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Fostering Societal Impact and Job Satisfaction: The Role of Performance Management and

Leader-Member Exchange.

Abstract

Performance management (PM) can alienate employees from experiencing societal impact. This is
problematic since societal impact influences employees’ job satisfaction. To avoid such unintended
effects, we investigate two conditions under which PM could instead benefit the societal impact and
job satisfaction of employees: consistency and leader-member exchange. Results show consistent PM
fosters job satisfaction, mediated by societal impact and moderated by leader-member exchange.
Public organisations should streamline expectations communicated through PM and constructive
leader relationships could reinforce this process. By examining the conditions under which PM can

avoid unintended effects on employees, we add to the debate on PM effectiveness.

Keywords: performance management; societal impact; job satisfaction; leader-member

exchange; higher education



Introduction

Fast-tracked by New Public Management (NPM), public organisations have adopted performance
management (PM) to measure and progress employees’ performances through systematic goal-
setting, combined with regular feedback and evaluation of their employees’ efforts (Brown 2004;
Van Dooren, Bouckaert, and Halligan 2015). While PM targets efficient and effective
organisations, it can also result in unintended effects on employees (Diefenbach 2009; Melo,
Sarrico, and Radnor 2010). In particular, PM’s focus on efficiency and effectiveness has been
suspected of alienating public employees from the societal meaning and relevance of their job (Oh
and Lewis 2009; Tummers, Bekkers, and Steijn 2009; 2012). This is problematic, as societal
impact, defined as the extent to which employees sense opportunities to benefit society and societal
problems in their job, constitutes a central part of public employees’ wellbeing (Steijn and Van der
Voet forthcoming; Tummers, Bekkers, and Steijn 2009; Van Loon, Vandenabeele, and Leisink
2015). Especially in public service environments, societal impact is considered tied to other
important aspects of public employees’ wellbeing, like their job satisfaction (Grant 2007; Taylor
and Westover 2011). Hence, not experiencing societal impact could have its consequences: job
characteristics theory (Morgeson and Humphrey 2006) suggests that when public employees
perceive low societal impact in their job, their job satisfaction could suffer in response (Pick and
Teo 2017).

Despite such observations, traditional public administration scholarship in this area has
focused on whether PM increases efficiency and productivity (Diefenbach 2009; Favero, Meier,
and O’Toole 2016). While PM could entail advantages for efficiency and productivity measures,
less attention has focused on how PM affects public employees, which could result in unintended

effects on employees’ attitudes and wellbeing (Kerpershoek, Groenleer, and de Bruijn 2016; Noblet



and Rodwell 2009). Knowledge on how to prevent PM from having such unintended wellbeing
effects is necessary, as public organisations require a healthy workforce to deliver public service
in efficient and effective ways (Kalgin et al. 2018).

Past research proposes that PM’s unintended wellbeing effects could be tempered when
attention is devoted to (1) how PM is implemented (Franco-Santos and Doherty 2017; Selden and
Sowa 2011) and (2) how leaders that are in charge of PM’s implementation behave (Butterfield,
Edwards, and Woodall 2004; Campbell, Lee, and Im 2016). In public organisations, this
combination of PM implementation and leader behaviour is referred to as people management
(Knies and Leisink 2018). People management is important to employees’ wellbeing for at least
two reasons. A first reason is that employees’ wellbeing is tied to how they perceive PM is
implemented in their organisation or organisational unit (Bauwens et al. forthcoming; Jacobsen
and Andersen 2014). Especially in public organisations, scholars suggest that attention should be
paid to the consistency with which PM is communicated and applied to avoid that PM embargoes
employees’ wellbeing (Audenaert et al. forthcoming; Van Thielen et al. 2018; Van Waeyenberg et
al. 2017). Recurrently public employees need to comply with quantitative performance targets
(e.g., number of clients serviced; time devoted to each client). However, public employees also
provide societal services that are more difficult to quantify or not followed up and evaluated to the
same extent (Pollitt 2013; Van der Wal, De Graaf, and Lawton 2011). Such complex demands
typically create inconsistent goals and expectations that cause frustration or confusion and
compromise employees’ wellbeing (Jung 2014). When PM signals very different, or even
inconsistent goals and expectations to employees, this could undermine employees’ perceptions of
their societal impact (Tummers, Bekkers, and Steijn 2009) and ultimately their job satisfaction
(Fletcher and Williams 1996; Jung 2011). Therefore, signalling theory (Spence 1973) suggests that

when organisations communicate and maintain the same goals and expectations throughout goal-
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setting, feedback and evaluation of their employees’ efforts (i.e. PM consistency), these employees
feel are better informed and feel more respected and in control. This lowers the demanding effects
of having to deal with inconsistent goals and expectations (Biron, Farndale, and Paauwe 2011).

A second reason is that public organisations have decentralised several key administrative
and human resource management-tasks to leaders in the lower segments of the organisation. This
implies that those leaders can alter how the implementation of PM affects employees (Butterfield,
Edwards, and Woodall 2004; Moynihan and Wright 2012). Hence leader behaviour “may be an
important factor in determining whether public organisations can reap the benefits of PM”
(Campbell, Lee, and Im 2016, 795). Recent studies underscore leader-member exchange (LMX)
as a way to look at public leader behaviour (e.g., Tummers and Knies 2013; Vigoda-Gadot and
Beeri 2015). LMX posits that leaders have qualitatively different relationships with each of their
individual employees, characterised by discrepancies in the social exchange of resources (Graen
and Uhl-Bien 1995; Yeo et al. 2015). The eminence of LMX emerges from observations that these
differential relationships typically function as a ‘lenses’ through which employees interpret PM
and other management arrangements in their professional context (Audenaert et al. forthcoming;
Bos-Nehles and Audenaert 2019). Despite scholars asserting that LMX could be a catalyst for how
PM affects employees (den Hartog, Paauwe, and Boselie 2004; Varma, Budhwar, and Denisi
2008), few studies have examined PM and LMX in conjunction, let alone in relation to employees’
wellbeing.

The arguments above illustrate that how PM is implemented and how leaders behave could
be important contingencies for how PM affects employees’ wellbeing. Nevertheless, current public
management literature has seldom empirically combined both aspects of people management to

arrive at such a coherent understanding of how PM affects employees (Audenaert et al.



forthcoming; Campbell, Lee, and Im 2016; Cho and Poister 2013). Therefore, the present article

focuses on the following research questions:

1. What is the association between PM consistency and employees’ wellbeing (i.e. job
satisfaction and perceived societal impact)?

2. What role does perceived societal impact play, as a potential mediator between PM
consistency and employees’ job satisfaction?

3. How does leader behaviour (i.e. LMX) affect the aforementioned associations?

In answering these questions, our study progresses our understanding of how PM can avoid
unintended effects on employees in the public sector and, hence, offers insights on PM
effectiveness in two ways. First, by examining how PM is implemented (i.e. PM consistency) in
tandem with how leaders behave during this process (i.e. LMX), as suggested by people
management literature (Butterfield, Edwards, and Woodall 2004; Knies and Leisink 2018), the
study taps into the literature stream arguing that a more holistic understanding of how PM affects
employees is necessary (Diefenbach 2009). Second, the study considers societal impact as an
outcome of PM and therefore responds to Moynihan, Pandey, and Wright’s (2012) call to include
societal impact in PM research as it is (theoretically) deemed important to consider both PM and
societal impact as key motivators for employees (Anderson and Stritch 2015). Moreover, we
complement empirical knowledge by focusing on public universities, where wellbeing concerns
over PM are imminent (Bauwens et al. forthcoming; Franco-Santos and Doherty 2017; Levecque

et al. 2017) and societal impact is gaining increasing attention (Watermeyer 2015; 2016).



Theoretical Framework

Figure 1 shows the model tested in this study. We propose that PM consistency and LMX jointly
affect employees’ job satisfaction, mediated by perceptions of societal impact in their job. This
model assumes that LMX is a moderator of the first and second stages of the mediated effect of
PM consistency on job satisfaction. Following Edwards and Lambert (2007, 4), the combination
of these effects implies a moderated mediation, more specific a direct effect and first stage

moderation model, in which the first two paths of a mediating variable are moderated by another.

[FIGURE 1 NEAR HERE]

In explaining this model, we draw on signalling theory (Spence 1973) and job characteristics theory
(Morgeson and Humphrey 2006), belonging to the broader theoretical perspectives of social
information processing and job design respectively. Information processing theories, like
signalling theory, are often used to explain the effects of PM (e.g., Biron, Farndale, and Paauwe
2011; Bowen and Ostroff 2004), while job design theories have typically been adopted in studies
on societal impact and job satisfaction (Oldham and Hackman 2010; Van der Voet and Steijn
forthcoming). Since both theoretical perspectives focus on employees’ connections to other people
(i.e., relational mechanisms; Grant 2008), previous research shows that both theoretical
perspectives can be combined to explain the predictors and outcomes of employees’ perceived
societal impact (Grant 2008). In line with such a ‘relational approach’ (Broadbent 2010), we also
focus on LMX, a relational approach to examine leader behaviours (Caillier 2017; Fernandez

2008).



In the following sections, we will first discuss the associations between PM consistency
and societal impact and job satisfaction respectively. Subsequently, we expand on the mediating

role of perceived social impact and the moderating role of LMX.

Signalling Effects of PM Consistency on Employees’ wellbeing

In understanding employees’ affective responses to PM, scholars underscore the importance of
employees’ perceptions (Jacobsen and Andersen 2014). The underlying logic is explained by
signalling theory (Spence 1973). Signalling theory considers PM not only as a series of metrics,
but also as a communication instrument that enables organisations to communicate to their
employees how they should act and behave. Communication is central to PM and provides
employees with signals of the organisational mission and values (Biron, Farndale, and Paauwe
2011). Such signals can be implicit, incomplete or inconsistent. Nevertheless, employees are not
passive recipients of these PM signals, but actively interpret them to make inferences about
expected attitudes and behaviours in the workplace, ultimately affecting their feelings and actions
(Bowen and Ostroff 2004; Jacobsen and Andersen 2014).

If public organisations wish to transmit their mission and values to employees in a clear
and effective manner, it is important that PM sends out signals that are consistent (Li, Sanders, and
Frenkel 2012; Piening, Baluch, and Ridder 2014). We recall that PM measures and progresses
employees’ performances through setting goals, providing feedback and evaluating employees on
their efforts (Selden and Sowa 2011). PM consistency implies that communication across goal-
setting, feedback and evaluation is coherent. In other words, that regardless of the time or situation,
PM sends similar messages, free from contradictions or mixed signals (Bowen and Ostroff 2004).

This is especially important in public organisations, where employees typically face multiple and



complex job demands (Jung 2011; Van der Wal, De Graaf, and Lawton 2011). Inconsistent rules
and unpredictable expectations can create strain and confusion that impact employees’ wellbeing
(Bowen and Ostroff 2004; Townsend et al. 2012). For example, if PM fails to follow-up or evaluate
employees on criteria which were communicated beforehand (e.g., stressing the societalness of
goals, tasks and expectations in goals-setting, but not taking this into account during feedback and
evaluations), such inconsistency could result in withdrawal, resentment and ultimately lower
employee wellbeing (Van Waeyenberg et al. 2017).

By contrast, consistent PM manages to reduce such incongruent signals and refocuses
employees’ attention, with benefits for their wellbeing (Piening, Baluch, and Ridder 2014). If PM
is consistent (e.g., coherent communication about how and when employees’ work can benefit both
organisational and societal purposes during goal-setting, feedback and evaluation), employees can
more easily make sense of the management-intentions behind the signalled goals, tasks and
expectations (e.g., public organisations wishing to fulfil a more prominent role in society). This
allows employees to see how their own goals, tasks and expectations fits within the broader
organisational mission and values (Li, Sanders, and Frenkel 2012; Piening, Baluch, and Ridder
2014; Van Thielen et al. 2018), enabling those employees to better assess the societal
meaningfulness of their jobs (Anderson and Stritch 2015; Bellé 2013; Kim and Wright 2004).

Nevertheless, a consistent PM system is not necessarily supportive for employees.
However, recent research by Matta et al. (2017) revealed that being consistent, even in an
unsupportive manner, is still more advantageous for employees’ wellbeing than being inconsistent.
Indeed, when employees consistently receive clear information, organisational goals and
expectations become more predictable to them (i.e. they know what to expect). Such predictably is

associated with higher employee wellbeing (Van Waeyenberg et al. 2017). In what follows, we



discuss how PM consistency affects two particular aspects of wellbeing: perceived societal impact

and job satisfaction.
PM Consistency and Perceived Societal Impact

Perceived societal impact refers to the extent to which employees’ view possibilities to contribute
to societal problems and welfare in their job (Van Loon, Vandenabeele, and Leisink 2015). The
concept bears similarities to Grant’s (2007) prosocial impact, but also includes the impact of one’s
job on society in addition to meaningful impact on others (Leisink and Steijn 2009; Van Loon et
al. 2018). Being a type of subjective PSM-fit, perceived societal impact constitutes a useful
measure of employees’ wellbeing in public organisations and public service environments (Caillier
2016; Steijn and Van der Voet forthcoming). Despite scholars arguing that public organisations
have a responsibility in making their employees feel they are contributing to society (Leisink and
Steijn 2009; Perry and Hondeghem 2008), existent research has mostly focused on employees’
motivation for public service (i.e. public service motivation; PSM). Whether public employees feel
their job actually offers opportunities with societal meaningfulness (i.e. perceived societal impact)
remains underresearched (Moynihan, Pandey, and Wright 2012; Stritch and Christensen 2014).
To assess the societal impact of their job, employees seek tangible information from their
work environment (Grant 2008). As a key organisational influence, PM can provide employees
with such information (Moynihan and Pandey 2010; Pollit 2013). PM aims to stimulate employees
towards improved performances and ensures their goals, tasks and expectations are in line with the
mission and values of the broader organisation (Van Dooren, Bouckaert, and Halligan 2015; Selden
and Sowa 2011). Since public organisations are considered organisations with unique societal

missions and values (Knies and Leisink 2018), PM helps employees to understand how their goals,
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tasks and expectations contribute to the societal mission and values (Van Dooren, Bouckaert, and
Halligan 2015; Wright, Moynihan, and Pandey 2012).

Following signalling theory (Spence 1973), PM is more successful at fostering such
understanding among employees, when the messages it sends to them across goal-setting, feedback
and evaluation are consistent with one another (Biron, Farndale, and Paauwe 2011; Bowen and
Ostroff 2004). Consistent communication about the organisational mission, values and goals, as
well as how employees’ goals, tasks and expectations contribute to them, sends coherent signals to
employees about the organisational and societal significance of their own goals, tasks and
expectations. This can result in employees finding their job more meaningful (Anderson and Stritch
2015; Bellé 2013; Kim and Wright 2004) and influences those employees in socially constructing
their professional identity as public servants (Alvesson and Kéarreman 2007; Ehrnrooth and
Bjorkman 2012).

By contrast, if PM is inconsistent and sends different messages across goal-setting,
feedback and evaluation, employees’ goals, tasks and expectations become ambiguous and unclear
(Van Waeyenberg et al. 2017). In such situations of goal ambiguity and value conflict, it is much
more difficult for employees to develop a coherent understanding about the organisational and
societal significance of their goals, tasks and expectations (Tummers and Knies 2013).
Furthermore, such inconsistency is likely to create confusion and scepticism among regarding their
societal impact employees (i.e. ‘we can’t change anything, they don’t really intend to help society
in this or that way’), causing such PM arrangements to alienate employees from ‘the real world’
(Tummers, Bekkers, and Steijn 2009; 2012).

Therefore, consistent PM manages to increase employees’ perceived societal impact,
because it consistently connects the general mission, values and goals of public organisations

(which in public organisations are often societally orientated) with the concrete goals and
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expectations of employees (Wright, Moynihan, and Pandey 2012), allowing them to see more
organisational and societal value in their job (Anderson and Stritch 2015; Tummers and Knies

2013).

Hypothesis 1(a). PM consistency positively affects employees’ perceived societal impact.

PM Consistency and Job Satisfaction

Job satisfaction is a feeling that results from employees’ interaction with their work environment
and is considered to show stronger relations with work and job characteristics than with individual
characteristics (Wright and Davis 2003). Employees’ perceptions of PM have been linked to job
satisfaction before, but thus far such studies have remained inconclusive (e.g., Fletcher and
Williams 1996; Selden and Sowa 2011; Yang and Kassekert 2009). Other scholars point out the
conditional nature of this association (Decramer et al. 2015; Franco-Santos and Doherty 2017). In
line with this ‘conditional view’, we argue that employees are more satisfied in their job when
public organisations use PM to clarify to employees how their job fits the broader organisational
mission, values and goals (Decramer et al. 2015; Kalgin et al. 2018; Perry and Hondeghem 2008).
Following signalling theory (1973), to achieve such understanding, clear and consistent
information is vital (den Hartog et al. 2013; Cho and Poister 2013; Piening, Baluch, and Ridder
2014). By contrast, when PM is ambivalent and subjected to swift changes, employees become
more calculative in their job and are likely to be less satisfied (Teelken 2015). Similar observations
between PM consistency and job satisfaction were made in other public and private organisational
settings, such as hotels, restaurants and public hospitals (e.g., den Hartog et al. 2013; Li, Sanders,

and Frenkel 2012; Piening, Baluch, and Ridder 2014). Employees are more satisfied in their job

12



when they receive consistent information from PM, as this creates clarity and predictability of
where they need to direct their focus and reduces potential strains of having to deal with
incongruent goals, tasks and expectations (Fletcher and Williams 1996; Jung 2014; Sella and

Sowden 2011).

Hypothesis 1(b). PM consistency positively affects employees’ job satisfaction.

Perceived Societal Impact as Mediator

Distinguishing a degree of societal impact in one’s job is argued to have broader wellbeing benefits
(Van Loon, Vandenabeele, and Leisink 2015). Hence, we propose that employees’ perceived
societal impact and job satisfaction are related. We base our argument on job characteristics theory,
which was developed by Hackman and Oldham (1976) but enjoys more current attention in its re-
theorised form by Morgeson and Humphrey (2006). This re-theorised form devotes more attention
to the social and societal aspects of work (Oldham and Hackman 2010). Job characteristics theory
states that employees’ perceptions of their job characteristics (€.9., significance of expected tasks,
contact with societal beneficiaries) result in psychological states (e.g., experienced impact and/or
meaningfulness) that influence work-related outcomes among those employees (e.g., job
satisfaction, job performance). The theory leads to suggest that when employees perceive their
tasks as significant (e.g., to society of societal beneficiaries), they will derive a sense of societal
impact from their work, that is likely to boost their job satisfaction (Oldham and Hackman 2010;
Stritch and Christensen 2014; Wright and Davis 2003). By contrast, if employees do not feel that
their job offers sufficient opportunities to contribute to society, frustration and dissatisfaction may

ensue (Grant 2007; Taylor and Westover 2011; Van Loon, Vandenabeele, and Leisink 2015). We
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argue that this is especially true for public employees, for which societal impact is an important
pillar of their professional identity (Leisink and Steijn 2009; Perry and Hondeghem 2008). This is
further endorsed in other studies, suggesting a significant relationship between the perceived
societal impact of employees’ job and their job satisfaction (Breaugh, Ritz, and Alfes 2018; Steijn
and Van der Voet forthcoming; Van Loon, Vandenabeele, and Leisink 2015).

Since (1) consistent PM allows employees to better understand the organisational and
societal meaningfulness of their job (Anderson and Stritch 2015; Bellé 2013; Kim and Wright
2004), as stated in Hypothesis 1(a) and (2) perceptions of societal impact are beneficial for
employees’ job satisfaction (Steijn and Van der Voet forthcoming), we argue that perceived
societal impact mediates between employees’ perceptions of PM consistency and their job
satisfaction. We expect this relationship to be partial, as we also hypothesise a direct relation of

PM consistency on job satisfaction, as proposed in Hypothesis 1(b).

Hypothesis 2. Perceived societal impact partially mediates the relationship between PM

consistency and employees’ job satisfaction.
LMX as Moderator

LMX has emerged as an influential approach to study leader behaviour in public organisations
(Crosby and Bryson 2018; Tummers and Knies 2013; Van Wart 2014). LMX posits that leaders
have qualitatively different relationships with each of their individual employees (Graen and Uhl-
Bien 1995; Yeo et al. 2015), characterised by discrepancies in the social exchange of resources.
These exchanged resources can be very broad, ranging from information and feedback to unique
participation opportunities in impactful projects (Tummers and Knies 2013). High-quality LMX

relationships are characterised by a strong exchange of such resources, resulting in effective
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working relationships that are high in trust, respect and job-related communication. In low-quality
LMX relationships, such exchanges are reduced to economic exchanges of work for payment
(Harris, Wheeler, and Kacmar 2009; Yeo et al. 2015).

While direct effects of LMX on employees’ wellbeing are well-established (Fernandez
2008; Yeo et al. 2015), scholars suggest that LMX can also moderate how PM affects employees
(den Hartog, Paauwe, and Boselie 2004; Varma, Budhwar, and Denisi 2008). Such moderating
effects originate from the idea that LMX is about more than exchanging resources, but that the
quality of the relationships that employees maintain vis-a-vis their leaders functions as ‘lens’
through which employees evaluate PM and other management practices (Bos-Nehles and
Audenaert 2019). Nevertheless these assertions, few scholars have put them to empirical scrutiny
(Audenaert et al. forthcoming; Rosen, Harris, and Kacmar 2011). We argue that LMX reinforces
the effects of PM consistency in our model in two ways.

First, a constructive leader-employee relationship could fulfil a clarifying role in PM, by
strengthening existing messages (Audenaert et al. forthcoming; Cho and Poister 2013; Rosen,
Harris, and Kacmar 2011) or providing employees with additional information when
communication on the organisational mission and values is inconsistent or lacking (Wright,
Moynihan, and Pandey 2012; Tummers and Knies 2013). In constructive leader-employee
relationships, employees are more likely to receive more valuable resources (e.g., challenging
opportunities, unique information) that aid them in assessing the societal meaningfulness and
impact of their job (Caillier 2017; Grant 2012). For example, in a high-quality LMX relationship,
a leader can bring employees in contact with his/her professional network or people that could
benefit from employees’ work (Tummers and Knies 2013). In these ways, leaders can highlight or
add societal impact to employees’ goals and expectations. As this further elucidates to employees

how the societal mission and values of the organisation are linked to their goals and expectations
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(Perry and Hondeghem 2008; Wright, Moynihan, and Pandey 2012), this could improve the
consistency of PM. Therefore, we argue that having a high-quality LMX relationship strengthens

the effect of PM consistency on employees’ perceived societal impact.

Hypothesis 3(a). LMX positively moderates between PM consistency and societal impact.

Second, in constructive leader-employee relationships, leaders not only fulfil a clarifying
role in PM (Audenaert et al. forthcoming), but are also more attentive to employees’ needs to
comply with the organisational mission, values and goals, and their specific goals, tasks and
expectations (den Hartog et al. 2013). Under these conditions, employees could experience PM as
more supporting and feel much more valued and respected (Audenaert, Vanderstraeten, and Buyens
2017; Caillier 2017), which might result in higher job satisfaction levels (Fletcher and Williams

1996; Yang and Kassekert 2009).

Hypothesis 3(b). LMX positively moderates between PM consistency and job satisfaction.

In the previous sections, we used job characteristics theory (Morgeson and Humphrey 2006) to
propose that consistent PM increases employees’ societal impact perceptions, leading to improved
job satisfaction (Hypothesis 2). If, based on signalling theory (Spence 1973), we assume that the
association between PM consistency and perceived societal impact is also stronger for employees
in a high-quality LMX relationship (Hypothesis 3(a)), we argue that the mediation of perceived
societal impact is positively moderated by LMX, leading to a moderated mediation (Edwards and

Lambert 2007), as shown in Figure 1.
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Hypothesis 3(c). LMX positively moderates the mediation of perceived societal impact

between PM consistency and employees’ job satisfaction.

Method
Empirical Context

Our study is set in public higher education, a particular relevant setting for the study of PM, societal
impact and job satisfaction. Public universities can be considered public organisations with a
societal and organisational mission that centres on knowledge management (i.e. research and
teaching or knowledge creation and knowledge dissemination; Rowley 2000). Following NPM-
inspired reforms in the European higher education sector targeted at efficiency, effectiveness and
accountability, public universities have adopted PM (Brouker, De Wit, and Leisyte 2016; Melo,
Sarrico, and Radnor 2010) and decentralised its responsibilities to leaders in different institutional
segments (McCormack, Propper, and Smith 2014). Universities have always stimulated their
academic employees’ societal impact (Van der Weijden, Verbree, and Van Den Besselaar 2012),
making it an important aspect of their identity (Winter 2009). However, new is the way in which
societal impact is inscribed into a PM-agenda, where the attention is shifting to also use research
in activities with broader societal impact (Watermeyer 2015), which offer employees with
opportunities to interact with parties that can benefit from their work, ultimately influencing their
ideas about the societal impact of their job (Taylor and Westover 2011). While societal impact
increases in importance (Van der Weijden, Verbree, and Van Den Besselaar 2012), higher
educations’ PM remains very much centred around scholarly publications (Decramer et al. 2012,
Melo, Sarrico, and Radnor 2010), at the cost of research serving a broader societal relevance

(Watermeyer 2015). This illustrates that academic employees are regularly confronted with
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inconsistent goals and expectations (Dietz and Scheel 2017). Such observations coincide with
mounting concerns over the potential harming effects of PM on academic employees’ wellbeing
(Fredman and Doughney 2012; Franco-Santos and Doherty 2017), raising calls to further examine
leadership and management in this sector (Broadbent 2010; McCorkmack, Propper, and Smith
2014). While academic employees’ wellbeing enjoys generous scholarly attention (Levecque et al.
2017), few have made the empirical connection with PM (Bauwens et al. forthcoming; Franco-
Santos and Doherty 2017).

In this study, we focus on higher education in Flanders, which is well-embedded in the
(continental) European higher education area (Brouker, De Wit, and Leisyte 2016). Following the
legal obligation for regular follow-up and evaluation of academic employees, PM is implemented
in each of those institutions (Decramer et al. 2012). In 2014, the institution under study kick-started
a strategic plan to create an environment where the societal impact of research is stimulated and
encouraged. The plan considers the societal impact of research as something that iteratively
emerges during the lifecycle of a research project and should be considered during a broad approach
to goal-setting, follow-up and evaluation, that is PM. Two distinguishable characteristics of the
Flemish landscape are (1) the predominance of public institutions, which depend on the regional
government for funding and regulation (Brouker, De Wit, and Leisyte 2016) and (2) the fact that
junior academic employees, such as PhD students, are considered full-employees with an
employment contract (Levecque et al. 2017). Within the institution under study, we focus on
academic research employees, under the auspices of their respective research leaders. These
research leaders are responsible for PM’s execution within their respective research teams

(Decramer et al. 2012).
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Data Collection

To minimise contextual effects of institutions (Melo, Sarrico, and Radnor 2010) and scientific
disciplines, this study focuses on PM within the STEM faculties (science, technology, engineering
and mathematics) of a major public university in Flanders, Belgium (41,000 students / 9000
academic employees). We choose STEM academic employees since the idea of societal impact
enjoys a longer history in these research fields (Davies 2013). For comparability of job
characteristics, we limited the analyses to junior academic employees, i.e. pre-docs and post-docs
(Dietz and Scheel 2017). Compared to other highly-educated peers, junior academic employees’
risk of facing unintended wellbeing effects is twice is as high. Management arrangements such as
PM have been designated as the culprit (Levecque et al. 2017). In September 2016, an electronic
survey (Qualtrics) was sent to 4,586 junior academic employees. We received 532 valid responses.
This response is in line with other studies on public higher education (Bauwens et al. forthcoming;
Decramer et al. 2012). On average, participants were female (56.50%), 30.95 years old (SD = 6.23)
and employed as PhD bursaries (66.00%). They mostly conducted research in the fields of
theoretical sciences (21.60%) and engineering (21.60%), while the majority looked back on a
tenure of 4.81 years (SD = 3.18). Selective non-response analyses revealed slightly more female
researchers (y® (1) =19.903, p < .001), postdocs (¥* (1) =21.46, p < .001) and researchers in
medicine-related fields (y? (1) =6.443, p < .010) in our sample compared to the institutional
population. This was at the expense of male researchers, PhD grant recipients and engineering
researchers respectively. These observations reveal the need to control for these variables in our

model (Berneth and Aguinis 2016).
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Measures

Variables were measured on seven-point Likert scales (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree).
Supporting construct validity, Cronbach alphas (o) ranged from .87 to .94. Full items and factor
loadings are in Appendix 1.

PM consistency was measured using Bednall et al.’s (2014) six-item scale. A sample item
is ‘The planning, monitoring and evaluation [of my research] is designed in such a way that desired
behaviours are being encouraged’. (o = .94).

Perceived societal impact was measured using the four items from Van Loon et al. (2015),
based on earlier work by Leisink and Steijn (2009). A sample item is ‘Someone with a job like
mine contributes to solving societal problems’. (a = .91).

Job satisfaction was assessed by the three items from the Michigan organisational
assessment questionnaire by Cammann et al. (1983). One item was reversed due to negative
wording. A sample item is ‘All in all, I am satisfied with my job’. (a = .87). This scale is regularly
used to measure job satisfaction in public organisations and has previously demonstrated good
reliabilities (e.g., Breaugh, Ritz, and Alfes 2018; DeHart-Davis and Pandey 2005).

Leader-member exchange was measured using the eight items from Bauer and Green
(1996). An example item is ‘My research leader recognises my potential’. (o = .94).

Control variables were added for gender (0 = Male, 1 = Female), which has previously
correlated significantly with societal impact and job satisfaction (Van Loon et al. 2015). Following
Berneth and Aguinis (2016), we also controlled for function and tenure in studying management
outcomes. Finally, we considered the scientific field, which has shown to be related to societal job

impact (Davies 2013).
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Common Source Bias

Our study depends on self-reported data from a single survey, making common source bias (CSB)
a liability (Favero and Bullock 2014). Despite its shortcomings, self-reported data use is warranted
when (1) studying individual perceptions and beliefs — which is the core of this study, (2) other
data sources are not readily available, (3) potential CSB can be detected through a one-factor test
and (4) variables have not previously been identified as CSB-sensitive (George and Pandey 2017).
To avoid CSB in the data collection, we followed earlier recommendations (Lee, Benoit-Bryan,
and Johnson 2012; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and Podsakoff 2012) by (i) only including prior-
validated measures, (ii) stressing respondents’ anonymity, (iii) their personal opinions and
voluntary participation and (iv) inducing a psychological lag time by separating independent and
dependent variables in different chapters. After the data collection, we conducted a one-factor test
(all items on one factor) and a common-latent factor test (all items on their factor, as well as on a
common factor). Both models fitted the data significantly worse (see Results), suggesting
considerable CSB is absent. Finally, we tested moderating effects, which further reduce the chances

of significant CSB (George and Pandey 2017).
Data Analysis

We tested moderated mediation following Edwards and Lambert’s (2007) method. First, we
examined mediating and moderating in isolation. Second, we combined those effects in a
moderated mediation model. Data were analysed using structural equation modelling (SEM), as
previous work (Aguinis, Edwards, and Bradley 2017; Edwards and Lambert 2007) underscores the
this technique’s advantages to test complex mediations and take into account measurement error.
SEM typically unfolds over two steps (Kline 2015). First, the factor structure of the latent variables

in the proposed model is examined through confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), resulting in
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different measurement models. Second, the different causal paths between the latent variables in
the model are examined with SEM, resulting in different structural models. In both steps, we
evaluated the model fit of nested models through frequently-reported fit indices (Kline 2015) such
as the comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), root mean square error of
approximation (RMSA) and standardised root mean square residual (SRMR). We also reported the
chi-square value with Satorra-Bentler correction, which gives more stringent estimates of model
fit and corrects for potential non-normality (Kline 2015). To check the robustness of the mediation
and moderated mediation, we calculated bootstrapped confidence intervals for the indirect effects
(Preacher and Hayes 2008). We also computed the index of moderated mediation (Hayes 2015), in
which a confidence interval without zero indicates moderated mediation. Analyses were performed

in R 3.2.5 with lavaan (Rosseel 2012).
Results

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics and correlations. Correlations remained within the limits of
|.800|. Values for the variance inflation factors (VIF) remained below 10.00, ranging between 1.13

and 2.06, showing no indications of multicollinearity (Kline 2015).

[TABLE 1 NEAR HERE]

Factor Structure Tests

Table 2 displays the measurement models’ fit indices. Confirming our hypothesised factor
structure, a four-factor model (PM consistency, LMX, perceived societal impact, job satisfaction)
fits the data well with CFI and TLI very close to .950, RMSEA near .060 and SRMR approaching
.080 (Kline 2015). All items loaded sufficiently on their factors (A > .500|) with standardised factor
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loadings ranging between .717 and .930 and the average variance extracted (AVE) ranging between
.618 and .777. A single-factor model (Ay2s-s = 1712.177; Adf = 6; p < .001) or common factor
model (Ays-8 = 255.800; Adf = 2; p < .001) fitted the data significantly worse. Furthermore, a
three-factor models in which PM consistency and LMX shared a factor (Ay2s-e = 770.701; Adf =
3; p <.001) or perceived societal impact and job satisfaction shared a factor (Ay2s-s = 612.487; Adf

= 3; p <.001), also showed significant lower fit.

[TABLE 2 NEAR HERE]

Mediation and Moderation tests

Table 3 displays the structural models’ fit indices. We tested the mediation of perceived societal
impact between PM consistency and job satisfaction, not taking into account LMX (Edwards and
Lambert 2007). In line with the hypotheses, we expect partial mediation, in which PM consistency
has a direct path on job satisfaction and an indirect path through perceived societal impact. This
model showed suboptimal fit to the collected data, with all fit indices approaching satisfying values
except for the high SRMR. We compared this model with a full mediation model (PM consistency
only having an indirect effect on job satisfaction) and a model with direct effects (no mediation).
The results demonstrate a partial mediation model to fit the data significantly better than a full
(Ay?s-8 = 6.810; Adf = 1; p <.05) or a no-mediation model (Ay*s-8 = 17.958; Adf=2; p <.001). For
robustness, we assessed indirect and total effects with a 95% confidence interval (BootCl) through
a bootstrapping procedure with 5,000. PM consistency’s unstandardized indirect effect on job

satisfaction was .076 (BootCl = 0.073-0.078, p <.010), total effect was .773 (BootCl=.692 —.910,
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p <.001). Both the indirect and total effect were significant in the bootstrapped samples,

preliminary supporting Hypothesis 1(a,b) and Hypothesis 2.

[TABLE 3 HERE]
Third, we tested whether LMX moderated between PM consistency and perceived societal impact
(first-stage moderation), as well as job satisfaction (direct-effect moderation). Additionally, we
examined the coexistence the moderation effects (combined moderation). A combined moderation
model approaches optimal fit, while a first-stage (Ay*s-s = 34.253; Adf = 1; p <.05) or direct-effect
moderation model (Ay’ss = 3.026; Adf = 3; p < .001) fitted significantly worse. LMX has
significant moderating effects in both the first-stage moderation model (B = .145, p <.010) and
direct-effect model (B = -.071, p <.050), but in combined moderation, the significant moderation
for LMX on the PM consistency-job satisfaction path disappears (B = -.053, p >.100). These

observations fully underscore Hypothesis 3(a) and disconfirm Hypothesis 3(b).
Moderated Mediation Tests

Finally, we examined the simultaneous occurrence of mediations and moderations in a moderated
mediation. Our approach was similar to the moderation tests, comparing partial mediation models
that include moderation effects of LMX on the links of PM consistency with perceived societal
impact (first-stage moderated mediation) and job satisfaction (direct-effect moderated mediation),
as well as their co-existence (combined moderated mediation). Again, the model was close to
optimal fit, save for the SMSR. By contrast, the first-stage model performed significantly worse
(Ay?sB = 34.186; Adf = 2; p <.001), while the direct-effect model demonstrated no significant
improvement (Ay?s-s = 0.001; Adf = 2; p <.100). Counter to the moderation tests in the previous

paragraph, LMX’ moderation effect is significant in all the moderated mediation models, including
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the final combined model: LMX positively moderates the path between PM consistency and
perceived societal impact and negatively moderated the path between PM consistency and job
satisfaction.

The final model is depicted in Figure 2. Tenure had a negative link with PM consistency (B
=-.211, p <.001). LMX was lower for female researchers (B = -.317, p <.050). Perceived societal
impact was lower for assistants that combined teaching with research duties (B = -.111, p <.050)
and for researchers in veterinary medicine (B =-.064, p <.050), as compared to PhD grant recipients
and medicine researchers respectively. Job satisfaction was higher for assistants that combined
teaching with research duties (B = .107, p <.050), as well as for postdocs (B = .136, p <.010).
Besides its interaction effects, LMX also had direct positive influences on both perceived societal
impact (B =.219, p <.01) and job satisfaction (B = .412, p <.01). Other effects are in Appendix 2.
To assess the conditional indirect and total effects, we performed a new bootstrapping procedure
with 5,000 samples. For the moderated mediation of LMX on job satisfaction through perceived
societal impact, the unstandardised conditional indirect effect was .056 (BootCIl = .031 —.081, p
<.010). The index of moderated mediation for perceived societal impact was .019 (BootCl = .002
—.050). Taken together, these results lead us to confirm Hypothesis 3(c): we find a moderation
mediation, with LMX strengthening the relation between PM consistency and perceived societal
impact. However, LMX moderately weakens the direct relation between PM consistency and job

satisfaction, leading us to reject Hypothesis 3(b).

[FIGURE 2 NEAR HERE]
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To ease interpretation, we plotted the moderations’ separate effects in Figure 3 and Figure 4
(Dawson 2014). In Figure 3, we observe PM consistency to increase perceived societal impact. For
academic employees in a high-quality LMX relationship with their research leader, perceived
impact is higher, while the slope for LMX stays more-or-less constant. Likewise, in Figure 4,
consistent PM increases job satisfaction. However, combined with high PM consistency, the

relative contribution of LMX to academic employees’ job satisfaction decreases.

[FIGURE 3 NEAR HERE]

[FIGURE 4 NEAR HERE]
Discussion

For the benefit of PM effectiveness in public organisations, this study aimed at grasping how PM
can avoid unintended effects on employees. We hypothesised that when PM is consistent in the
messages it communicates to employees across goal-setting, feedback and evaluation, this would
be associated with employees (1) perceiving more societal impact in their work and (2) having
higher job satisfaction levels. Furthermore, we argued that these linkages would be stronger in
constructive leader-employee relationships.

Based on a study of academic employees, our empirical findings predominantly support our
hypotheses, with one notable exception (Hypothesis 3(b)). We demonstrated a moderate positive
relation between PM consistency and societal impact (Hypothesis 1(a)), as well as between PM
consistency and job satisfaction (Hypothesis 1(b)), suggesting that consistent PM helps employees
to perceive impact in and feel satisfied with their job. Subsequently, we observed that part of the
effect of PM consistency on job satisfaction was mediated by perceived societal impact

(Hypothesis (2)). Finally, we also found support for moderating and moderated mediation effects.
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When LMX is high, the effect of PM consistency on perceived societal impact is stronger
(Hypothesis 3(a)), while the mediation effect also increases in size (Hypothesis 3(b)). We also
observed LMX moderated the direct relation between PM consistency and job satisfaction,
although the direction of this effect was negative and disconfirmed our expectations (Hypothesis
3(c)). In other words, combined with consistent PM, the relative contribution of high-quality LMX

relationships to employees’ job satisfaction was lower than anticipated.

Theoretical contributions
From a theoretical point of view, our empirical results suggest that theories of information
processing and job design can be combined to arrive at a more comprehensive understanding of
PM and its effects on employees. In line with signalling theory (Spence 1973) and its recent
application to PM by Biron et al. (2011), our findings suggest that employees might use intra-
organisational signals from PM and their leaders to make idiosyncratic interpretations about the
societal impact and significance of their job (Alvesson and Kérreman 2007; Ehrnrooth and
Bjorkman 2012). Furthermore, we found that perceived societal impact, as a key psychological
state, ultimately influences important outcomes like job satisfaction, supporting job characteristics
theory (Morgeson and Humphrey 2006). Combined, these theoretical perspectives endorse a
relational approach to PM effectiveness, rooted in intra-organisational communication and work
relations. In addition, we make two further contributions to the literature.

As a first contribution, we find that people management matters for employees’ wellbeing.
This provides empirical support for a nuanced view on PM, in that PM does not necessarily have
negative effects on employees’ wellbeing but also can entail positive effects, when employees’
perceptions of configurational aspects, such as consistency are considered (den Hartog et al. 2013;

Jacobsen and Anderson 2014). The more PM is coherent in the messages it communicates to
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employees, the more employees’ wellbeing prospers (Van Waeyenberg et al. 2017). When PM s
consistent, employees perceive more societal impact in their work and are more satisfied with their
job, because PM under this condition has a more optimal ‘information advantage’ by allowing
employees to see how their goals and expectations fit with the public organisation’s societal
mission and values (Van Dooren, Bouckaert, and Halligan 2015; Selden and Sowa 2011) and a
larger ‘coordination advantage’, reducing stressful conflicting and ambiguous demands by offering
clarity and predictability (Fletcher and Williams 1996; Jung 2014).

Consistent PM is more effective in environments where employees have constructive
professional relationships with their supervisor, serving as an ‘amplifier’ of the signals sent by PM
(Audenaert et al. forthcoming). Our results confirm this is the case for the relationship between PM
consistency and perceived societal impact. However, we cannot reproduce such results for the
relation between PM consistency and job satisfaction. Counterintuitively, we observe a negative
interaction effect of LMX, suggesting that in constructive supervisor-employee relationships PM
consistency’s beneficial effects are slightly reduced. This is particularly interesting, as the LMX’
potential drawbacks rarely feature in empirical literature. A handful of scholars (Kang and Steward
2007; Kauppila 2015) suggests that having a good relationship with one’s supervisor might entail
some advantages (e.g., additional information, challenges and opportunities), but could also be
subjected to ‘diminishing returns’. Being in a leaders’ ‘in-group’, might entail greater demands in
the form of larger workloads, stronger obligations and increased personal favours towards the
leader in exchange for his or her efforts towards the employee. Such increased demands bear down
on employees’ wellbeing. Also, they reduce the effect of consistent PM, as they could present
increased demands over and above the goals and expectations stipulated by PM. In other words,

the joint effects of leader behaviour and PM represent a careful balancing act, further demonstrating
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the need for future research to take leader behaviour into account when studying PM and its
outcomes (Butterfield, Edwards, and Woodall 2004; Campbell, Lee, and Im 2016).

Following Moynihan, Pandey, and Wright (2012), our second contribution lies in
empirically connecting societal and prosocial values with PM implementation. Such a link was
previously suggested (Van Loon, Vandenabeele, and Leisink 2015). However, it was not put to
empirical testing. Our findings show that through stimulating employees’ perceived societal
impact, PM can affect other employee wellbeing aspects, like job satisfaction. Not only does this
lend support to the idea that societal impact perceptions are equally important as motivational
aspects of public service (Stritch and Christensen 2014; Van Loon et al. 2018), but the unique
connection between PM and perceived societal impact also suggests that PM needs to take into
account societal and prosocial values to foster employees’ positive perceptions (Moynihan and
Pandey 2012) and avoid unintended wellbeing effects, such as work alienation (Tummers, Bekkers,
and Steijn 2009; 2013). Even in a context as higher education, where PM’s relation with societal
impact is increasingly questioned (Watermeyer 2015; 2016), consistent PM implementation is
positively linked to the societal impact and job satisfaction of academic employees, while
constructive leader relationships can play a facilitating role in the process. Overall, this suggests
that leadership and PM matter in higher education (Bauwens et al. forthcoming; Broadbent 2010;
Decramer et al. 2012), adding to a more nuanced understanding of PM “as a constructive process

rather than simply another management activity” (Sella and Sowden 2011, 260).
Practical implications

Public leaders should be headful of societal impact, since our analyses show it is an important
influence for public employees’ job satisfaction, while PM is also capable of altering the societal

impact employees experience in their job. To avoid that public employees lose connection with the
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social mission and values of the organisation, our empirical observations suggest it is imperative
that public leaders streamline PM communication. Goals and expectations should be clearly
communicated during goal-setting, while subsequent feedback and evaluation should occur along
the lines of those goals and expectations (Van Waeyenberg et al. 2017). When PM is streamlined
as such, public employees understand better what is expected of them and how it connects with the
societal mission of their public organisation. The decentralisation of PM responsibilities implies
that PM should not be considered independent of the leadership of leaders in different echelons of
the organisation (Butterfield, Edwards, and Woodall 2004; Campbell, Lee, and Im 2016). Our
findings show that PM implementation benefits under constructive leader-employee relationships.
Consequentially public organisations should recognize these leaders in this role and offer sufficient
training and support employees (Van Thielen et al. 2018; Van Wart 2014), preferably by means of
appropriate leader development that combines PM implementation skills with soft skills on

constructively dealing with employees.
Limitations and future research outlook

Notwithstanding we tested moderation effects, we used cross-sectional data, which is prone to CSB
(George and Pandey 2017), but also problems of endogeneity. Using cross-sectional data implies
that the causal direction between PM, societal impact and job satisfaction cannot be ascertained or
that one is able to exclude other factors (e.g., personality traits, societal beliefs) that could be at
play. Such problems of reversed causality and omitted variable bias continue to constitute a
problem in public administration research, especially in research on societal impact (Stritch and
Christensen 2014). To that end, experimental designs are proposed as solution (Bouwman and
Grimmelikshuijsen 2016), but also longitudinal data (Stritch 2017), which would help to account

for temporal dynamics in how employees perceive PM, LMX and societal impact.
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By examining PM consistency, we heavily relied on employees’ perceptions of the PM
process (i.e. how PM is conducted as opposed to the goals and desired behaviours that form its
content; Bowen and Ostroff 2004). That employees perceive consistency between goals and
outcomes of PM does not imply that such perceptions correspond to reality or that employees fully
grasp the goals or desired behaviours (Jacobsen and Andersen 2014; Selden and Sowa 2011). In
this sense, future research could proceed in two ways. On the one hand, it could take into account
other features of the PM process, like the extent to which goals and desired behaviours are visible,
legitimate and understood by employees (i.e. PM distinctiveness; Bowen and Ostroff 2004). On
the other hand, scholars could jointly examine aspects of the PM process with PM’s content (den
Hartog et al. 2004), specifically the kind of and extent to which such goals serve a societal purpose.
A related limitation is that while leaders can be dutifully consistent in their implementation of PM
and maintain high-quality relationships with their followers, this does not imply that they endorse
the organisational mission and values (e.g., see studies on strategic commitment and user
acceptance; see: George et al. 2018). Subsequent studies could examine how leaders’ acceptance
of these aspects affects the relation between PM and employee outcomes.

Furthermore, we have studied employees from a single institutional setting (Melo, Sarrico,
and Radnor 2010). This poses a potential constraint to the external validity of our findings, as past
research asserts that both perceptions of PM (Kalgin et al. 2018) and societal impact (Bellé 2013)
are very much context-dependent. While authors like Kalgin et al. (2018) assert that public
employees are often aware of the societal contributions of their organisation, it is possible that in
certain segments of the public sector the societal contribution of organisational goals might initially
be less salient or apparent to employees (e.g., back-office and administrative services), with
consequences for the strength and significance of the link between PM and societal impact. Hence,

it is up to future research to further unravel the (organisational) contingencies of this relation. Such
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further contextual insights are necessary to advance scholarship on the role of societal impact (Van
Loon et al. 2018) and might as well illuminate when and how societal impact impacts other
employee attitudes and behaviours, like commitment, engagement and performance in both ‘bright’

and ‘dark’ ways (Van Loon, Vandenabeele, and Leisink 2015).

Conclusion

We contribute to the debate on PM effectiveness in public organisations by examining the
conditions under which PM can avoid unintended effects on employees. We focused on two
conditions: PM consistency and leadership, as well as how they relate to public employees’
perceptions of societal impact and their job satisfaction. Findings show that when PM is consistent
in the messages it communicates to employees across goal-setting, feedback and evaluation,
employees perceive more societal impact in their work and have higher levels of job satisfaction.
These linkages are stronger in constructive leader-employee relationships, although the association
between PM consistency and job satisfaction is subjected to ‘diminishing returns’ in the presence
of a constructive leader relationship. Our findings underscore the importance of perceived societal
impact as a wellbeing variable in public organisations and public higher education in particular.
Furthermore, our findings show that PM and leadership can be complementary, with the ability to
boost or buffer each other if required by the situation. Future research may further under unravel
the contextual contingencies of the relation between PM (i.e. in terms of process and content),

societal impact and other employee outcomes.
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Appendix 1. Items and factor loadings (CFA)

Appendix 2. Table with regression results for the final model

Tables

Table 1. Descriptive statistics, Pearson correlations and Cronbach alphas (N=532)
Table 2. Measurement models from confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)

Table 3. Structural models from structural equation modelling (SEM)

Figures

Figure 1. Conceptual model.
Figure 2. Path model.
Figure 3. Graphical depiction of the first-stage moderation of LMX.

Figure 4. Graphical depiction of the direct-effect moderation of LMX.
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