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Abstract: Over the past two decades, organizational sustainability has been studied from several
different perspectives, such as marketing, governance, strategy, and human resource management
(HRM). However, sustainability framed in HRM has not yet received enough attention in the litera-
ture, especially as it concerns the study of different organizational forms. Building on Enhert and
Harry’s (2012) sustainable HRM approach, this article studies worker empowerment and how it
affects organizational performance in terms of service quality and service innovation. Specifically,
it addresses how relational motivations interact with HR-empowering practices (involvement in
decisions and task autonomy) as organizational resources in influencing performance, how workload
pressure resulting from HR empowerment can improve performance, and the influence of gender on
performance, especially with concerns for human capital (tertiary education) and motivations. To
this end, a representative sample of workers employed by Italian social enterprises (ES) in the social
service sector is used. We propose multilevel SEMs that are based on two sets of equations specifying
worker- and organization-level effects on organizational performance. Our main results show that
the combination of worker engagement and an appropriate relational context in the organizational
environment is most conducive to delivering better and innovative services. In addition, a higher
percentage of well-trained and relationally motivated women employees helps achieve this goal.

Keywords: social enterprise; sustainable HRM; worker involvement; relational motivations; workload;
service quality; gender

1. Introduction

Sustainable human resources have been defined by various authors on the basis of the
need to combine economic and financial sustainability with the long-term sustainability
of the organization’s functioning, especially in relation to the use of resources, including
human resources [1]. The triple bottom line approach is recalled to imagine a positive role
for the sustainable use of resources in the pursuit of economic, social and environmental
objectives [2]. The difference between sustainability and corporate social responsibility
(CSR) needs to be highlighted, as the former focuses on satisfying the needs of customers
and users while meeting the needs of the community. The latter, on the contrary, starts
from the use of resources (i.e., human and environmental; [3]). Sustainability requires
that the economic and social value of resources be preserved over time, and that resource
depletion is offset by regenerative processes [4]. In the multilevel perspective defended by
Docherty et al. [5] and embraced in this paper, sustainability at the system level (organiza-
tional or social) can balance the needs and objectives of individuals and stakeholders at
different levels simultaneously. In Ehnert [6], sustainability corresponds to a model of equal
consumption and regeneration of resources. In the case of HRM practices, sustainability
promotes the regeneration of human resource capacity in the organization, its short- and
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long-term survival, and its continued positive performance [7]. In this line, organizational
resources that support the accumulation of human capital, professional growth and psycho-
logical wellbeing can compensate for the stress and exhaustion associated with workload
and fatigue. The regeneration of human capabilities and motivations, and organizational
resilience is likely to follow. To this end, human capital needs to be created and professional
growth achieved by reconciling the individual objectives of workers (e.g., job stability,
professional growth, economic and psychological wellbeing) with those of organizations
(e.g., availability of adequate human resources to achieve efficient production and face
competitive pressure).

In this article, sustainability of human resource utilization and performance are ana-
lyzed in social enterprises (SEs), which are understood as organizations that have a social
goal and run a business to achieve it [8–11]. Sustainability is understood in terms of the
balance between the demands coming from the organization (workload) and the resources
in terms of worker empowerment (related to involvement in decision-making and task
autonomy) that the organization is able to put in place, and interact with the motivational
capital of workers [12,13]. A sustainability perspective has been advocated for SEs, as
achieving social goals and missions requires the preservation of human and motivational
capital, including professional skills [14,15]. This is related to the need for SEs to meet the
double bottom line of stakeholder needs at the social level, and to achieve production at
the economic level [16–19].

In addition to the above, the analysis is framed in the context of gender studies.
That is, it refers to how men and women differentiate. Garcia-Lomas and Gabaldon [20]
identify drivers and outcomes of women’s involvement in social entrepreneurship, and
identify an upward journey from non-economic to economic motivations that leads to the
conclusion that genders, in the end, do not differ so much in terms of motivations to set
up an SE. Scholars [16,21] mainly focus on women’s social entrepreneurship, while the
overwhelming presence of women employees in social enterprises and their relational
motivations are almost neglected [22], with only a few results concerning social capital and
gender differences [23]. Therefore, the present article deals with relational motivations from
a gendered perspective and how it interacts with workers’ empowerment and workload in
influencing SEs’ performance.

Section Two presents the research questions, literature review, and working hypotheses.
Section Three addresses the specific organizational case of social enterprises, defining the
organizational model and characteristics of services provided in the social services sector
in Italy. It also discusses the role of gender in social enterprises. Section Four presents the
data, materials, and methods of the empirical analysis; Section Five presents the results
of the analysis; and Section Six a discussion of the findings. Section Seven concludes with
some theoretical and managerial implications and limitations of the study.

2. Empowerment, Motivations, Workload and Organizational Performance: A Job
Demands and Resources Perspective

This study seeks to study how empowering organizational HR practices in social en-
terprises in terms of involvement in decision-making, the mission of the organization, and
task autonomy influence organizational performance declines in terms of service quality
and innovation. Second, how relational motivations interact with worker empowerment
in influencing performance, taking motivations as a determinant of performance and a
mediator between empowerment and performance. Third, the analysis controls for the
role of workload pressure as a determinant of performance and a mediator between em-
powerment and performance. This is to test whether managerial practices and governance
rules seeking synergy between empowerment and a high work pace in a manner similar to
high-performance work systems (HPWS), deliver positive performance effects. Fourth, it
deepens the role of gender in influencing performance. Specifically, it enquires the strength
of women’s relational motivations and how women’s higher education can increase the
potential of the organization to produce quality services and innovate. Finally, the last
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hypothesis concerns the joint effect of involvement and autonomy on performance in search
for possible complementarities, again assuming relational motivations and workload one
at a time as a mediator.

2.1. Empowerment and Performance

Sustainable HRM can include the analysis of worker empowerment as enabling orga-
nizational practice, especially in the service sectors, since it can be stated that the implemen-
tation of sustainable practices can improve wellbeing and service quality without depleting
motivational and social capital. Job resources such as involvement in decision-making and
autonomy have been shown to be positively related to wellbeing and improved motivations,
not liable to burnout, which qualifies them as sustainable organizational practices [15].

Employee involvement is found in the theoretical literature in HRM as one of the
crucial elements that can influence organizational performance, possibly in conjugation
with motivations related to personal and organizational factors, such as organizational
commitment [24]. Similarly, the relationship between employee empowerment, includ-
ing both task autonomy and involvement in decision-making, with service quality and
innovation has been extensively studied, especially in some specific sectors, such as the
banking sector and the hospitality industry. Following Lashley [25], it is possible to state
that empowerment is about an employment strategy that shifts the focus of managerial
policies from control over employees to control of the employee over his or her own work
environment and commitment to organizational goals. The locus of control shifts from
one imposed externally on employees to one that enforces self-control and commitment
- a more inherent source of self-control, especially when performance is difficult to stan-
dardize and measure, and monetary incentives come to represent costs that have weak
effects on productivity [15,25]. Regarding the hybrid form of the social enterprise in China,
Zhang et al. [26] link perceived empowerment to employee engagement through improved
identification motivations. The results of most empirical studies converge in considering
that empowering HRM results in improved service quality, often through the mediating
intervention of other individual and organizational dimensions. These positive impacts
derive not so much from individual practices but more often from intertwining elements of
different but complementary practices [27].

In more general terms, the literature has considered a wide range of HRM practices and
HPWS, highlighting their positive effects on individual and organizational performance.
Liao et al. [28] study 830 employees and 91 bank branches in the US. They show that the
relationship between employee perceptions of HPWSs was positively related to individual
service performance and knowledge-intensive service provision through the mediating role
of human capital and psychological empowerment. Some authors find a positive relation
between HPWS and individual-level service performance, including cross-level interaction
with organizational dimensions (collective human capital and aggregated service orien-
tation). Furthermore, the positive role of employee wellbeing, attitudes and motivations,
especially intrinsic motivations, has been tested and confirmed as intervening (mediating
and moderating) variables (good reviews of the outstanding literature are [29,30]). Finally,
also the role of managerial transformational leadership and social support has been evi-
denced as an interactional condition in the relationship between managers and workers
that can complement involvement in fostering worker performance [31].

Given these premises, we formulate the following working hypotheses about the rela-
tionship between empowerment and performance, as contextualized in social enterprises:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Employee empowerment in terms of involvement and autonomy has a positive
relationship with organizational performance in terms of service quality and innovation.

Hypothesis 1a (H1a). The practice of involving employees in decision-making, the organization’s mis-
sion, and building interpersonal relationships has a positive relationship with organizational performance.
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Hypothesis 1b (H1b). Task autonomy in terms of independently organizing production operations and
relationships with customers and beneficiaries has a positive relationship with organizational performance.

2.2. The Role of Motivations

The role of worker motivations in determining service quality and organizational
performance has been considered of utmost importance, especially as concerns intrinsic
and pro-social motivations. The importance of motivations has long been recognized in
psychological research and, more recently, also in strategic HRM studies.

Motivation has been reported in terms of direction, intensity, and duration of effort
and represents the degree of energy the worker is willing to use in performing work
tasks [32,33]. Social motivations represent the part of human motivation that is directed
to benefit not the self alone but the self and other-selves embedded in wider economic
and social spaces, communities, and the environment. The relational dimension represents
a fundamental piece of social motivation, as it relates to how motivations are expressed
and reach out to others, build bridging connections, and produce feedback and wellbeing
exchanges [12,13].

HR empowerment practices provide enabling motivational conditions in the organi-
zation through the improvement of personal self-determination and self-efficacy [34,35].
Empirical results showed that empowerment in terms of increased autonomy could have
positive effects on employees’ ability to perform specific tasks [36]. Relatedly, Van Dyne,
Graham, and Dienesch [37] evidence the collective effects of motivations on work effort. Mo-
tivations, in turn, have been connected with organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) and
service quality [38]. In the banking sector, Dar et al. [39] study HRM practices and perceived
organizational performance for 200 employees of Islamic banks operating in Pakistan. The
results of hierarchical regression analysis show that post-recruitment HRM practices are
positively related to organizational performance through the mediating intervention of
employee motivation. Similarly, Campbell et al. [32] find a positive and significant relation-
ship between psychological capital, work attitudes and work performance of employees in
the banking sector in Sri Lanka, with attitudes that act as a mediating variable between
psychological capital and performance. Finally, Meyer, Ohana and Sting-lhamber [40]
provide insights into social exchange relationships in social enterprises. They use survey
data of 196 supervisor–employee dyads in French social enterprises to show that employee
pro-social motivations moderate the indirect effect of supervisor interpersonal justice on
employees’ OCB, as mediated by psychological contract breach.

The following working hypothesis is advanced regarding the role of relational motiva-
tions in influencing performance:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Workers most strongly motivated by the presence of good workplace relation-
ships contribute more to organizational performance in terms of service quality and innovation than
other workers.

Hypothesis 2a (H2a). Being motivated by good workplace relationships is a positive mediator
between empowerment practices and organizational performance.

2.3. Workload and the Negative Side of Empowerment (Job Stress and Exhaustion)

While empowerment and HPWS have generally been viewed as organizational pro-
cesses that can positively affect both wellbeing and performance, other studies have high-
lighted the stress-generating potential of HPWS. The job demands and resources model
(JD-R Model; [41,42]) proved particularly effective in allowing the separation and com-
parison of the positive and potentially negative effects of HPWS and empowerment. The
more general interpretation of the model argues that high job demands induce stress and
damage to health (the health impairment process), while high job resources lead to stronger
motivations and greater productivity (the motivational process; [43]). In this line, Clarke
and Hill [44] use the job demands–resources theory to build a model of public service
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motivation (PSM). They study on-the-job pressures faced by care workers and their reper-
cussions on worker wellbeing and service quality. The identification and implementation
of appropriate HRM strategies can enhance both employee wellbeing and service quality.
In other words, they study the conditions under which workload pressure results in better
wellbeing and performance without engendering excessive degrees of stress and burnout,
which are instead associated with negative individual and organizational outcomes (espe-
cially exhaustion, absenteeism and turnover). Similarly, in Bakker [45], workers driven by
PSM can manage high job demands and prevent exhaustion. However, when job demands
are exceedingly high, a loss cycle of job demands and exhaustion can step in and reduce
motivation because psychological resources are depleted. Topcic, Baum and Kabst [46]
matched results from an enterprise survey and an individual survey, using a representative
sample of the German population with CAPI interviews in all industrial sectors and welfare
services, also including public administration. Out of an initial sample of 3469 individuals,
they were able to obtain 197 usable manager–employee dyads. The authors found a positive
relationship between challenging job demands (i.e., performance evaluation systems and
continuing education) and individual employee stress, while no relation was detected
between job resources (HPWSs in terms of flexible working hours and participation in
decision-making) and wellbeing. De Reuver, Van de Voorde and Kilroy [47] show that high
workload can reduce negative employee outcomes such as absenteeism when opportunity-
enhancing HPWSs are introduced, while skill- and motivation-enhancing HPWS do not
have the same positive effect.

The following working hypothesis is formulated regarding the role of workload in
influencing performance:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Workload pressure in terms of continuous and deep involvement, achieving
difficult goals, and managing the unexpected is an organizational factor that positively influences
performance in terms of service quality and innovation;

Hypothesis 3a (H3a). Workload acts as a positive mediator between empowerment practices and
organizational performance.

In more general terms, an additional and final hypothesis about the joint operation of
HRM empowering practices (involvement and autonomy) is introduced:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Involvement and autonomy as empowering HR practices jointly influence
organizational performance in terms of service quality and innovation:

Hypothesis 4a (H4a). Empowering HR practices improve performance when mediated by the
effect of relational motivations;

Hypothesis 4b (H4b). Empowering HR practices improve performance when mediated by the
effect of workload.

3. HRM Practices and Organizational Performance in SEs
3.1. The Role of Relational Motivations

The most relevant resources must be protected and regenerated to make HRM practices
sustainable and the organization more performing and resilient to external shocks [15].
When services are difficult to standardize and have a strong relational character, as happens
in the production of social and welfare services, the work process is difficult to monitor,
and the workers’ intrinsic and social motivations play a strategic role, as they favor the
achievement of better service quality, even in the absence of the production of high economic
value-added and use of high-powered monetary incentives [17,48–51]. The difficulty of
controlling the quality of relational services requires the presence of motivated suppliers
and the replacement of purely instrumental contractual relationships with relationships
based on trust [22,52]. In addition, the literature on “high-involvement management” has
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identified participation as the primary pathway leading to improved employee wellbeing,
which is reported to be positively related to motivation and performance [15,53–55]. After
these initial steps, the strategic importance of motivational capital has been linked to
specific types of HRM practices, as intrinsic and social motivations can be supported by
employee involvement in decision making and autonomy, while hierarchy and extrinsic
incentives are able to displace these motivations [55–60].

As concerns the social economy and non-profit sector, literature has discussed and
tested in various ways the role of HRM practices and engagement of stakeholders also
in SEs. As we are dealing with labor-intensive production processes in which manpower
and motivations have a strategic role, paid workers appear prominently among the main
stakeholders of the organizations [48]. Consequently, the enhancement of intrinsic and
social motivations is expected to support better performance in terms of service quality.
Furthermore, the importance of relational capital as one of the main components of social
capital has been emphasized in different organizational forms because of its ability to
generate tacit knowledge and foster intrinsic motivations [61]. In line with the existing
literature in which relational capital is a major component of social capital, this study
assumes that relationship-related motivations at work can be considered as a crucial
component of social motivations [61] and relational capital [12,13,62].

In the literature on SEs, Poledrini [63] (p. 468) shows that relational capital plays a rele-
vant role, since “members find sufficient reward in the relationships within the organization [ . . . ],
and these rewards also provide the motivation to achieve the organizational goals”. Ridley-Duff [64]
uses the concept of “social rationality” to understand how social entrepreneurial activities
and their inclusive systems of governance can protect assets for the community. To achieve
their goals, SEs need adequate governance rules and HRM practices capable of converting
the motivational capital of their stakeholders into a better quality of service for the benefit
of users and the community at large. To Kim and Lim [65], SEs influence local and regional
growth by developing relational assets that reinforce institutional capabilities and networks
and embody social capital in social innovation processes. Kousmanen [66] evidences that re-
lational legitimacy in dealing with clients, funders, and employees emerges as an important
organizational asset of SEs. Vickers and Lyon [67] show through a series of case studies that
relational skills and social capital are particularly important in supporting the development
of dynamic capabilities and increased contextual knowledge in environmentally motivated
SEs. Benevene et al. [62] study intellectual and relational capital in Italian SEs, focusing
on managerial perceptions and evaluating how managerial policies favor the creation of
organizational knowledge.

Finally, among the few studies testing the empirical relation between HRM practices
and organizational performance in the non-commercial (public and non-profit) sectors,
Giauque, Anderfuhren-Biget, and Varone [68] show that some HRM practices, including
job enrichment and professional development, have a positive impact on public service
motivation (PSM) and perceived organizational performance in the Swiss public sector.
PSM mediates the relation between HRM practices and performance. Zhang et al. [26]
study the relation between perceived empowerment and work engagement through en-
hancing employees’ identification motivation in SEs in China. They find positive and
robust relations, which envisions a positive role for worker empowerment in influencing
organizational outcomes.

The results of these works are close to ours, and the same elements also play a key
role in our analysis. On the other hand, they need further and more careful enquiry, since
they do not consider explicit measures of organizational performance, and the relational
component of motivations is absent. As said, relational motivations are likely to play a
crucial role in the production of relational services in the social welfare sector. In this line,
this paper strives to build a novel and more complete framework of how SEs use HRM
practices and their motivational capital to achieve social goals. Our research questions
and hypotheses are consistent with the basic principles of the job demands and resources
model [41]. At the same time, they represent a variant of it, as worker wellbeing (e.g., job
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satisfaction) is not included in our model, which investigates the potential of empowerment
to generate both work resources (through the motivational process) and work demands
(through workload) as contributors to organizational performance.

It is hypothesized that empowerment generates more intense demands from the or-
ganization and, at the same time, represents a valuable organizational resource that can
improve worker productivity. Job demands result in increased workload, while organi-
zational resources affect the ability to use, protect, and regenerate intrinsic motivation in
a relational context. Consistently, the relational component of motivation and workload
pressure are introduced as mediators between empowerment and performance.

3.2. Gender, Pro-Social Motivations and Performance

The majority of the employees in the sample of SEs are women. This is a general
phenomenon in the social service sector [69,70]. Explanations are diverse: women’s (private)
“caring experience” and their attempt to have it professionally recognized [70]; motivation
to give “a response to a specific request from someone they know well” [70] (p. 63), a kind
of transfer of empathy, as in the case of women who became employees of an organization
following volunteer work (for that or another organization) associated with their local
community, their children, elderly parents or disabled relatives [71]; the convenience of
SEs working hours or location in terms of family commitments, this effect being in general
particularly strong for women with younger children [71] (p. 338). Yet analysis of the
employment structure in SEs shows evidence of horizontal professional segregation [72].
Even if the gender pay gap is narrower in the third sector than in other sectors and is lowest
for those in the highest managerial positions, Teasdale et al. [70] found out that the gender
gap in managerial and professional positions is still significant, men taking up around
half of higher status positions. On another side, evidence from the field shows that SEs
bring empowerment and non-material resources to women that allow them to take up a
political role and bring into the public sphere previously invisible gender equality issues.
SEs then offer a “public proximity space”, an intermediary between public and private
realms [73–75]. Additionally, while male workers suffer a significant wage loss by working
in SEs (rather than in the for-profit sector), the gender wage gap is much smaller [76].
Even if men and women “come into the nonprofit sector for much the same reasons, and
demonstrate much the same commitment” [71] (p. 342), there are obvious reasons why
women are more numerous to work in SEs.

Some authors underline that women have “stronger pro-social preferences” [70].
Espinoza and Kovářík [77] (p. 1) define pro-sociality “as any voluntary behavior intended
to benefit other people”. Discussing pro-social behavior and gender, their conclusions
support the idea that “social behavior of both genders is malleable, but each responds to
different details of the context” [77] (p. 7) as women seem to have larger responsiveness to
social frames. From a systematic literature review focused on women’s entrepreneurship,
Garcia-Lomas and Gabaldon [20] identify drivers and outcomes of women’s involvement.
As for drivers, they identify an upward journey from non-economic (and pro-social) to
economic motivations, which leads to the conclusion that motivations to set up a SE do not
show strong gender diversity. Their involvement translates in different management styles
and ultimately in the different types of companies they build and the type of performances
they value. However, there is no evidence on the influence of entrepreneurial motivation in
women on performance in general [77], and no study yet shows how SEs with a majority
of women employees perform on service quality and innovation. Education seems to
be a critical factor for the success of companies owned by women, while studies [78,79]
show that diversity among board members is not necessarily better for performance in
general [80,81]. The question remains as to the influence of gender diversity and the level
of education among employees on performance.

The possible role of gender in influencing performance and its relationship to relational
motivations is specified in the following hypothesis:
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Hypothesis 5 (H5). Women’s contribution to organizational performance is positive both in terms
of motivations and in terms of human capital.

Hypothesis 5a (H5a). Being motivated by good workplace relationships is stronger in women than
in men employed by Italian SEs.

Hypothesis 5b (H5b). The prevalence of women’s tertiary education measured as the percent-
age of women graduates out of the total number of graduates in the organization positively
influences performance.

3.3. The Empirical Model

A concise representation of the multilevel structural equation model (M-SEM) tested
in the second part of the paper is represented in Figure 1. Empowering HR practices can
generate both job resources and job demands. In terms of resources, greater involvement
and autonomy can have a positive impact on performance both directly as organizational
practices and indirectly through a positive interaction (indirect effect) with individual
motivations that have a relational character. In terms of job demands, involvement and
autonomy can also generate more stringent organizational conditions (e.g. tighter deadlines,
additional administrative burden etc . . . ) because they usually lead to the introduction of
more difficult objectives, increased work pace and greater responsibilities in dealing with
unforeseen events due to more decentralized decision-making and operational processes.
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relational motivations and workload pressure.

4. Materials and Methods
4.1. Data

The data concern a nationally representative sample of social cooperatives (as regu-
lated by Law 381/1991), which are the main type of social enterprise in Italy (the other
types are non-profit organizations and investor-owned companies that are registered as
social enterprises pursuant to the provisions of legislative acts 155/2006 and 106/2016) [82].
The measurement items were extracted from the 2007 SISC (Survey on Italian Social Co-
operatives), which includes two different questionnaires concerning paid workers and
organizations (two additional questionnaires concerning volunteer workers and managers
are not used in this study). The sample includes 4134 waged workers nested in 310 organi-
zations and was extracted from the 2003 census on social cooperatives [83], which counted
6168 active cooperatives (with at least one employee) nationwide. Representativeness at
national level is guaranteed by stratification based on the type of cooperative (Type A are
social cooperatives delivering social services; Type B are social cooperatives created for the



Sustainability 2022, 14, 1022 9 of 20

work integration of disadvantaged workers); geographic representativeness by province
(Italy has 20 regions and 107 provinces); the four macro-areas of the country (North-East;
North West; Center; South and Islands); and size (number of employees). Eighty-five
percent of workers responded on average to 90 percent of the 87 questions (56 single-choice
and 31 multiple-choice questions) in the worker questionnaires. The compilation of the
questionnaires took place directly during collective meetings of 10-to-20 workers with the
assistance of qualified personnel. The answers were collected in anonymous envelopes.
The workers involved were employed in 310 organizations, and a single organizational
questionnaire for each entity was completed by managers.

From the point of view of socioeconomic characteristics, these are workers in their
thirties. The composition of the workforce is strongly skewed in favor of women (74%),
and this reflects both the characteristics of the sector, insofar as social services in Italy are
largely provided by women, and the characteristics of social cooperatives, including a
strong female presence and relatively low wages, compared to the national average for
the sector. Workers with permanent employment contracts account for 80% of the total.
Education is at the university level in 69% of cases. In 2005 (the year in which the data were
collected), hourly wages averaged 6.6 euros, and seniority was about 6 years. The average
company size is 33 employees, 78% of cooperatives are type A and 22% are type B. 62% are
located in the North, 22% in the Center and 16% in the South and Islands of the country.

4.2. Empirical Analysis

Given the hypothesis of this study, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) is used to
examine the dimensional structure of the theoretical constructs involved in our conceptual
model (organizational performance, involvement, task autonomy, relational motivations
and workload pressure). The indicator items and descriptive statistics are in Table A1 in
the Appendix A.

Organizational performance is measured by four ordinal items on a 1-to-5 Likert
scale. The items represent the subjective assessment of managers (in the organizational
questionnaire) regarding the improvement of service quality and innovation in service
delivery, in organizational processes and in the technology used over a period of three years.
One latent factor was extracted using CFA in SPSS. Regarding involvement, one latent
dimension is extracted by means of CFA based on three items that measure involvement in
decision-making, in the mission of the organization and the development of interpersonal
relationships (1-to-5 Likert scale). Autonomy is measured by one CFA latent factor, based
on three items relating to the autonomous organization of work tasks, the management of
relations with beneficiaries and problem solving (1-to-7 Likert scale). Workers’ relational
motivations at entry are measured through a single item by asking, on a 1 to 7 Likert
scale, how important workplace relationships were to them before they began working at
this specific cooperative. That is, workers were asked about the importance of workplace
relationships in general, not relationships in a specific organization. This implies that
our model takes into account "relational" motivations as a specific component of social
motivations not tied to specific social ties in the cooperative. Finally, workload pressure
refers to the requirements and intensity of the work. It is measured by a single latent
factor extracted through CFA using a series of 7 items in the worker questionnaire on a
1 to 7 Likert scale. They relate to strength of involvement, degree of skill, scope of work
performed, responsibilities, difficulty of goals, and decisions regarding unexpected events.
Pearson’s bivariate correlations between the obtained latent factors and gender variables
are shown in Table 1. The correlation coefficients show strong positive relationships
between HR practices (involvement and autonomy) and workers’ motivations. Workload
has a strong positive relationship with involvement and motivations. On the other hand,
anticipating the results of the SEM model, performance shows a positive and significant,
but not extremely strong, relationship with involvement, workload, relational motivation,
and women’s tertiary education.
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Table 1. Correlation matrix.
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PERFORMANCE CFA
(4 Likert items) 1 0.081 ** 0.103 ** −0.050 ** 0.077 ** 0.02 0.051 *

INVOLVEMENT CFA
(3 Likert items)

1 0.174 ** 0.180 ** 0.136 ** −0.045 ** 0.014

WORKLOAD CFA
(7 Likert items)

1 0.035 * 0.195 ** 0.021 −0.046 **

AUTONOMY CFA
(3 Likert items)

1 0.081 ** 0.018 0.007

Relational motivation 1–7 Likert item 1 0.100 ** −0.040 *
Gender Dummy 1 −0.052 **

Percent of women
university graduates Percent 1

Note: * significant at 10% level; ** significant at 5% level.

The factor loadings derived from the CFA were compiled in Table A1, in the Appendix A,
which represents the latent dimensions used in the analysis, the indicators included in each
dimension, and the descriptive statistics for each of the indicators (mean and standard
deviation). Table A1 also shows factor loadings and several statistics measuring construct
reliability (Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, and AVE). All measures except AVE for
workload confirm that the obtained factors are reliable.

A series of multilevel structural equation models are run to test the hypotheses. This
methodology is considered the most appropriate when there are observations organized
at more than one level, as employees (first level) are nested and matched to different
organizations (second level). The mediation M-SEM is based on two sets of equations
that specify the worker-level and organization-level effects of empowering HR practices,
relational motivations and workload on organizational performance.

At the worker- or within-level, the relationship between involvement and the media-
tors, relational motivations and workload pressure is analyzed as follows:

Mij = Aij + BijIij + Uij (1)

where Mij is the mediator variable of the ith employee in the jth organization, which
depends on his/her perceptions about involvement (Iij).

At the organization or between level, the following regression model is used:

Mj = A + B1Ij + Uj (2)

Pj = A + B2Mj + B3Ij + Wj (3)

where Mj represents the mediator, Ij involvement and Pj organizational performance of the
jth organization. These expressions suggest that the slopes of the paths in the model vary
from organization to organization, and the changes in performance can be explained by
involvement and the mediator variable.

Robust maximum likelihood (MLR) is used as estimation method (obtained by using
the TYPE = GENERAL TWOLEVEL option in Mplus). MLR estimator is based on maximum
likelihood parameter estimates with standard errors that are robust to non-normality. This
statistical approach enables us to obtain, test and estimate measurement and/or structural
models based on robust statistics with multivariate non-normality and non-independence
of observations. At the same time, to evaluate the global fit of these models, the root
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mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), the comparative fit index (CFI) and the
standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) are estimated.

In the final model, both involvement and autonomy are jointly included as predictors
of performance to give a broader picture of the total impact of different but possibly
complementary practices. In addition, the full model includes relational motivations and
workload pressure one at a time as mediators.

5. Results

Table 2 shows the results of estimating the two individual models. In the first column,
relational motivations assume the role of mediator between involvement and organizational
performance. In the second column, workload assumes the role of mediator. In both cases,
gender variables are included to assess their effect on performance.

Table 2. Effect of worker involvement on organizational performance. Relational motivations and
workload pressure as mediators.

Model 1a:
Dependent Variable: PERFORMANCE

Mediator: Relational MOTIVATION

Model 1b:
Dependent Variable: PERFORMANCE

Mediator: WORKLOAD

Employee level

Involvement→Motivation 0.404 *** Involvement→Workload 0.402 ***

Gender (man/women)→Motivation 0.312 *** Gender (man/women)→Workload 0.007

Organizational level

Involvement→Motivation 0.557 *** Involvement→Workload 0.325 **

Motivation→ Performance 0.191 ** Workload→ Performance 0.397 ***

Involvement→ Performance (Direct) 0.275 Involvement→ Performance (Direct) 0.240

Indirect 0.106 Indirect 0.129 *

Total 0.382 ** Total 0.370 **

Percent of women university graduates→ Performance 0.008 *** Percent of women university graduates→ Performance 0.009 ***

Goodness-of-fit

RMSA: 0.022
CFI: 0.986
TLI: 0.978

SRMR Within: 0.025
SRMR Between: 0.048

AIC = 40,033.654; BIC = 40,252.229

RMSA= 0.023
CFI = 0.980
TLI = 0.972

SRMR Within: 0.027
SRMR Between: 0.052

AIC = 63,233.866; BIC = 63,525.299

Note: * significant at 10% level; ** significant at 5% level; *** significant at 1% level. All the tests imply that the
model is adequate: RMSA < 0.06 (Good-fit; <0.05); CFI > 0.95; TLI > 0.95; SRMR < 0.08.

At the organizational level, the direct effect of involvement on performance is not
significant in both models when motivations act as a mediator (Model 1a: β = 0.275, p > 0.10)
and when workload acts as a mediator (Model 1b: β = 0.240, p > 0.10). However, the total
effect of involvement on performance (including the indirect effect that flows through
the mediator) is positive and significant in both models (Model 1a: β = 0.382, p < 0.05;
Model 1b: β = 0.370, p < 0.05). That is, the significant effect of involvement on performance
occurs through the partial mediation of both motivation and workload.

The relation between involvement on the one hand, and motivation and workload on
the other is positive and highly significant, in both the individual-level models (Model 1a:
β = 0.404, p < 0.001; Model 1b: β = 0.402, p < 0.001) and organizational-level models
(Model 1a: β = 0.557, p < 0.001; Model 1b: β = 0.325, p < 0.05). This shows a positive synergy
between empowering HR practices and the presence of an important motivational capital.
On the other hand, involvement is confirmed to increase workload pressure.

Except in the case of workload acting as a mediator in the individual-level regressions,
the gender variables are positive and significant. In the first model, where motivation plays
the role of mediator, gender has a double effect. “Women appear to be more motivated by
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relationships at work than men (Model 1a: β = 0.312, p < 0.001). This is evidenced both by
the results of the SEM model in Table 2 and by additional tests performed by the authors: the
equal variance test shows that gender variances for relational motivation are not equal at 5%
significance. In addition, the t-test assuming unequal variances shows that motivation means
for men and women differ (t-test value = −6.185; p-value = 0.000). Furthermore, the higher
the ratio of women with a university degree to the total number of graduates, the better the
organization’s performance (Model 1a: β = 0.008, p > 0.10). The model in which workload acts
as a mediator confirms the positive impact of women’s tertiary education on performance.

Table A2 in the Appendix A shows the results for models in which task autonomy, not
involvement, is the relevant dimension of worker empowerment. As in the previous models,
relational motivation (Model 2a) and workload pressure (Model 2b) act as mediators. In both
cases, autonomy is not significant to explain organizational performance, neither in terms of
direct nor indirect effect. Only the direct effects of task autonomy on motivation and workload
(both at the employee level and organization level) and the effects of motivation and workload
on performance (at the organization level) are positive and significant.

Following, in Table 3, the complete model is presented, where both empowerment
variables, involvement and task autonomy, are jointly included as explanatory variables.
Relational motivations and workload pressure act as mediators as in the previous models.
When both empowerment variables are considered, only involvement appears to explain
performance with both relational motivation (Model 3a: β = −0.144, p > 0.10; Model 3b:
β = −0.120, p > 0.10) and workload pressure as mediator (Model 3a: β = 0.190, p < 0.10),
while task autonomy is again not significant. Both mediators, motivation and workload
are positive and significant in explaining performance (Model 3a: β = 0.174, p < 0.10 for
motivation and Model 3b: β = 0.282, p < 0.001 for workload pressure).

Table 3. Full model. Worker involvement and autonomy jointly influence organizational performance.
Relational motivations and workload pressure as mediators.

Model 3a
Dependent Variable: PERFORMANCE

Mediator: MOTIVATION
Beta

Model 3b
Dependent Variable: PERFORMANCE

Mediator: WORKLOAD
Beta

Employee level

Involvement→Motivation 0.125 *** Involvement→Workload 0.260 ***

Autonomy→Motivation 0.082 *** Autonomy→Workload) 0.119 ***

Gender (man/women)→Motivation 0.100 *** Gender (man/women)→Workload −0.001

Organizational level

Involvement→Motivation 0.332 *** Involvement→Workload 0.279 **

Autonomy→Motivation −0.166 Autonomy→Workload −0.209 *

Motivation→ Performance 0.174 * Workload→ Performance 0.282 ***

Involvement→ Performance 0.190 * Involvement→ Performance 0.166

Autonomy→ Performance −0.144 Autonomy→ Performance −0.120

Percent of women university graduates→ Performance 0.070 *** Percent of women university graduates→ Performance 0.075 ***

Goodness-of-fit

RMSA = 0.028
CFI = 0.968
TLI = 0.955

SRMR Within = 0.030
SRMR Between = 0.077

AIC: 77,473.550; BIC: 77,813.556

RMSA = 0.024
CFI = 0.971
TLI = 0.961

SRMR Within = 0.029
SRMR Between = 0.070

AIC: 10,0662.227; BIC: 10,1075.026

Note: STDYX Standarization results in Mplus are presented. * significant at 10% level; ** significant at 5% level;
*** significant at 1% level. All the tests imply that the model is adequate: RMSA < 0.06 (Good-fit; <0.05); CFI > 0.95;
TLI > 0.95; SRMR < 0.08.

Again, except for the case of workload pressure acting as a mediator in the individual-
level regression, all gender variables are positive and significant. Finally, the highest fit in
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terms of AIC and BIC indices is achieved in the model that considers involvement as the
only relevant empowering HRM dimension and combines it with individual attitude to
work (relational motivation) in explaining performance.

6. Discussion of Results and Hypotheses

A number of theoretical and empirical works in the HR literature consider that the
combination of different HR practices can lead to better organizational performance through
individual or organizational synergies, possibly thanks to the development of dedicated
organizational routines that combine different practices. Similarly, in many cases, variables
that mediate and reinforce, or even replace, the effect of HR practices on performance are
considered. These variables are often related to the necessary empowerment that must
occur in employees to achieve desired organizational outcomes. This article focused on HR
empowerment practices that also have the potential to make the organization economically
and socially sustainable, as they help to utilize and preserve human and motivational capital
by developing appropriate organizational resources and matching them with work demands
to improve service quality and innovation [84]. Involvement in decision-making and the
organization’s mission, and the quality of interpersonal relationships appear to be critical.

Although the literature generally discusses the positive effects of HR practices on
wellbeing and performance through, among other things, the effects these practices have
on the wellbeing and motivation of workers, there are also potential drawbacks related
to increased stress and burnout, and the negative health effects that can be channeled by
workload. In this paper, the introduction of both variables (motivation and workload)
as mediators between empowerment and service quality allowed us to analyze what the
predominant effect is in the case of Italian SEs. The thesis of this work was that, beyond
involvement, relational motivations might be particularly important in the development of
services that have a strong relational and personal character, such as social services [48]. On
the other hand, the increase in work demands associated with empowerment may generate
positive effects on performance when demands do not exceed a critical threshold that would
generate excessive stress and burnout. Finally, the introduction of some basic gender-related
variables allowed us to obtain some initial but important results on the specific role of
women and their human capital in an industry whose workforce is mainly female.

Regarding our hypotheses, Hypothesis 1 was partially confirmed by the multilevel
SEM results since involvement is complemented by the presence of adequate motivational
capital and job demands in positively influencing performance (HP1a). On the contrary,
the hypothesized positive effect of autonomy on service quality, as established by Conger
and Kanungo [36], does not occur in our case. Instead, autonomy has a negative but
not significant impact. This result may be due to some sort of organizational mismatch,
which is not adequately addressed by governance rules and routines. More autonomous
work does not translate into improved quality and creativity, likely due to the presence of
important degrees of separation and lack of coordination between worker activity and the
managerial structure, perhaps also due to poor monitoring practices. Better managerial
tools and the use of more advanced digital devices may help overcome these coordination
failures. Hypothesis 1b is not supported by our results.

Handy and Katz [49] have prominently established (see also [17,50,51,85]) that firms
with social and caring goals appear to emphasize the importance of intrinsic and social
motivations. Similarly, in Zhang et al. [26], empowerment through improved motivations
achieves greater employee work engagement, a determinant of service quality. In our case,
relational motivations are found to play a mediating role that is strategic in achieving better
organizational outcomes (as in [29,30,38,39]). Hypotheses 2 and 2a regarding the direct
positive effect of motivations and their mediating role in influencing performance were
both confirmed by our results.

Workload, a variable closely related to work demands, has a positive and significant
direct and indirect effect on organizational performance, thus supporting the idea that
demands enhance coordination and the ability to pursue organizational goals, all the more
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so when combined with involvement practices. At the same time, they do not appear to
generate significant degrees of stress and burnout when they are adequately governed
within organizational boundaries, including through engagement procedures [45]. They
allow workers to feel sufficiently motivated and capable of adding economic and social
value to their work. Hypotheses 3 and 3a regarding the direct and mediating role of
workload are both confirmed [44].

When analyzing the joint effect of HR empowerment practices (involvement and
autonomy taken together), Hypothesis 4 is only partially supported, and a positive com-
plementarity between involvement and autonomy is not detected. A positive impact is
detected only in the case of involvement, while in the case of autonomy the impact is
negative but not significant. Furthermore, the positive impact of involvement is statistically
significant only when motivation is included as a mediator (HP 4a) but becomes non-
significant when workload is the mediator (HP 4b). Overall, our results and test statistics
show that combining worker involvement with an appropriate relational context in which
workers are particularly motivated by high quality and positive work relationships is the
organizational environment most conducive to service improvement and innovation. These
findings help confirm that the development of relational services, such as social services,
requires an appropriate organizational context based on the involvement and presence of
workers who seek a positive relational context.

Finally, in a sector that produces social and welfare services with a strong relational
character, the analysis of gender effects becomes crucial for two main reasons: (1) employment
in the social services sector is characterized by a prevalence of women (about 3

4 of workers
employed in SCs in Italy are women); (2) women are generally more motivated than men,
especially in intrinsic, social and relational terms (which confirms Hypothesis 5a). In our
case, women have a stronger perception than men of those motivational elements that best
contribute to improved performance. In addition, not the mere presence of female employees
but of educated women seems to be the key to achieving service quality and innovation.
Education is a crucial individual and organizational dimension, especially in the case of
women, because of its ability to add the intellectual tools and skills needed to improve existing
services, create and develop new ones. Hypothesis 5b is supported by our results.

7. Conclusions, Implications and Limitations

This study sought to establish a clearer connection between empowering HR practices
and organizational performance in social enterprises, including considering the role of
worker motivations and workload pressure within a job demands and resources frame-
work. The results show that worker involvement can pay off in terms of improved service
quality and innovation when worker motivations and active contribution to the design
and implementation of organizational routines are important. This finding is likely partic-
ularly important in relation to the non-standardized and relational nature of the services
provided [48]. Close coordination, interaction, and delivery practices are likely to be more
important than workers’ autonomous contribution in improving the service quality. Theo-
retical implications underscore the importance of designing HR practices that account for
empowering workers, protecting and enhancing their motivational capital in order to meet
customer needs in innovative ways [15]. HR empowerment plays a crucial role in achieving
coordination and innovation and can lead workers to accept a greater workload and work
pace when it promotes better need satisfaction. Practical implications for managers of
SEs and other socially-oriented organizations include the need to hire workers who bring
with them appropriate motivational capital, which needs to be aligned with the goals of
the organization and the characteristics of its service supply. Relational capital should be
preserved and cultivated as it is important for developing new services. In this area, appro-
priate HR practices must be geared toward preserving workers’ willingness to accept (and
compensate for) the additional workload associated with innovation and actively participate
in the design and development of services [86]. The social implications relate primarily to
social sustainability, since the implementation of production processes that enhance social
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welfare are in the vast majority of cases labor-intensive processes, requiring the availability
of motivated human resources, the renewal and preservation of their motivation, and the
active contribution of workers to service design and delivery. HR practices represent crucial
organizational routines that aim to engage workers and use their motivational capital to
improve services and achieve need satisfaction. Social sustainability is pursued through
the creation of organizations that produce and replicate dedicated HR practices to increase
the production of social welfare. Future research directions include the in-depth study,
especially through fieldwork, case studies, and surveys, of engagement processes and re-
lational motivations in the production of welfare services. Because human resources and
worker motivations represent the most strategic asset for achieving effective and innovative
service delivery, engagement, coordination, and the accumulation of relational capital within
organizations must be central to the design and development of HR practices [50,51]. In this
effort, the nascent literature on relational capital and relational motivations should make
key contributions and gain crucial insights from ongoing empirical research. In addition,
gender issues have not been adequately researched to date and will need more in-depth
investigation given the dominant presence of women in the production of welfare services.
As a result, a deeper analysis of female and male motivations, as well as the role of diversity,
human capital and interpersonal skills, can support the development of dedicated HR
practices and specific organizational routines and.

Among the limitations of the study, the cross-sectional nature of the data should be
mentioned. The national size and cost of the survey made replication in subsequent periods
impossible. However, the large size of the questionnaires and their breadth allowed for
the collection of a large amount of information in a large number of questions, including
many different topics. This increased the potential for controlling for intervening and
confounding factors, reducing the risk of endogeneity. In addition, the subjective and single-
rater nature of most survey questions may have inflated the risk of spurious correlation
between measurement items or common method bias (CMB). To reduce the CMB problem,
this study uses more than one questionnaire answered by different people at different times,
including both workers’ self-reports (of their motivations and perceptions of HR practices in
the worker questionnaire) and managerial assessment of performance (in the organization
questionnaire). This substantially reduces the risk of CMB in the study’s primary results,
which relate to the determinants of organizational performance [30,87,88]. Finally, the
data are aged and refer to a different socioeconomic context in the development of Italian
welfare. It was a time when the Italian economy was growing, and the severe economic
and financial crises that hit the country in the last 15 years had not yet materialized. While
fully acknowledging this limitation, we point out that most of the questions in the 2007
ICSI survey refer to subjective dimensions of employees (e.g., motivations) and perceptions
of organizational conditions (e.g., HR practices) that are not likely to vary drastically over
time as a result of changes in the broad socioeconomic conditions of a country. Moreover,
very recent reports clearly show that the economic size (in terms of turnover and number
of employees) of the social services sector in Italy has been growing since the date of
the survey, mainly due to the evolution of social needs in the country, the increasing
outsourcing and contracting out of social and welfare services by local public authorities,
and the aging of the Italian population [89].
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Appendix A

Table A1. Variables included in the analysis and Confirmatory analysis results.

Variable Type Mean Standard
Deviation

Factor
Loadings

Composite
Reliability AVE Cronbach’s

Alfa

Individual variables (HR practices and motivations)

MOTIVATION I thought relationships into the workplace
were very important

Likert
1 to 7 5.67 1.386 Individual item

INVOLVEMENT

Develop an interpersonal relationship

Likert
1 to 5

3.27 1.079 0.709

0.868 0.689 0.774
Involving you the mission of the cooperative 3.13 1.243 0.893

Involving you in decision-making processes
in the Cooperative. 2.88 1.267 0.876

WORKLOAD

Your assignments usually require continuous
and deep involvement.

Likert
1 to 7

5.98 1.260 0.625

0.866 0.480 0.816

Your assignments usually require a high
degree of skills. 4.72 1.686 0.716

Your assignments usually require a
temporary involvement in different activities. 4.92 1.904 0.656

Your assignments usually require a high
degree of responsibility for beneficiaries and

their families.
5.17 2.035 0.707

Your assignments usually require reaching
difficult objectives. 4.32 1.848 0.769

Your assignments usually require careful
management of workloads. 4.62 1.801 0.661

Your assignments usually require often
making unforeseen decisions in managing

relations with beneficiaries and their families.
4.06 2.084 0.707

TASK
AUTONOMY

I can choose how to organize my
work independently

Likert
1 to 7

4.70 7.961 0.829

0.866 0.683 0.768
I can choose how to manage my relationships

with beneficiaries independently 4.88 1.991 0.834

I am given the opportunity to solve my
working problems by myself 4.26 1.956 0.816

Organizational variables

PERFORMANCE

Quality of services provided

Likert
1 to 5

4.31 0.747 0.721

0.853 0.592 0.769
Innovations in the services produced 4.23 0.734 0.801

Technological innovations 3.98 0.803 0.779

Organizational innovations 3.78 0.804 0.775

Gender variables

Percent women in the organization Percent 0.742 0.438

Percent women graduates over
total graduates Percent 0.600 0.388
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Table A2. Effect of task autonomy on organizational performance. Relational motivations and
workload pressure as mediators.

Model 2a
Dependent Variable: PERFORMANCE

Mediator: Relational MOTIVATION

Model 2b
Dependent Variable: PERFORMANCE

Mediator: WORKLOAD

Workers level

Task Autonomy→Motivation 0.106 *** Task Autonomy→Workload 0.086 ***

Gender (man/women)→Motivation 0.279 *** Gender (man/women)→Workload −0.019

Organizational level

Task Autonomy→Motivation −0.109 Task Autonomy→Workload −0.119

Motivation→ Performance 0.232 ** Workload→ Performance 0.420 ***

Task Autonomy→ Performance (Direct) −0.106 Task Autonomy→ Performance (Direct) −0.080

Indirect −0.025 Indirect −0.050

Total −0.131 Total −0.131

Percent of women graduates→ Performance 0.009 *** Percent of women graduates→ Performance 0.009 ***

Goodness-of-fit

RMSA: 0.024
CFI: 0.977
TLI: 0.965

SRMR Within: 0.019
SRMR Between: 0.061

AIC = 50,406.466; BIC = 50,625.041

RMSA= 0.037
CFI = 0.918
TLI = 0.893

SRMR Within: 0.050
SRMR Between: 0.149

AIC =84,737.406; BIC = 85,047.054

Note: ** significant at 5% level; *** significant at 1% level. Not all the test in the case of workload as mediator
implies that the model is adequate RMSA < 0.06 (Good-fit; <0.05); CFI > 0.95; TLI > 0.95; SRMR < 0.08 for
adequate models.
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