker, A. B., Hakanen, J. J., Demerouti, E., & Xanthopoulou, D. (2007). Job
resources boost work engagement, particularly when job demands are high.
Journal of educational psychology, 99(2), 274.

Becker, W. J., Belkin, L. Y., Tuskey, S. E., & Conroy, S. A. (2022). Surviving

remotely: How job control and loneliness during a forced shift to remote work

141



CHAPTER 2.

impacted employee work behaviors and well-being. Human Resource
Management, 61(4), 449-464.

Caiiibano, A., & Avgoustaki, A. (2022). To telework or not to telework: Does the
macro context matter? A signalling theory analysis of employee interpretations
of telework in times of turbulence. Human Resource Management Journal, 1-
17.

Carillo K, Cachat-Rosset G, Marsan J, et al. (2021) Adjusting to epidemic-
induced telework: Empirical insights from teleworkers in France. European
Journal of Information Systems 30(1): 69-88.

Collins, A. M., Hislop, D., & Cartwright, S. (2016). Social support in the
workplace between teleworkers, office-based colleagues and supervisors. New
Technology, Work and Employment, 31(2), 161-175.

Demerouti, E., A.B. Bakker, F. Nachreiner and W.B. Schaufeli (2001), ‘The Job
Demands-Resources Model of Burnout’, Journal of Applied Psychology 86,
499-512.

Demerouti, E., and Bakker, A. B. (2011). The job demands-resources model:
Challenges for future research. SA Journal of Industrial Psychology, 37(2), 01-
09.

Den Hartog, D. N., Boon, C., Verburg, R. M., & Croon, M. A. (2013). HRM,
communication, satisfaction, and perceived performance: A cross-level test.

Journal of Management, 39(6), 1637-1665.

142



CHAPTER 2.

Dias, P., Lopes, S. and Peixoto, R. (2022), "Mastering new technologies: does it
relate to teleworkers’ (in)voluntariness and well-being?", Journal of
Knowledge Management, 26 (10), 2618-2633.

Elldér, E. (2020). Telework and daily travel: New evidence from Sweden. Journal
of Transport Geography, 86, 102777.

Elkington, J. (1997). Cannibals with forks: The triple bottom line of 21st century
business. Capstone.

Erro-Garcés, A., Urien, B., Cyras, G., & JanuSauskiené, V. M. (2022). Telework
in baltic countries during the pandemic: effects on well-being, job satisfaction,
and work-life balance. Sustainability, 14(10), 5778.

Fan, D., Huang, Y., & Timming, A. R. (2021). Team-level human resource
attributions and performance. Human Resource Management Journal, 31(3),
753-774.

Gond, J. P., ElI Akremi, A., Swaen, V., and Babu, N. (2017). The psychological
microfoundations of corporate social responsibility: A person-centric
systematic review. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 38 (2), pp. 225-246.

Gohoungodji, P., N’Dri, A. B., & Matos, A. L. B. (2023). What makes telework
work? Evidence of success factors across two decades of empirical research: a
systematic and critical review. The International Journal of Human Resource
Management, 34(3), 605-649.

Grant, A. M., Christianson, M. K., & Price, R. H. (2007). Happiness, health, or
relationships? Managerial practices and employee well-being tradeoffs.

Academy of management perspectives, 21(3), 51-63.

143



CHAPTER 2.

Guest, D. E., Sanders, K., Rodrigues, R., & Oliveira, T. (2020). 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), 796-818.

Hair, J., & Alamer, A. (2022). Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling
(PLS-SEM) in second language and education research: Guidelines using an
applied example. Research Methods in Applied Linguistics, 1(3), 100027.

Heider, F. (1958). The Psychology of Interpersonal Relations. Eastford, CT:
Martino

Publishing.

Henriques, A., & Richardson, J. (Eds.) (2013). The triple bottom line: Does it all
add up. Routledge.

Hewett, R. (2021). HR attributions: A critical review and research agenda.
Handbook on HR process research, pp. 7-26.

Hewett, R., Shantz, A., & Mundy, J. (2019). Information, beliefs, and motivation:
The antecedents to human resource attributions. Journal of Organizational
Behavior, 40(5), 570-586.

Hewett, R., Shantz, A., Mundy, J., & 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.

Hobfoll, S.E. (2001), “The influence of culture, community, and the nested-self in
the stress process: advancing conservation of resources theory”, Applied

Psychology: An International Review, (50), 337-370.

144



CHAPTER 2.

Johnson, A., Dey, S., Nguyen, H., Groth, M., Joyce, S., Tan, L., ... & Harvey, S.
B. (2020). A review and agenda for examining how technology-driven changes
at work will impact workplace mental health and employee well-being.
Australian Journal of Management, 45(3), 402-424.

Jiang, K., Lepak, D. P., Hu, J., & Baer, J. C. (2012). How does human resource
management influence organizational outcomes? A meta-analytic investigation
of mediating mechanisms. Academy of management Journal, 55(6), 1264-
1294,

Katou, A. A., Budhwar, P. S., & Patel, C. (2020). 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), 775-795.

Kahn, R.L. and Byosserie, P. (1992), “Stress in organizations”, in Dunette, M.D.
and Hough, L.M. (Eds), Handbook of Industrial and Organizational
Psychology, Vol. 3, Consulting Psychologists Press, Palo Alto, CA, pp. 571-
650.

Koys, D. J. (1988). Human resource management and a culture of respect: Effects
on employees' organizational commitment. Employee Responsibilities and
Rights Journal, 1, 57-68.

Lindell, M. K., & Whitney, D. J. (2001). Accounting for common method
variance in cross-sectional research designs. The Journal of Applied

Psychology, 86(1), 114-121.

145



CHAPTER 2.

Lister, K., & Harnish, T. (2019). Telework and its effects in the United States.
Telework in the 21st Century, 29, 128-170.

Lopes, S., Dias, P. C., Sabino, A., Cesario, F., & Peixoto, R. (2023). Employees’
fit to telework and work well-being:(in) voluntariness in telework as a
mediating variable? Employee Relations: The International Journal, 45(1), 257-
274.

Malik, A. R., & Singh, P. (2014). “High potential”’programs: Let’s hear it for
“B”players. Human Resource Management Review, 24, 330-346.

McPhail, R., Chan, X. W., May, R., & Wilkinson, A. (2023). Post-COVID remote
working and its impact on people, productivity, and the planet: an exploratory
scoping review. The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 1-
29.

Mihalache, M., & Mihalache, O. R. (2022). How workplace support for the
COVID-19 pandemic and personality traits affect changes in employees'
affective commitment to the organization and job-related well-being. Human
Resource Management, 61(3), 295-314.

Mohr, G., Rigotti, T., & Miiller, A. (2005). Irritation Scale. A tool to assess
psychological strain in the work context. Scale and item parameters from 15
studies. Zeitschrift Fir Arbeits- Und Organisationspsychologie, 49(1), 44-48.

Montag-Smit, T. A., & Smit, B. W. (2021). What are you hiding? Employee
attributions for pay secrecy policies. Human Resource Management Journal,

31(3), 704-728.

146



CHAPTER 2.

Newman, A., Eva, N., Bindl, U. K., & Stoverink, A. C. (2022). Organizational
and vocational behavior in times of crisis: A review of empirical work
undertaken during the COVID-19 pandemic and introduction to the special
issue. Applied Psychology, 71(3), 743-764.

Nielsen BB, Raswant A (2018) The selection, use, and reporting of control
variables in international business research: A review and recommendations.
Journal of World Business 53, 958-968.

Nishii, L. H., Lepak, D. P., & 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), 503-545.

Podsakoff, P. M., MacKenzie, S. B., Lee, J. Y., & Podsakoff, N. P. (2003).
Common method biases in behavioral research: A critical review of the
literature and recommended remedies. The Journal of Applied Psychology,
88(5), 879-903.

Putnam, L. L., Myers, K. K., & Gailliard, B. M. (2014). Examining the tensions in
workplace flexibility and exploring options for new directions. Human
Relations, 67(4), 413-440.

Ramarajan, L., Barsade, S. G., & Burack, O. R. (2008). The influence of
organizational respect on emotional exhaustion in the human services. The
Journal of Positive Psychology, 3(1), 4-18.

Ringle, C. M., Wende, S., and Becker, J.-M. 2022. "SmartPLS 4." Oststeinbek:

SmartPLS GmbH, https://www.smartpls.com.

147



CHAPTER 2.

Sanders, K., Guest, D., & Rodrigues, R. (2021). The role of HR attributions in the
HRM-Outcome relationship: Introduction to the special issue. Human
Resource Management Journal, 31(3), 694-703.

Schaufeli, W. B., & Taris, T. W. (2014). A critical review of the job demands-
resources model: Implications for improving work and health. In G. F. Bauer &
O. Hammig (Eds.), Bridging occupational, organizational and public health
(pp. 43-68). Springer.

Schaufeli, W. B., Shimazu, A., Hakanen, J., Salanova, M., & Witte, H. de (2017).
An Ultra-Short Measure for Work Engagement. European Journal of
Psychological Assessment, 1-15.

Spector, P. (1987). Method variance as an artifact in self-reported affect and
perceptions at work: Myth or significant problem? Journal of Applied
Psychology, 72(3), 438-443.

Straus, E., Uhlig, L., Kuhnel, J., & Korunka, C. (2022). Remote workers’ well-
being, perceived productivity, and engagement: which resources should HRM
improve during COVID-19? A longitudinal diary study. The International
Journal of Human Resource Management, 1-31.

Trougakos, J. P., Chawla, N., & McCarthy, J. M. (2021). Working in a pandemic:
Exploring the impact of COVID-19 health anxiety on work, family, and health
outcomes. Journal of Applied Psychology, 105(11), 1234-1245.

Van de Voorde, K., & 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, 62—-78.

148



CHAPTER 2.

van Zoonen, W., & Sivunen, A. E. (2022). The impact of remote work and
mediated communication frequency on isolation and psychological distress.
European Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology, 31(4), 610-621.

Wang, B., Liu, Y., Qian, J., & Parker, S. K. (2021). Achieving effective remote
working during the COVID-19 pandemic: A work design perspective. Applied
psychology, 70(1), 16-59.

Wang, Y., Kim, S., Rafferty, A., & 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.

Weiner, B. (1986). Attribution, emotion, and action. In R. M. Sorrentino & E. T.
Higgins (Eds.), Handbook of motivation and cognition: Foundations of social

behavior (pp. 281-312). Guilford Press.

149



CHAPTER 2.

150



CHAPTER 3.

CHAPTER 3.

An Attributional Perspective to Explore
the Effects of Hybrid Working on
Employees' Well-Being: Evidence from a
Two-Wave Empirical Study

This study has been presented to the XVIII National Congress of the Italian Association of
Psychology (AIP) — Section Work and Organizational Psychology.

The current version of this manuscript is in preparation to be submitted to an International peer-
reviewed Journal.

151



CHAPTER 3.

Abstract

Following the Covid-19 crisis, the impact of flexible work configurations, such as
hybrid working, on employee well-being has become the subject of intense
investigation, with literature showing conflicting findings. Drawing on the
concept of HR attributions (HRAS) and the job demands-resources model (JD-R),
we consider how the intentions employees attach to the introduction of hybrid
working (i.e. hybrid working HRAS) influence their psychological and mental
health. This two-wave study was conducted on a sample of employees (n=518) of
an Italian Bank. Our data showed that stakeholder-centric, shareholder and
stakeholder-centric attributions and external attributions are positively related to
job satisfaction and engagement — with stakeholder-centric and external
attributions also being negatively related to anxiety and depression. In contrast,
we found that shareholder-centric attributions are negatively related to
engagement and job satisfaction and positively related to anxiety and depression.
The paper contributes to the literature by (i) enriching the hybrid work literature
with an attributional perspective, (ii) considering employees' attributions
concerning a specific practice, i.e. hybrid working, (iii) overcoming the
polarization “employee” versus “organization-centric attributions, (iv) testing the
effect of external attributions concerning hybrid working on employees’ well-

being.

Keywords: HR attributions, hybrid working, engagement, job satisfaction,

anxiety, depression.
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1.INTRODUCTION
The work environment has undergone significant transformation due to the global
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic (Yanget al., 2021). As the world faced
widespread restrictions and lockdown measures, organizations were compelled to
adopt either fully remote or hybrid work setups, altering the way work was
executed (Barnes, 2020; Carroll & Conboy, 2020). With the gradual easing of
lockdown measures globally, hybrid work arrangements have taken center stage,
allowing employees to balance collaborative in-person activities with remote
work options, a trend that continues beyond the pandemic (McPhail et al., 2023).
The term "hybrid working” is used in this context interchangeably with remote
work and it denotes a flexible work arrangement where employees split their time
between collaborating with colleagues in a physical setting and working remotely
(McPhail et al., 2023, p.4). Existing research exploring the relationship between
hybrid working and employee well-being has unveiled three distinct
characteristics.
First and foremost, this body of research yields conflicting findings, showcasing
both positive and negative associations between hybrid working and employees'
mental health, such as stress and anxiety, as well as psychological well-being,
considering for example commitment, work engagement, and job satisfaction (i.e.
Shifrin and Michel, 2022 meta-analysis).
Second, to address these contrasting results, scholars have turned their attention to
factors related to the design of hybrid working policies such as the intensity of

hybrid work (i.e. the number of days an employee can work away from the office)
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and the voluntariness of the arrangement (i.e. whether employee can freely choose
when to work in office), arguing that those elements play a significant role in
determining differences in employee well-being (Collins et al., 2016).

Finally, most of this research is cross-sectional, with only a handful of exceptions
in the form of longitudinal studies. Nonetheless, it is noteworthy that existing
longitudinal studies are based on data collected during the pandemic period,
specifically within the years 2020 to 2021(for example, Hu et al., 2022; Kim et
al., 2022; Loef et al., 2022), when work-from-home was a mandatory solution for
most organizations. Thus, extending those research findings to the post-pandemic
scenario is problematic and would not grasp the complexity of a context in which
organizations are struggling to choose flexible work configurations that could
positively impact employees” well-being.

Therefore, the primary objective of this work is to address the limitations of
existing research on the impacts of hybrid working on individuals’ well-being,
considering the specific characteristics of this body research as highlighted above.
Indeed, to address the first limitation, we provide an alternative framework to
interpret conflicting findings, drawing from research on HR attributions (Nishii,
Lepak, & Schneider, 2008). Second, we suggest that discrepancies in empirical
findings can be attributed to the diverse interpretations employees form regarding
management’s intentions to introduce hybrid working (Nishii et al., 2008, Hewett
et al., 2019; 2021) and are not necessarily the result of factors related to its design,
such as how many days per week an employee can spend off-site (i.e. telework

intensity). Finally, we adopt a longitudinal research design and use data collected
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in the post-pandemic scenario (i.e. April-December 2022), a period in which
organizations were experiencing different flexible work configurations, no longer
imposed by national regulations.

Overall, this work offers five different contributions. First, we explore the effects
of individuals' attributions of intent concerning hybrid working (hybrid working
HRAS) on their well-being. Thus, drawing on HR attributions research (Nishii et
al., 2008) we contribute to enriching existing literature on the effects of hybrid
working on individual well-being with the attributional perspective providing
evidence of how differences in employees’ well-being are the result of their
attributions of intent (HRAs)- the causal explanations they form to understand an
organization’s motivation for enacting certain practices (Nishii et al., 2008).
Second, we shift the focus from attributions concerning a set of HR practices to a
single specific practice (i.e. hybrid working). Indeed, while mainstream HRA has
directed research efforts in testing the effects of a bundle of HR practices (for a
review, Hewett et al., 2021), with only few exceptions (Hewett et al., 2018;
Montag-Smit and Smit, 2020; Khan & Tung, 2016), we expand on previous
research by embedding our theory and hypotheses in a particular HR practice:
hybrid working. In doing so, we can understand the effect of the specific practice
under examination on employees’ well-being, something that is not captured by a
research approach that jointly considers the effect of a set of HR practices (Hewett
etal., 2019).

Third, we consider in this study hybrid working, a practice that, to the best of our

knowledge, has so far not been explored by HRA research. Thus, we respond to
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the call for research focusing on a wider range of HR attributions (Sanders et al.,
2021, p.6) exploring a practice, hybrid working, particularly relevant in the post-
pandemic work scenario.

Fourth, we define and test a theoretical model that reflects, in terms of HRAsS, the
specificity of the practice under examination. Indeed, our model overcomes the
dominant polarization of HRAs in employee (i.e. commitment-focused) versus
organization (i.e. control-focused) centric attributions (Nishii et al., 2008; Hewett
et al., 2019) introducing the concept of stakeholder and shareholder-centric
attributions. This aligns with recent qualitative evidence showing how employees
make sense of non-traditional work arrangements, such as remote/hybrid work,
considering different reasons for this practice to be adopted, from the
organization's intention to increase employee’s well-being, retain them, or to
reduce commuting to work (Cafibano et al., 2022). While some of those
intentions send a clear signal of whether the organization care for employees or
intends to achieve strategic goals, others can be interpreted by employees as a
win-win solution. Thus, in contrast with existing HRA literature we propose that
employees can form stakeholder and shareholders attributions when hybrid
working is perceived as benefitting both themselves and the organization.
Moreover, we introduce the idea that stakeholder-centric attributions (i.e.
employee-centric attributions) are formed when employees consider the practice
as intended to increase their well-being, but also when they think organizations
adopt it to benefit the local environment in which they live, for example reducing

the environmental impact of people commuting every day to work. Thus, we
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suggest an alternative view of employees that exceeds their organizational role but
considers them as individuals with different roles and multiple identities.

Fifth, we answer the recent claim for research exploring the role of external
attributions (Hewett et al., 2021, p.19) and test the effect of both internal and
external hybrid working HRAs. Considering the specificity of the context in
which this practice developed (i.e. Covid-19 pandemic), it is reasonable to assume
that employees consider whether organizations introduced hybrid working due to
external factors, such as being compliant with governmental regulations in terms
of safety at work (i.e. normative compliance). Thus, when making sense of hybrid
working, we suggest that employees not only consider internal factors (i.e.
organization's intention to enhance their work-life balance) but also evaluate
whether the implementation of this practice is driven by factors that are outside
the organizational control, thus forming external attributions.

Another contribution this study offers is to empirically test the effect of different
employees' hybrid working HRAs considering indicators of both psychological
and mental health (Grant et al., 2007). While existing HRA research has mostly
explored the relationship between employees' HRAs and psychological well-
being, considering for example job satisfaction (Tandung, 2016; Validaze et al.,
2016) and work engagement (Alfes et al., 2020; Guest et al., 2020; Fan et al.,
2020), we offer empirical evidence of the relationship between different hybrid
working HRAs, job satisfaction, engagement, anxiety, and depression.

Finally, we contribute by offering empirical evidence of the effect of hybrid

working HRAs on their well-being over time. Indeed, informed by Weiner’s
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(1985) conceptualization that attributions are time-dependent we adopt a
longitudinal design to explore the relationship between different hybrid working
HRAs, job satisfaction, work engagement, anxiety and depression. Moreover,
being HRA attribution research cross-sectional in nature (Hewett et al., 2019;
p.109), we contribute to enriching this body of literature providing insights about

how this relationship changes over-time.

2.LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1. From Telework to Hybrid Working

Telework arrangements were first made practically feasible in the early 80s due to
technological progress and have since slowly become more widespread (Shamir
and Salomon, 1985). While in 2015 only 17% of European workers were engaged
in some form of telework, as a result of the Coronavirus disease (COVID-19)
pandemic, these types of work arrangements were rapidly and widely
implemented to reduce virus spread. After national restrictions were introduced,
37% of all workers in the EU carried out their work from a remote location, with
numbers as high as 50-60% in the Nordic countries (Eurofund, 2020).

A spectrum of terms such as "teleworking”, “work-from-home,” “remote
working”, and "work from anywhere” is employed in the literature to signify
different flexible work approaches. Prior studies (e.g., Allen et al., 2015; Sullivan,
2003) have indeed underscored the absence of a commonly accepted definition
and conceptual framework for emerging flexible work arrangements. Addressing
this concern, a recent contribution by McPhail et al. (2023) provides distinct

definitions for those various terms. They suggested that while "telecommuting™
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emerged as a concept in 1973, with a focus on the role of technology in
supplanting traditional commuting practices, "telework™ subsequently started to be
adopted as a term that encompasses work conducted outside the conventional
office setting. On a different trajectory, "remote working" pertains to work
performed beyond the confines of the central office and is often used
interchangeably with "work-from-home"” (WFH), particularly since the onset of
the pandemic. We refer in this work to hybrid working which, according to
authors’ definition, indicate the possibility for employees to divide their time
between collaborating with colleagues on-site and working remotely (McPhail et

al., 2023 p.4).

2.2. Hybrid Working and Employee’s Well-
Being: Navigating Conflicting Findings

The massive shift from working mostly on-site to working fully (or partially)
remotely (Belzunegui-Eraso et al., 2020) has affected employees’ psychological
and mental health (Grant et al., 2007) and stimulated a great deal of research on
the effects of flexible work configurations, particularly remote work and work-
from-home and well-being (Hu et al., 2022).

However, research findings show contradictory results (Lunde et al., 2022;
Johnson et al., 2020). Indeed, there is currently inconsistent empirical evidence on
how these practices affect employee well-being.

Many of the existing studies examined working from home during 2020-2022
with a consistent volume of the literature exploring how mandatory working from
home, during lockdowns, affected employee well-being (for a review, Chirico et

al. 2020). Thus, very little is known about how employees experience new
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flexible work configurations, such as hybrid working, in the post-pandemic
scenario. Moreover, we argue that relying on this empirical evidence to
understand hybrid workers’ well-being is problematic. Indeed, with the pandemic
coming to an end, flexible arrangements, such as hybrid work, were no longer
compulsory for organizations which were called to define their flexible policies
for when and how work is done. Therefore, is crucial to explore the impact of
hybrid working in a non-mandatory context, in which each organization choose its
specific work configuration, which supposedly impact on employees experience at
work, thus on their well-being,

Other studies have focused on remote workers’ well-being, considering
employees who work remotely from a minimum of one to maximum five days per
week, thus using the term remote work to indicate hybrid working arrangements.
In those studies, hybrid working had been reported to be associated both
positively and negatively with employee’s mental and psychological well-being
(for a review, Lunde et al., 2022). For example, some studies suggest that
employees working remotely tend to have better work-life balance and less
emotional exhaustion (Lister & Harnish, 2019), while others suggest that remote
workers experience negative outcomes, such as reduced engagement (Straus et al.,
2022), greater emotional exhaustion, decreased work-life balance, increased
turnover intentions, and poor health conditions (Becker et al., 2022; Belkin et al.,
2020; Ferguson et al., 2016).

To explain conflicting findings scholars have strongly focused on management’s

design of flexible work practices and policies (Becker and Fisher, 2022). A
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common feature of the studies is that differences in employees’ well-being are
attributed to characteristics of the design of hybrid working policies, such as
telework intensity or voluntariness (i.e. the what perspective). What has been
neglected are employees’ sense-making process and more specifically that
employees’ try to understand why hybrid working practice exist, the so-called why

perspective (Wang et al., 2020).

2.3. Conflicting Findings as the Result of the
Different Whys

Drawing on HR attributions research (Nishii et al., 2008; Hewett et al., 2019), the
why perspective contributes to shed light on the importance of employees’
perception and interpretation of reasons for certain organizational practices to be
put in place. This body of research is a fusion of Heider's (1958) and Weiner's
(1979) attributional theories as applied to the Human Resources (HR) context. As
such, this research suggests that employees' causal attributions about their
organization's underlying intention of HR practices explain variability in
employee attitudes and behaviors and as such, shed light on the relationship
between HR practices and individual level outcomes (Nishii et al., 2008).

The intent behind HR practices can be classified as either internal or external.
Internal attributions are formed when the underlying reasons for the use of certain
HR activities are perceived to lay in the choices that management makes, whereas
external attributions are formed when the causes of these activities are viewed as
being outside of the company’s responsibility (van de Voorde et al., 2015).
Recently, the why perspective had been widely adopted in the HRM field of

research (for a review, Hewett et al., 2021; Sanders et al., 2021) as confirmed by
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the recent special issue by Sanders et al., 2021 on International Journal of Human
Resource Management. In this field, empirical studies confirmed the crucial role
of employees HR attributions of intent (HRAS) in determining different outcomes

(Hewett et al., 2019;2021).

Thus, we suggest that this theoretical perspective is particularly relevant in the
study of the effects of hybrid working on employee’s well-being since it provides
an alternative explanation for conflicting findings. Indeed, adopting attributional
lenses it is possible to interpret differences in employees’ well-being as the result
of the specific intentions individuals identify behind hybrid working. HR
attributions research distinguishes between employee-centric attributions, when
HR practices are believed to be implemented to enhance product/service quality
and employee well-being, and organization-centric attributions when HR practices
are believed to be implemented to reduce cost or to exploit employees. As
suggested by Hewett et al., (2019) it is possible that some attributions are
perceived to balance organizational and employee outcomes. Additionally, given
the specificity of the practice under examination (i.e. hybrid working) it is likely
that employees consider the benefits of this practice also beyond the
organizational borders. Indeed, hybrid working can positively contributes to the
local environment since it reduces the volume of individuals commuting daily to
work. Thus, based on this theorizing, we refer in this context to stakeholder-
centric attributions to indicate employees' belief that hybrid working is
implemented to benefit them and/or the environment in which they live. On the

other hand, shareholder-centric attributions indicate employees' belief that hybrid
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working is implemented to benefit only the organizations (i.e. enabling
exploitation opportunities). Furthermore, we introduce the concept of stakeholder
and shareholder-centric attributions to indicate employees' belief that hybrid
working is adopted to benefit both themselves and the organization. Empirical
qualitative evidence showed that employees can interpret flexible arrangements,
such as remote work, as being driven by different organizational intentions,
including, for example, the need to retain employees (Caiiibano et al., 2022).
Some attributions, such as retention, benefit the organization in retaining valuable
talent, reducing turnover, and preventing role vacancies. However, it is likely that
employees also appreciate the need for this goal, recognizing that organizations
care about their talent and adopt solutions to avoid people leaving the company.

Different employees’ attributions in turn shape different well-being outcomes.

3.HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT

3.1. The Relationship Between Hybrid Working
HRAs and Employees’ Well-Being

To explore relationships between hybrid working HRAs and employee outcomes,
we integrate the HR attributions (Nishii et al., 2008) and the literature on the Job
Demands-Resources model (Bakker et al., 2007). According to the JD-R model,
each job contains job demands and job resources. Job demands refer to those
physical, psychological, social, or organizational aspects of the job (or self) that
require sustained physical and/or psychological (cognitive and emotional) effort
or skills and are therefore associated with certain physiological and/or

psychological costs (Bakker et al., 2007). In contrast, job resources describe
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physical, psychological, social, or organizational aspects of a job (or self) that
may: (1) reduce job demands and associated physiological, social and
psychological costs, (2) be functional for achieving work (or personal) goals, or

(3) stimulate personal growth, learning and development (Demerouti et al., 2001).

Drawing on this theorizing, we argue that when employees perceive hybrid
working as being motivated by managerial intentions of caring for employee well-
being (i.e., form stakeholder-centric attributions) employees experience a higher
level of social resources and feel a strong sense of consideration and support from
their management. JD-R further theorizes that job resources activate a
motivational process leading to positive outcomes (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007).
Hence, we suggest that when stakeholder-centric attributions are formed a
motivational process is activated that positively influences their engagement and
job satisfaction and reduces anxiety and depression (Demerouti & Bakker, 2023).
Supporting this theorizing, studies in the HRA literature have shown a positive
relationship between the also known as commitment-focused/benevolent
attributions and job satisfaction (Tandung, 2016; Validaze et al., 2016) work
engagement (Guest, 2020; Fan et al., 2020; Alfes et al., 2020) and a negative
relationship with mental health indicators, i.e. strain (van de Voorde et al., 2015),

emotional exhaustion (Shantz et al. 2016). Therefore, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1: Stakeholder-centric attributions are positively related to a) job

satisfaction and b) work engagement.
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Hypothesis 2: Stakeholder-centric attributions are negatively related to a)

anxiety and b) depression.

Following the JD-R model, we consider that when employees perceive hybrid
working as a practice implemented by the organization to attract new talent
worldwide or to prevent their talent from leaving the company, those intentions
are not necessarily perceived by employees as benefitting only the organization. It
is indeed likely that employees will appreciate organizations’ efforts in striving to
remain competitive in the post-pandemic scenario. We thus argue that when
shareholder and stakeholder-centric attributions are formed employees experience
a higher level of social resources and feel a strong sense of consideration and
support from their management. Therefore, we hypothesize a positive relationship
between stakeholder and shareholder-centric attributions, job satisfaction and

work engagement and a negative relationship with anxiety and depression. Thus:

Hypothesis 3: Stakeholder and shareholder-centric attributions are positively

related to a) job satisfaction and b) work engagement.

Hypothesis 4: Stakeholder and shareholder-centric attributions are negatively

related to a) anxiety and b) depression.

We further suggest that shareholder-centric attributions represent employees'
interpretation that hybrid working is introduced to exploit or control them, asking
for extra effort and an intense work schedule. Shareholder-centric attributions can

lead to the feeling that the organization does not care about employee well-being
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(Koys, 1988; Nishii et al., 2008) and this experienced lack of support may well
result in lower levels of psychological well-being and mental health (Schaufeli &
Bakker, 2004). Thus, we theorize a negative relationship between shareholder-
centric attributions, job satisfaction and work engagement, and a positive relation
with anxiety and depression. A negative association between control-focused
attributions/HR performance attributions and work engagement (Guest et al. 2020;
Van de Voorde et al., 2015; Alfes et al., 2020) and a positive association with
indicators of mental health, i.e. strain (Van de Voorde et al., 2015) is also

confirmed in the HRA literature. Therefore, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 5: Shareholder-centric attributions are negatively related to a) job

satisfaction and b) work engagement.

Hypothesis 6: Shareholder-centric attributions are positively related to a)

anxiety and b) depression.

Finally, we tested the effect of external hybrid working HRAs. Starting from
Nishii et al.’s original empirical work external HR attributions were found to have
little predictive power (Beijer, Voorde & Tims, 2019; Montag-Smit & Smit,
2020). However, we argue that external attributions are particularly important for
specific HR practices (e.g., those where external stakeholders hold more sway),
such as hybrid working. HR attributions can be external, in that the individual
believes that the reason for the practice is something outside their organization’s
immediate control (Hewett et al., 2021). In the context of hybrid working external

attributions assume relevance. Indeed, it is likely that employees believe that the
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reasons for its adoption are related to factors that exceed organizational control.
For example, during the COVID-19 lockdowns, hybrid working was a mandatory
solution for many organizations due to governmental regulations to limit the virus
spread. In the post-COVID work scenario, employees may attribute the
organizational choice to adopt hybrid working as driven by external factors, such

as being compliant with national regulations in terms of safety at work.

External attributions have been largely ignored in empirical research therefore it is
not possible to rely on previous empirical research to hypothesize the direction of
the relationship between attributions and employee’s well-being. Oriented by JD-
R model, we argue that when individuals interpret hybrid working as being
adopted by the organization either to be compliant with external regulations and
guarantee better safety at work or to align to what other companies are doing, they
perceive to be part of a supportive and caring working environment, which in turn
positively affect their motivation and mental health (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).
Moreover, based on the definition of external attributions, we expect that when
employees perceive that the reasons for implementing hybrid working are not
under the control of the organization (i.e. form external attributions) they will
perceive the organization as having less responsibility and little control over this

decision, which in turn has a positive effect on their well-being. Thus:

Hypothesis 7: External attributions are positively related to a) job satisfaction

and b) work engagement.
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Hypothesis 8: External attributions are negatively related to a) anxiety and b)

depression.

An overview of our theoretical model is provided in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1- Theoretical Model. Stakeholder-centric, stakeholder and
shareholder-centric, shareholder-centric attributions, psychological well-
being and mental health.

Stakeholder-centric
attributions

Psychological well-being
Stakeholder and shareholder-

centric attributions

Shareholder-centric
attributions

Mental health
External attributions

4. RESEARCH DESIGN

4.1. Research Sample and Data Collection

This research focused on a branch of an Italian bank that operates nationwide.
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, most of the employees in the examined branch
were required to work from home, in compliance with national regulations, during
the years 2020-2021. Throughout this period, only a small percentage (nearly 2%)

of the workforce in this branch had roles that couldn't be performed remotely. The
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examination of this branch took place between April 2022 and December 2022.
During this timeframe, the company transitioned from a traditional on-site
working setup, before COVID-19, to a fully remote one which lasted until July
2022. In July 2022, the company decided to adopt a specific hybrid working
policy which ensured that company offices were full for 30% of their capacity.
This policy allows an employee to work in the office for 3 days one week and 2
days the following week (i.e. 3+2; 2+3). Employees were free to choose, weekly,
the days they intended to work on-site, booking their seats on a dedicated
application. Additionally, each office had to be staffed by at least one-third of its
personnel, which necessitated employees coordinating among themselves to
determine their in-office and remote workdays. Given the aims of the study,
which involves an examination of the impact of changing employees’ attributions,
longitudinal research was required. Thus, we utilized a two-stage panel survey
design. The first survey was distributed online in April 2022 (T1), before the new
policy for hybrid working was defined. At this time, 58% of the respondents were
working most of their time remotely (i.e. more than 3 days per week), while an
additional 24% were in full remote modality. The follow-up was in December
2022 (T2), some 8 months later the first survey, and 5 months after the
introduction of the hybrid working policy.

At both T1 and T2 an online questionnaire was sent to all respondents using the
Qualtrics platform. To ensure respondents’ privacy, each respondent was given an
automatically generated alphanumeric code that they used to complete the online

survey. Responses were considered valid when the questionnaire was completed
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for at least 75% and the respondent used a valid alphanumeric code for
completion. This resulted in 1017 valid responses at T1 and 1167 valid responses
at T2. The final sample resulted in 518 employees who completed the
questionnaire both times. The final sample involves 270 men (52.1 percent) and
248 women (47.8 percent). Fifty-four percent of all respondents had an age
between 41 and 55 years. Fifty-two percent of all respondents had completed a
higher professional or university education, and a further 46.2 percent had

attained a secondary educational level.

4.2. Measures

The variables outlined below were measured using five-point Likert scales, with a
score of 1 indicating very weak support for the item statement, and a 7 very strong
support. For anxiety and depression, the answers were measured using a four-
point scale ranging from 1 “not at all” to 4 “nearly every day. ltems were adapted
and translated from English to Italian.

Independent variable

HR Attributions Recognizing that attributions are often context-specific (Lord &
Smith, 1983; Weiner, 1985), the first step of our empirical analysis was to
establish which attributions employees of the organizational context under study
make about hybrid working. In developing and testing the scale we rely on
Hinkin's (1998) recommendations. Adopting an inductive approach to construct
definition, we asked forty-two individuals working full time to answer the
question “Why do you think organizations adopt hybrid working?” through an

online survey. Data were coded starting with a priori codes based on Hewett et al.
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(2019) six attributions which were largely supported by the qualitative answers.
Furthermore, we identified additional codes which reflect the specific intentions
employees attribute to hybrid working. Specifically, we found work-life balance
(i.e. “hybrid working is intended to promote a better work-life balance™),
environmental (i.e. “organizations adopt hybrid working because they care about
the environment’’) mimetic pressure (i.e. “hybrid working is adopted to keep up
with what other companies are doing”) and impression management attributions
(i.e. “organizations adopt hybrid working to attract talent from all over the
world”) to be important in the context of hybrid working policies. Interviews with
experts to test comprehension and perceived validity were carried out (Hinkin,
1998; MacKenzie, Podsakoff, & Podsakoff, 2011). All items are listed in
Appendix 1.

Items were rated in response to the question stem “I believe CompanyName has
decided to adopt the FWA that regulates hybrid work (some days in the office and
others remotely)” The question stem was preceded by a brief definition of hybrid
work and the policies to make the respondent aware of the subject on which to
make attributions. The description was as follows “Considering the
agreement/regulation on smart working that CompanyName has implemented to
regulate hybrid work (some days in the office and others remotely), express your
level of agreement with the following statements.”

Exploratory factor analysis in Stata was carried out with maximum likelihood
estimation and promax rotation to test discriminant validity, showing the

emergence of four factors a) stakeholder-centric attributions b) shareholder-
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centric attributions c) stakeholder and shareholder-centric attributions and d)
external compliance attribution. All factor loadings values are above the minimum
(0.7), while uniqueness values are all below the suggested value of 0.6 (Raykov
and Marcoulides, 2000). Three items (“to reduce costs,” “As a strategy to prevent
employees from leaving the organization.” and “To maximize the potential of
their employees.”) cross-loaded on multiple dimensions so these items were
deleted. In line with Hewett et al.’s (2019) study we found the subscales for
well-being and performance loaded strongly onto one factor (stakeholder-centric
attributions), together with items for the subscale of environmental sustainability.
Similarly, we found items for exploitations and cost saving to load onto a second
factor (shareholder-centric attributions). The third factor, i.e. stakeholder and
shareholder-centric attributions is loaded by items for impression management.
Alpha coefficients for the four factors indicated from excellent to acceptable
reliability: .94 (stakeholder-centric), .89 (stakeholder and shareholder-centric), .76
(shareholder-centric), and .73 (external reporting compliance). A confirmatory
factor analysis further confirmed this model, with good fit indicators (CFI 0.931;
TLI10.909 — Chi2 428.669 (p > 0.000) — RSMEA 0.085; SRMR 0.068).

Dependent variables

Job Satisfaction was measured by three items from Cammann, Fichman, Jenkins,
and Klesh (1979): “All in all, I am satisfied with my job,” “In general, I like
working here,” and “All things considered, I am satisfied with my current job,”

with a coefficient alpha of .93.
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Engagement was measured using the Schaufeli and Bakker (2003) Utrecht Work
Engagement Scale. Examples of items are “I feel full of energy in my job.”, “I am
proud of the work I do” and “My job inspires me.” The alpha coefficient is .93.
For anxiety and depression we used four items from the Ultra-Brief Screening for
Anxiety and Depression (PHQ-4) (Kroenk et al., 2009). The two items for anxiety
are “over the last 2 weeks, how often have you been bothered by feeling nervous,
anxious or on edge?” and “over the last 2 weeks, how often have you been
bothered by not being able to stop or control worrying?” The two items for
depression are “over the last 2 weeks, how often have you been bothered by little
interest or pleasure in doing things?”” and “over the last 2 weeks, how often have
you been”. The alpha coefficient is 0.89 for anxiety and 0.82 for depression.
Control variables

Following Becker (2005), we tested whether the inclusion of additional
theoretically relevant control variables influenced our results. Control variables
were collected as self-reports at T1. Consistent with previous research we
controlled for gender and organizational tenure (Alfes et al., 2021; van de
Voorde, 2014). Gender was coded as a dummy variable (O=male; 1=female). Data
on organizational tenure was collected through self-reported number of years
working for the current organization based on the following categories (1= less
than 3; 2= from 3 to less than 7; 3= from 7 to less than 12; 4= from 12 to less than
16; 5= from 16 from less than 22; 6= 22 or more). Moreover, we controlled for
childcare responsibility which was coded into a dummy variable reflecting the

presence of children in the house (0= yes; 1=no). We added childcare
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responsibility since research on telework suggested that this variable can
significantly influence individual experience and well-being when working
remotely, suggesting that people with childcare responsibility may experience
higher stress levels when working remotely as well as reduced level of work-
related well-being (i.e. Becker et al., 2022). Coherently with existing research, we
also controlled for telework intensity (i.e. the percentage of time an individual
spends working in the office/ elsewhere) (Hu and Subramony, 2022). Although
age is among the several demographic variables that have shown significant
correlations with at least one well-being indicator, we do not control for age. Data
on age was provided by the organization in seven classes. Introducing this
categorical variable would result in the reduction of many degrees of freedom.
Thus, we decided to exclude age to avoid the risk of overfitting and decreased
model flexibility. Additionally, from preliminary analyses, age was found not to

be a significant control.

4.3. Models and data manipulations
To control for heterogeneity, systematic differences across individuals due to
unobserved time-invariant effects, and unmeasured macro variables that change
over time but not across individuals, we used fixed effect models. To confirm that
fixed effect models did a better job than random effect models in fitting our data,
we ran a Hausman test to see whether the unique errors were correlated with the
regressors (Allison, 2009). Results showed a fixed effect model to be better. All

models were tested using Stata.
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S5.RESULTS

Measurement Model

To validate our measurement model, we carried out confirmatory factor analysis
to compare the expected factor model to theoretically driven alternatives. The
goodness of fit of the model was assessed using two measures of absolute fit: the
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) and the standardized root
mean square residual (SRMR). Additionally, two comparative fit measures were
calculated: the comparative fit index (CFI) and the Tucker Lewis Index (TLI).
The criteria for the acceptability of these measures were defined as follows:
RMSEA between 0.05 and 0.08, SRMR less than 0.90, and CFI and TLI values
greater than 0.95 (Bentler, 1990; Kline, 2015). The expected factor model
represented the best fit to the data (x2 [593] = 1364.6, p < .01, RMSEA = .06 [Cls

= .06, .07], CFI = .91, TLI = .90, SRMR = .06).

Hypothesis Testing

Stakeholder-centric attributions were positively related to job satisfaction (f =
0.314; p<0.01), engagement (B = 0.301; p<0.01), and negatively related to anxiety
(B=-0.159; p<0.01) and depression (B = -0.194; p<0.01). Thus, hypotheses 1 and 2
are confirmed. Stakeholder and shareholder-centric attributions were positively
related to job satisfaction (f = 0.067; p<0.05) and engagement (3 =0.091; p<0.01),
but no relation was found with anxiety (B = -0.23; p>0.5) and depression ( = -
0.047; p>0.05). Thus, hypothesis 3 is confirmed but not hypothesis 4.

Shareholder-centric attributions were negatively related to job satisfaction (f =-
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0.149; p<0.01), engagement (p =-0.084; p<0.01), and positively related to anxiety
(B = 0.077; p<0.01), and depression (B = 0.090; p<0.01). External attributions
were positively related to job satisfaction (B = 0.107; p<0.01) and engagement (3
= 0.113; p<0.01), and negatively related to anxiety (B = -0.62; p<0.05) and

depression § = -0.08; p<0.01). Thus hypotheses 5, 6, 7, and 8 are confirmed.

©6.DISCUSSION AND DIRECTION FOR
FUTURE RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

The findings of our study indicate that when employees perceive hybrid working
as a practice put in place to benefit themselves (i.e. they form stakeholder-centric
attributions), themselves and the organization (i.e. they form stakeholder and
shareholder-centric attributions) or as being introduced due to external forces (i.e.
external compliance attributions), this results in higher psychological well-being.
Mental health is higher only when employees perceive the practice as
implemented either to benefit themselves or due to external pressure. Indeed,
stakeholder and shareholder-centric attributions were not significantly associated
with changes in anxiety and depression. Moreover, as expected, our data show
that perceiving this practice as introduced to benefit only the organization this
attribution is negatively related to psychological and mental health.

This research offers significant theoretical contributions. First, this study extends
the use of attribution theory into the context of hybrid work, offering a novel
perspective on how individuals interpret and respond to the adoption of flexible
work configuration. More specifically, drawing on attribution theory, the study

sheds light on the cognitive processes that underlie employee responses to hybrid
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work policies. Thus, we encourage future researchers interested in the effect of
new work configurations on individuals' well-being to consider their attributions
with respect to “why” certain practices or policies have been put in place, as a
crucial factor affecting their different responses.

Second, this research confirms Hewett et al. (2019) suggestion that HRAs are
practice-specific and thus need to be studied considering the specificity of the
practice under examination. Our study empirically identifies different types of
hybrid working HRAs, such as stakeholder and shareholder-centric, and external
compliance attributions which challenge the traditional way of conceptualizing
HRAs. Therefore, we call for future research that adopts a practice-specific
approach in the study of employee HRAs, considering that employees may
attribute different and more complex intentions (i.e. retention strategies, mimetic
pressure) to the implementation of specific practices than those traditionally
explored by HRA research (i.e. well-being; exploitation).

Third, by introducing stakeholder and shareholder-centric attributions we provide
evidence that certain practices, such as hybrid working, can be interpreted by
employees as intended to benefit both employees and the organization. In doing
so, we overcome the dominant polarization of HRAs in favoring only the
employee versus favoring only the organization. Moreover, we show that
individuals making sense of hybrid working can also consider that this practice
can be introduced as a win-win solution. Thus, they see the employment relation
not necessarily as a conflictual relationship where employees and organizations

have different yet conflicting interests. Based on this result, we further suggest
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scholars to consider whether other practices can be perceived by employees as a
win-win solution, thus exploring the possibility that in formulating attributions
employees can also interpret the practice as benefitting both them and the
organization.

Fourth, our findings show that stakeholder-centric attributions include two
different attributional dimensions: one that considers whether the practice will
benefit individuals as employees and include well-being and work-life balance
attributions, and a second dimension that reflects the idea that the practice is
implemented to benefit the local environment in which individuals live. This
result represents an advancement in how individuals forming attributions have
been theorized by mainstream HR literature. Indeed, we provide evidence that
employees at work are individuals who belong to different social groups and have
different social roles and identities. Thus, when it comes to evaluating the reasons
for a practice, such as hybrid working, to be implemented, they consider the
potential benefits (or threats) taking into account their different roles and, as such,
they evaluate the impact of the practice also outside the organizational borders.
Fifth, our work contributes to the HRA literature showing how external
attributions play a significant role in determining higher psychological and mental
health. Therefore, we contribute by showing that not only internal but also
external attributions concerning hybrid working, are significant predictors of
employees' well-being. Based on this result, we believe it is crucial for future
research to evaluate whether the implementation of a specific practice can be

driven by factors that are outside the organizational control (i.e. normative
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pressure; impression management; trade union compliance) and empirically test
the effect of those external attributions in the relationship with the outcomes.

Finally, the longitudinal design, which considers change over time, enhances the
reliability of causal analysis compared to cross-sectional data, marking a notable

advancement in the realm of attributional research.

6.1. Implication for practice

Our theoretical model suggests that HR professionals and managers interested in
understanding the impact of different hybrid work configurations on employees’
well-being, should consider that employees' well-being depends on how they
evaluate and interpret the implementation of this practice. Thus, along with the
design of hybrid work policies and practices, they should focus on exploring
employees’ attributional processes in order to better understand the effect on their
well-being of these new work configurations.

Moreover, our research provides HR professionals and managers
recommendations on how to improve employees’ well-being, when a new flexible
configuration, such as hybrid work is adopted. In particular, our findings suggest
that to foster employee well-being is important that they do not interpret hybrid
working as a practice intended only to benefit the organization. Thus, is crucial to
convey clear messages about the reasons for this practice to exist including
information on how this practice could benefit individuals, the environment in
which they live or stressing that this practice is implemented due to external

forces. Finally, in doing so, is important for HR managers to be aware that
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individuals exposed to a practice or policy actively interpret the signals they

receive (Guest, 2020).

7.LIMITATIONS

The contributions of the present study should be assessed against its limitations.
First, the data were collected at two points in time, which represents an
advancement of cross-sectional designs. However, the conclusions that can be
drawn regarding the causal order of the relationships are possible, but still limited.
Second, all variables in the model were self-report, which raises concerns about
possible common method bias. However, the focus of the present study was on
HR attributions, psychological and mental health so self- reporting measures
might be the most valid measurement method for these variables (Spector, 1987).
Third, participants in our study were characterized by a relatively high age, tenure
and level of education. We therefore encourage future research to validate the
results from our study by testing our model in alternative companies and
industries characterized by a workforce with a different demographic profile.
Finally, we considered psychological and mental health as outcomes in our model.
However, we acknowledged that, according to a multidimensional perspective on
well-being (Grant et al., 2007) there are other important dimension of well-being,
such as social well-being, that could have been explored since they are relevant in

the context of hybrid working configurations.
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Table 1. Pairwise correlations matrix.

Variables

(1) External (T1)

(2) Stakeholder and

shareholder-centric(T1)

(3) Stakeholder-centric (T1)

(4) Shareholdet-centric (T1)

(5) Engagement (T2)

(6) Anxiety (T2)

(7) Deptession (T2)

(8) Job satisfaction (T2)

ok <001, %% p<0.05, * p<0.1

©)

1.000

0.523*

(0.000)
0.599*
(0.000)
0.155%
(0.000)
0.178*
(0.000)
-0.105*
(0.016)
-0.155%
(0.000)
0.222%

(0.000)

@

1.000

0.414%
(0.000)
0.150%
(0.001)
0.099+
(0.024)
-0.052
(0.237)
-0.074
(0.092)
0.141*

(0.001)

1.000

0.074
(0.092)
0.382*
(0.000)

-0.248*
(0.000)
-0.349%
(0.000)
0.413*

(0.000)

*

1.000

-0.066
(0.135)
0.069
(0.116)
0.133*
(0.002)
0.121%

(0.006)

®)

1.000

-0.345%
(0.000)
-0.608*
(0.000)

0.749%

(0.000)

1.000

0.650*
(0.000)
-0.358*

(0.000)

1.000

-0.624%*

(0.000)

®

1.000
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Appendix 1. Hybrid working attributions questionnaire.

Penso che la mia azienda abbia deciso di adottare I'accordo che regolamenta il lavoro in modalita ibrida (alcuni

giorni in ufficio e altri da remoto) ...

1. Per facilitare il buon funzionamento dell’azienda
2. Per migliorare la performance dei/delle dipendenti
3. Per promuovere la soddisfazione lavorativa dei/delle propri/e dipendenti
4. Per permettere ai propri dipendenti una migliore gestione della vita lavorativa e familiare
5. Perridurre i costi delle infrastrutture organizzative (per esempio, spazi di lavoro in azienda)
6. Per far star bene i/le lavoratori/trici
7. Perché la mia organizzazione ha a cuore la sostenibilita ambientale
8. Perridurre I'inquinamento dovuto ai mezzi di trasporto
9. Perriuscire a garantire un servizio di qualita ai propri clienti
10. Per poter soddisfare le richieste dei clienti
11. Perincoraggiare i dipendenti a lavorare anche di sera, in vacanza o nel fine settimana
12. Per ottenere il massimo dai/dalle propri/e lavoratori/trici
13. Per mantenere bassi i costi organizzativi
14. Per esercitare maggiore controllo sui/sulle lavoratori/lavoratrici anche fuori dall’orario di lavoro
15. Per lasciare maggiore liberta ai/alle dipendenti su come, dove e quanto lavorare
16. Per ridurre il rischio di perdere i propri talenti
17. Per essere trasparente nei confronti dei sindacati
18. Per soddisfare i requisiti di sicurezza stabiliti dai decreti ministeriali
19. Per allinearsi con quello che stanno facendo le altre aziende

20. Per rimanere competitiva nello scenario post pandemico
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Summary and contributions of the research
path

This dissertation aimed at exploring individuals’ responses, with a specific focus
on their well-being, in technology-mediated work environments. Oriented by
Attribution Theory, what has been stressed in this thesis, is that individuals’
responses to technology-mediated work environments can be viewed as the result
of their different interpretations of the intention behind the management decisions
to adopt these work configurations (i.e. attributions of intent).

In the introductory Chapter, | provided an overview of how the existing literature
has approached this theme showing the existence of a strongly polarized debate on
the effects of technology in the workplace, which limits the possibility of truly
understanding the consequences of digitalization and emerging technology-
mediated work configurations, such as remote work, on employees’ well-being.
Based on the refusal of the technological determinism that permeates this debate, |
proposed an alternative theoretical framework to disentangle the “black-box”
between the adoption of technology-mediated work configurations and
individuals' well-being. Thus, Attribution Theory offers an alternative explanation
for conflicting findings that can be considered as the result of individuals’
different interpretations of the managerial decisions to adopt those work
configurations. In the three Chapters (i.e. I, I, 111) that constitute the main body of
this dissertation | have adopted the attributional theoretical framework to provide
evidence of the potentiality of this theory in explaining employees' different

responses to organizational phenomena.
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In this section, | briefly reconstruct and summarize the research path
accomplished and discuss its more general contributions to both the literature on
the effects of technology-mediated work environments and the HR attributions
literature. Chapter | is a systematic literature review aimed at showing how
attribution theory has, so far, been adopted in the multidisciplinary literature that
explores the impact of workplace digitalization. The review showed that two
attributional streams have been applied in the DT field to explore employees’
explanations of the ‘why’ of digitalization in the workplace: the causal
attributions (Weiner, 1986) and the attributions of intent (Nishii et al., 2008).
Moreover, findings suggest that employee attributions with respect to
digitalization were used to predict a wider and different set of outcomes, from
acceptance to well-being indicators, and that internal and self-favouring
attributions are predictors of positive employee outcomes. In terms of theoretical
implications, Chapter | provides evidence that attributional processes play a
crucial role in determining different employees' responses to digitalization. Thus,
attribution theory enriches the current set of theories used to explain individuals'
responses to digitalization in the workplace (i.e. TAM models) as it shows that
other psychological mechanisms, in particular attributional formation, further
explain the conditions for successful digitalization. In the conclusion of the
chapter, I argued that employees may form different attributions concerning the
different digitalization goals (e.g. environmental and societal) so that they can be
expected to react positively to digitalization in the workplace even if the benefits

are not directly associated with their well-being. Thus, findings encouraged
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further research to consider that digitalization can be successful even when it is
perceived to be driven by social objectives at large, such as community well-
being, social inequality, or environmental impact reduction.

Oriented by this final remark, Chapter Il and Chapter Il are two-wave empirical
studies that investigate the relationship between technology-mediated work
configurations (i.e. remote work), which diffusion and adoption has accelerated
during and after the covid-19 pandemic, and employees’ well-being. What the two
studies have in common is the different ways in which individuals’ attributions
are conceptualized and operationalized. Indeed, one of the major theoretical
contributions of those studies is to propose an alternative conceptualization of
individual attributions of intent that overcomes the dominant polarization, in the
HR attributions literature, of attributions that either benefit only the employee or
only the organization. Furthermore, the findings of both studies confirm that
different attributions of intent successfully predict well-being outcomes
highlighting how individuals positively respond to technology-mediated work
configurations, also when the benefits of remote work are not directly associated
with their well-being. More specifically, Chapter 11 showed that employees’ work-
related well-being (i.e. work engagement) increase - and strain decreased - when
they perceive remote work as a practice intended to benefit themselves or the
environment in which they live (i.e. they form employee-centric or
environmental-centric attributions). In contrast, employees work-related well-
being (i.e. work engagement) decrease — and strain increase - when they perceive

remote work as a practice intended to benefit only the organization (i.e. they form
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organization-centric attributions). On the other hand, Chapter Il provides
empirical evidence that employees' work-related well-being (i.e. job satisfaction;
work engagement) is higher - and anxiety and depression are lower - when they
perceive hybrid work as a practice intended to benefit themselves and their living
environment (i.e. they form stakeholder-centric attributions) or they consider the
practice as driven by external goals (i.e. they form external attributions).
Moreover, the study showed that when employees perceive hybrid work as
intended to benefit both themselves and the organization (i.e. they form
stakeholder and shareholder-centric attributions), work-related well-being is
higher (i.e. job satisfaction; work engagement). In contrast, when employee
perceive hybrid work as driven by managerial instrumental goals (i.e. they form
shareholder-centric attributions), they experience lower levels of work-related
well-being (i.e. job satisfaction; work engagement) and worst mental health (i.e.
anxiety and depression levels increased). Thus, both studies are oriented by a
different way of theorizing individuals at work from mainstream literature.
Indeed, mainstream HR attributions literature had been dominated by the idea that
individuals consider whether the practice is intended to benefit them (i.e. they
form employee-centric/benevolent attributions) or the organization (i.e. they form
organization-centric/malevolent attributions). In addition, the way in which
research is designed in this field is strongly informed by the neoliberal assumption
that individuals are selfish and thus respond positively to HR practices, only if
they see personal returns. Consequences of this neoliberal assumption are, on the

one side, the strong polarization of attributions of intent in “for me” versus “for
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the organization” that from Nishii et al. (2008) work has been reproduced by later
studies and, on the other side, the test of empirical hypothesis that reflects the idea
that positive outcomes are the result of benevolent attributions. The findings of
both the empirical studies included in this dissertation, go in the direction of
criticizing this dominant perspective. Indeed, they provide evidence that
individuals' cognitive processes are more complex in that individuals can consider
different reasons associated with remote work and evaluate if remote work
benefits other stakeholders (i.e. the local community in which they live).
Moreover, they form attributions that are not necessarily considered in a win-lose
logic, but they can interpret remote work as being introduced to provide benefits

for both them and the organization.
Practical implications

The findings of the present thesis should be of value for research as well as for
practice. Indeed, the empirical results of the studies included in this dissertation
confirm that individuals’ attributions play an important in shaping people’s well-
being in the context of technology-mediated work configurations. Given that the
surrounding environment is flexible in nature and that digitalization is increasing,
it is more critical for companies to adopt technology-mediated work
configurations that positively individuals' mental health and psychological well-
being (Grant et al., 2007). Thus, these results may not only serve to enrich
existing literature to better understand individuals’ well-being in emerging work

configurations, enabled by IT, but can also provide organizations with evidence of
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other relevant factors (i.e. attributions) that can intervene in shaping employees’
well-being.

More specifically, for organizations, this thesis has important implications
concerning the design of policies and practices associated with technology-
mediated work configurations (i.e. remote work). A growing body of research has
tried to disentangle the “black box” between technology-mediated work
configurations and employees’ responses, focusing on different factors, from
personal characteristics (i.e. personality traits; attitudes toward remote work) to
organizational characteristics (i.e. perceived organizational support; IT training).
In particular, scholars’ attention has been mostly placed on factors related to the
design of technology-mediate work configurations. Factors like remote work
intensity (i.e. how many days per week an employee spends away from the office)
or voluntariness (i.e. the possibility for an employee to choose when to work
remotely) dominated the research scene. Based on our empirical findings, this
dissertation can help practitioners realize that employees’ well-being is not merely
the result of how technology-work configurations are designed given that within
the same configurations (i.e. same intensity of remote work) individuals can
experience different well-being. Thus, when choosing and designing technology-
mediated work configurations they should also consider that employees are likely
to make sense of the work-configurations trying to understand “why” the
organization has adopted it. As people elaborate on the information they receive
from the environment to form their attributions, it is even more crucial to invest in

the development of clear internal communication regarding the intended goals of
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a practice or policy (Den Hartog et al., 2013). Indeed, more generally, one of the
challenges of practice implementation can be that the message conveyed about the
intentions behind the practice is unclear and may be misread by employees.

These contributions notwithstanding, more research on this topic is needed in
order to continue to improve our understanding of individuals' experience and

well-being in emerging work configurations.

Limitations and future research avenues

The studies included in this dissertation suffer from some limitations that can also
be considered an agenda for future research.

The first limitation of the empirical studies included in this dissertation is the
research design. Both studies rely on data collected at two points in time. Even
though the two-wave design is an improvement on cross-sectionality, we have to
caution against the interpretation that different attributions cause higher (or lower)
well-being. Therefore, we encourage future research to employ longitudinal
studies to make causal conclusions in this respect. This limitation must be
considered with respect to the literature to which those studies intend to
contribute, that of HR attributions, which is cross-sectional in nature (Hewett et
al., 2019). Thus, the studies presented in this dissertation do represent a first
attempt to explore causality in the relationship between attributions and well-
being. In this regard, they do represent the intention to move a step forward in the
direction of longitudinally. Moreover, it is noteworthy that the empirical study
presented in Chapter Il is part of a larger research project conducted together

with the Department of Industrial Engineering of the Politecnico of Milano
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University within an Italian Bank in Milan. This project has been designed as a
longitudinal research project with at least three waves of data collection. Due to
the time constraints related to the doctoral thesis submission deadlines, in this
dissertation, | have presented the results using data from the first two waves.
However, a third wave of data collection will take place by the end of 2023. Thus,
findings presented in Chapter Il will soon be enriched with data from the third
wave which will allow causality relationships among variables to be properly
assessed.

Second, in exploring individuals’ responses to technology-driven work
configurations | have relied on a multidimensional conceptualization of
individuals' well-being (Grant et al., 2007) and considered indicators of
psychological well-being (i.e. job satisfaction; work engagement) as well as
indicators of mental health (i.e. strain; anxiety and depression). However, there
are other well-being dimensions, i.e. social well-being, particularly relevant in the
context of remote work configurations, that could have been explored. Social
well-being refers to the quality of one’s relationships with other people and
communities (Keyes, 1998) and focuses on the interactions that occur between
employees (Bradbury & Lichtenstein, 2000). Technology-mediated work
configurations, such as remote work, involve important changes in how, when and
where work is done. Thus, it also impacts the social relationships people develop
at work. Indeed, studies suggest that remote working is usually detrimental for the
relational aspects of work (Collins et al., 2016). In remote working

configurations, interactions are more likely to be reliant on ICT’s which, however,
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lack the warmth of face-to-face interactions which are seen as vital for developing
closer social relationships (Vayre & Pignault, 2014). Organizational researchers
study social well-being in terms of trust, social support, reciprocity, leader-
member exchange, cooperation, coordination, and integration (Adler & Kwon,
2002; Gerstner & Day, 1997; Kramer, 1999). Therefore, | suggest future research
to consider indicators of social well-being when exploring the relationship
between technology-mediated work configurations and individuals’ well-being.

Third, our studies rely exclusively on self-reported data. Indeed, all the variables
included in the empirical models of both the studies in Chapter Il and Chapter IlI
are collected through self-reported answers. Given the nature of the constructs in
our theoretical models, self-reported data are not only appropriate but also
necessary. Indeed, considering the variables of interest in our studies,
self-reporting measures may be the most valid measurement method for these
variables (Spector, 1987). A potential concern related to the adoption of
subjective measures is the influence that relatively random, contextual and/or
situational factors might have on an individual’s response. For example,
participants' answers can be influenced by their current mood at the time of the
survey, or the influence of questions or items within a given questionnaire
arrangement. As human memory is not perfect a number of factors may work to
create biases in retrospective reports. Indeed, another potential influence on self-
report data is the memory processes used by the respondent in formulating their

subjective answers.
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While it is important to recognize and acknowledge that these random factors can
influence self-report measures, we maximized our efforts to limit the impact of
those factors through a careful survey design and the adoption of more than one
wave of data collection. However, for future research should also combine
subjective and objective measures, especially for individuals’ well-being, to

further limit these potential factors.
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