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Institutional Factors and High-Performance Work Organisations (HPWOs) in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA)
This study focuses on the institutional factors that facilitate or impede the development of highperformance work organisations (HPWOs) in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). It is based on the
premise that the adoption of institutional perspective across regional hubs is pertinent in
revealing and capturing the various factors influencing the creation of high-performance
organisations in Africa. We argue that regulatory, normative, socio-cultural institutional
factors facilitate but also impede the development of HPWOs in SSA. Building on the highperformance work practices (HPWP) model, we uncover the interactive relationship between
HPWPs and the ability-motivation-opportunities (AMO) model of human resource
management and how organisations can deploy them for the attainment of HPWO status.

The last decade has been particularly favourable for the emerging market of Africa in terms of
economic growth. Apparently, the key drivers of this growth include a boost in the services
sector, opening of new markets, technological advancements, regional economic integration
(economic blocs) and infrastructural development. With the recent level of economic success,
a population of more than 1 billion people [1] and several business opportunities in different
flourishing sectors, the global economy is now looking at Africa for resources to sustain its
development [2]. For this, Africa is beginning to capture the interest of management scholars
and business leaders alike as an emerging market of new growth opportunities [2].
Despite the huge success of the last decade in Africa, most economies in the region still face
some challenges. For example, some economies on the continent are largely agrarian,
dominated by informal sectors and underpinned by resource-driven growth [2]. But it is
possible for African countries to sustain their recent success as well as address their present
challenges to become prosperous middle-income economies [3]. Indeed, some writers, have
identified the role of high-performance work organisations in contributing to the development
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of the strong economy needed to drive a stable and enduring middle-income nations [4] in
Africa [3]. Unfortunately, only a few of these high-performance organisations exist in the
emerging market of Africa—a development that may perhaps have inspired the Africa
Academy of Management to focus its 4th Biennial Conference on “building high-performing
organisations in Africa.” In this instance, more research is required to provide new insights
into the factors that facilitate and/or impede the development of high-performance work
organisations in Africa.
Earlier studies suggest that the weak institutions in most African countries both facilitate and
impede the effectiveness of organisations operating in the region [1]. Thus institutions reflect
another perspective for understanding and extending existing psychological, historical and
socio-cultural theories of organisational effectiveness in Africa. It is argued that a strong
institutional framework is essential for the development of Africa [5]. Although a few studies
[see 1] have examined the drivers of organisational effectiveness in Africa, more work is
required to develop a robust knowledge of the institutional factors that facilitate and/or impede
the development of high-performance work organisations in Africa. This Chapter seeks to
address this gap and propose a framework to explain how organisations can enhance their highperformance work organisation status through high-performance work practices.
This work departs from the existing literature in two ways. First, while the existing literature
focuses on the entire Africa, this research specifically focus on sub-Saharan Africa. For
instance, despite the tremendous diversity among most Africa countries, the extant literature
[1] does not highlight any theoretically important difference among African countries in
treating Africa as a single block. Treating Africa as a single block is, however, justified since
their research is one of the first to examine institutional dynamics and organisational
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effectiveness in Africa. Moreover, it makes an open call for more studies to critically examine
the subject matter in the other parts of Africa to substantiate the existing knowledge and to
provide new insights. Second, the research also departs from the existing literature by providing
insights into how SSA firms might deploy effective high-performance work practices to
overcome the strong institutional barriers in Africa and enhance their high-performance work
organisation status. The question of how HPWPs may work in promoting mutual gains for
firms and their employees [6] have received little attention in the HPWO literature. The existing
work by Zoogah et al [1] provides insight into how organisations in Africa can develop
resources and capabilities to overcome the unpredictable and complex institutional
environment in Africa in order to become high-performing organisations.
Thus, the contribution of this research to the burgeoning Africa management research is
twofold. First, in SSA, this research is among the first to examine the institutional factors that
facilitate and/or impede the creation of high-performance work organisations in detail. As such,
the paper contributes theoretically to our understanding of the factors that drive and/or impede
the development of effective organisations in SSA. Second, taking the ability, motivation and
opportunity (AMO) perspective which is pertinent on the mutual gain perspective (MGP) the
research provides theoretical insights on how SSA firms can (in partnership with SSA
governments) deploy HPWPs to facilitate their development into HPOs.
High-Performance Work Organisations
The number of high-performance organisations has increased significantly in many
industrialised nations and the emerging markets of Brazil, China, India and South Africa in
recent decades [7]. HPOs are important both from growth and employment point of view in
that more innovative firms’ with highly skilled employees are better placed to provide quality
4
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services and/or products as well as more bespoke solutions for clients [4]. In HPOs, growth is
measured by different organisational outcomes such as employees’ equity and company
efficiency [8]. Thus, several definitions and characteristics of HPOs abound in the HPO
literature [see for example, 9, 10]. In general terms HPOs are defined as organisations with the
capabilities to achieve sustained growth, adapt and react to changes, performing at a level
higher than that of their peers [3]. HPOs also tend to have, management processes linked with
overall organisational strategy, spend considerable time and resources developing its people,
and focus on long-term orientation [3]. Although, none of these themes or description of HPO
alone offers a detailed description of the term, they all provide important insights into the
activities and outcomes of HPOs.
Of the several key themes associated with HPOs, researchers have uncovered continuous
improvement and renewal of business strategies, openness and action orientation, high
management quality, long-term orientation and constant improvement of workforce quality as
key elements of HPOs [3]. A study of HPOs, for example, [11] found that high-performance
organisations constantly update their outdated strategies by renewing them and making them
unique. In other words, these companies continuously improve, simplify and align their
processes, innovate new services or/and products, and create new sources of sustained
competitive advantage to respond to the fast-changing needs of customers [3].
HPOs embrace an open culture. For instance, management, in this type of organisation value
the opinion of their talented employees and involve them in important organisational processes
[11]. Employees are allowed to spend valuable time dialoguing, learning, and exchanging
knowledge in order to develop new ideas aimed at increasing their performance and that of
their organisations [3]. In doing this, the employees are allowed to make mistakes and such
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mistakes are regarded as opportunities to learn by management. The managers have great trust
and belief in their employees, although, employees are made to be accountable for their actions
because of the action-focused decision-making style in operation in HPOs [11]. Importantly,
the managers are highly competent, open to learning, respectful, trustworthy, enthusiastic and
committed [12].
In HPOs, commitment to different stakeholder groups is usually long-term. For instance,
vacancies are often filled by high-potentials mainly from within (the external labour market
may be used as a last resort) and employees are encouraged to take up leadership roles [3]. In
view of this long term commitment, HPOs create a safe and secure environment for their
employees to work and can only dismiss them as a last resort. Moreover, performance and
productivity such as sales, customer satisfaction etc. are also viewed from a long-term
perspective [1]. Lastly, HPOs are talent oriented. Thus management in these types of
organisations identify and recruit a diverse and complementary team of employees who are
highly trained to perform well and achieve extraordinary results [12].
A well-developed literature demonstrates that to attain high-performance organisation status,
organisations must identify and hire employees with the right knowledge, skills, abilities and
mindset. Of course, the absence of talent means that organisations may not have the right skills
to design and implement strategies relevant for creating sustained competitive advantage. In
their study of HPOs, Lawler et al. [13] found that the implementation of high-performance
work practices is essential for the development of a high-performance work organisation. In
essence, HPWPs enable active employee participation in organisational decision-making and
encourage employees to utilize their firm-specific human capital in ways that will benefit their
organisations [6]. As a result, employees experience a great sense of meaningfulness; become
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more engaged and demonstrate significant commitment to work [14]. In another study of
HPOs, Gould-Williams [15] found significant relationships between the implementation of
high-performance work practices and desirable employees’ outcome such as organisation
citizenship behaviour [15]. It is however important to note that organisational activities with
the potential to reduce employee trust such as employee layoff, and early retirement programs
etc. are not HPWPs [16]. This is perhaps because HPWPs are practices that drive organisational
performance by enhancing employees’ wellbeing [16]. According to Lawler et al.[13], core
HPWP practices include extensive training, worker empowerment, performance-based pay,
teamwork, promotions based on merit (rather than seniority), and careful recruitment and
selection of highly skilled and knowledgeable employees. Despite the several benefits
associated with the use of these HPWPs, earlier studies observe that formal and informal
institutional frameworks may facilitate or hinder the successful application of HPWPs and thus
facilitate or hinder the development of high-performance organisations in emerging markets
where the institutions are reportedly weak [1, 16].
Institution Theory
Organisational effectiveness largely depends on the institutional environment where an
organisation operates [1]. As a result, institutional theory plays a significant role in the study
of organisations [8] and occupies a central position in management research [17]. According
to institutional theory, organisations pursue their business interests within institutional
constraints that can potentially influence their capability to become high-performance work
organisations [1, 18]. In other words, institutions are man-made constraints that regulate human
and business interactions in three main dimensions [19]. According to Scot [20], these
dimensions include the regulative, normative and socio-cultural dimensions. The regulatory
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dimension refers to rules and laws that can restrict certain type of business behaviours and
promote others in a specific national environment [21]. Socio-cultural dimension refers to the
common way of thinking among members of a particular society. This common way of
thinking and behaviour is usually propagated through formal and informal social interactions
[13]. To a large extent, such behaviour impact business activities and the way employees
behave in their work places. Normative dimension refers to the beliefs and actions of important
stakeholders such as employers association. Lawler et al. [13] observe that business decision
makers are expected to adhere to these beliefs of what is proper and improper even though they
do not completely align with the decision maker’s desires and values.
Institutional theory suggests that organisations must conform to the rules and requirements of
the local environment where they operate to attract some legitimacy [22]. In this instance, it is
the institutional frameworks in these environments that specify the organisational structure and
activities that are publicly viewed as legitimate and socially acceptable [13]. Within this
framework, organisational survival does not mainly depend on the quality and quantity of
organisational economic output, rather on their conformity to acceptable norms, beliefs and
rules [23]. Thus organisations that comply with these formal regulatory, informal cultural and
normative rules in the foreign institutional environment where they operate in are more likely
to be successful. Of course, conformity to environmental requirements by firms will prompt
acceptance and support in the form of clientelism (the distribution of rewards to clients) and
incentives from the surrounding society where the organisations are embedded [24].
Organisations leverage on this support in the form of clientelism and incentives to create and
sustain the competitive advantage they require to transform into high-performing organisation
[1].
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On the other side, failure to conform to these institutional requirements and the accompanying
lack of acceptance and support from an organisation’s social environment can jeopardise an
organisation’s chances of becoming a high-performance organisation [25]. Going forward,
organisations should be able to respond creatively to the various institutional forces in the
environment where they operate; specifically, in institutional environments where institutional
forces do not support the implementation of certain high-performance practices. Urban and
Hwindingwi [26] have identified clientelism, the rule of tribe, and corruption as key informal
political institutional forces that can adversely affect organisational activities. They concluded
that the high levels of corruption, red tape and archaic processes put in place by government
agencies discourage the growth of high-performance organisations in these emerging markets.
Earlier studies indicate that regulatory, normative and cultural “rules of the game” and their
legitimacy pressures and demands on organisations requires great attention in the emerging
context of Africa, as the institutional environment in this region is significantly different from
those in the developed [26]. Hence building successful formal institutions and mitigating
fundamental institutional voids can be intuitive for African emerging markets [AEMs] [27].
Urban and Hwindingwi [26] note that public policy makers in AEMs should improve their
institutional frameworks to support organisational activities by developing a country-specific
mix of business-friendly institutions and legislations. While much has been said concerning
the institutional context in SSA, only limited attention has been paid to the institutional factors
that impact the development of HPOs in the region [26].
Institutional factors and high-performance organisations in SSA
The extant literature on HPWPs suggests that context plays a significant role in the field of
management research. In management research, contexts link observations to a set of relevant
point of views, facts and events that drives research and theory development [28]. According
9
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Johns [29], a differentiating feature of context is its ability to ‘theoretically’ explain the
relational meaning of a given setting. The level of uncertainty, exogenous influences and
unpredictability in SSA seems unequalled and higher than those of the developed regions [30].
As a result, the SSA context influences the effectiveness of organisations operating in the
region in ways that are also different from other regions, particularly, those of the western
developed context. A major area of difference is that whilst the western context is largely
individualistic in orientation, in contrast, the emerging market of sub-Saharan Africa is mainly
collectivist in orientation. These differences in orientation have a way of impacting the
behaviour of employees and organisational outcomes in SSA firms [1]. In the SSA context,
business activities are influenced by regulatory, normative and socio-cultural institutional
systems as shown in Table 1.
Table 1 Formal and informal institutional factors that influence firm effectiveness in SSA
Dimensions of
Institutional
Influence on HPOs

Facilitators of HPOs

Regulatory
systems

Normative systems

Socio-cultural
systems

-Industrial training
incentives

-Support from financial
institutions

-Collective behaviour
that promotes teamwork

-Regulations that
promote equal pay for
employees

-Willingness to adopt ‘best
HPW practices’ from peers

Collective behaviour that
promotes shared learning

-Policies that facilitate
reduction in tax rates

-Union promotion of policies
that support employment
stability

10

Accepted Manuscript.
Book chapter (https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-13229-3_9) published in Management Science:
Foundations and Innovations (https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-13229-3), Springer International
Publishing, 2 March 2019
-Quota system policies
that negatively impact
the recruitment and
selection of highly
skilled individuals
Inhibitors of HPOs

-Local content policies
that negatively impact
the sourcing of human
resources

-Union activities that can
impede the adoption of
performance related pay
-Union activities that can
impede the adoption of
extensive use of performance
management systems
-Financial institution bias
(clientelism)
-Union activities that can
impede the adoption of
merit/performance related
promotions

-Nepotism and tribalism
which hinders effective
recruitment and selection
of highly skilled
workforce
-Collective ideologies
that do not support the
extensive use of
performance
management systems
-Engagement with
traditional activities at a
cost to Organizaions

Source: compiled from Adams et al. (2015) and Zoogah et al. (2015)
Few studies on African institutional environments have examined political regulations,
normative and socio-cultural institutional structures [see 26, 1]. From these studies, it is
anticipated that the adoption of institutional perspectives across regional hubs is apt in
revealing and capturing the various factors influencing the development of high-performance
organisations [26]. We proceed to discuss the institutional factors that facilitate but also impede
the development of HPOs in SSA.
Institutional factors that facilitate HPOs in SSA
Normative institutional factors
Formal institutions such as banking institutions, and exchange commissions’ incentivize and
regulate investments, business transactions and exchanges. In SSA, these institutions are
usually legalised, although, some may be weak when compared to institutions in the developed
western contexts [1]. Obviously, strong financial institutions influence the development of
HPOs by providing the needed funds for businesses to invest in order to enhance productivity
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[31]. By deploying the funds received and other organisational resources to good use, SSA
organisations can transform into HPOs. In Nigeria, for example, credible organisations
continue to benefit from the fairly efficient financial institutions as they provide these
organisations with the funds they need to undertake profitable investments at affordable interest
rates [26].
A second normative institutional force that can impact organisational effectiveness is labour
union. In most SSA countries, employee unions promote policies such as egalitarian
compensation practices etc. that can support employment stability [13, 32]. Employment
stability, in turn, enhances employees’ commitment which has the potentials to positively
reinforce performance and thus high-performance work organisations. In this instance,
performance and HPO status is moderated by employee human capital accumulated over a long
period of employment with the company. In a recent study, for example, Jin et al. [33] found
that employees acquire more firm-specific human capital that can increase their ability to
perform in employment with an organisation over time.
Regulatory institutional factors
At the regulatory level, traditional political institutions establish legislations to regulate the
operation of businesses. In some SSA countries such as Nigeria, the promotion of equal pay
legislation [1], legislations facilitating the reduction of taxes and legislations providing training
incentives to organisations, for example, facilitates the development of HPOs. First, providing
the opportunity for all employees to earn equal pay in view of their capabilities and
performance can help organisations secure the commitment of their employees. Apparently,
employees’ commitment moderated by job satisfaction can positively impact performance and
thus help transform these organisations into HPOs.
12
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The second regulatory factor that can drive HPOs is tax reduction. Tax reductions may prompt
organisations into channelling money recovered from such reductions into profitable projects
that can transform a firm into HPO. For instance, money realised from tax reductions can be
used for human capital development projects in order to drive the human capital base of the
company. Debrah et al. [34] observe that SSA firms can become highly effective with a pool
of employees with the right human capital and motivation relevant for innovation. Finally,
policies that provide training incentive for organisations in SSA countries also facilitate the
development of HPOs. Government provision of training incentives can encourage
organisations to provide training for their employees as part of training cost will be taken care
of by the state. Specifically, training and development of employees will help develop the
relevant workforce that firms require to make the right decisions, innovate, enhance
performance and thus productivity [34] to become HPOs.
Socio-cultural institutional factors
Traditional socio-cultural institutions comprise of both the cultural and social norms in
existence in SSA countries [35]. At another level, socio-cultural forces include the cultural rule
of the game such as nepotism and tribalism that creates shared expectations about business
patronage. Tribalism is the tendency for managers to favour people from their own ethnic
groups or tribes during recruitment, selection, promotion, compensation and dismissal [30]. On
the other hand, nepotism refers to a network of support among groups connected by blood, kin,
community and/or religion [36]. Surprisingly, both nepotism and tribalism facilitates the
teamwork required to drive performance in firms [37] and thus HPO in developing contexts.
Of course, performance and HPO status will be moderated by shared learning among members
of the network of support. Success, however, is dependent on two principles. First, is the firm’s
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ability to develop relevant human resource policies to acquire the best of both nepotism and
tribalism [37]. For example, SSA firms can develop human resource policies that will allow
managers to recommend one of their family members or friends for employment on attaining
a certain standard. Second, is the firm’s ability to develop human resource practices with inbuilt advantages for all employees [38]. Perhaps, this will help address any negative employee
behaviour that may result from nepotism and tribalism.
Another interesting socio-cultural force in sub-Saharan Africa is the ‘Ubuntu’. The word
‘Ubuntu’ literarily means “I am who I am through others” [39]. Although this concept
originated from Zulu, it is widely used in the continent [39]. ‘Ubuntu’ is a strong form of
collectivism which helps to integrate members of a community into a strong and cohesive ingroup [39]. In SSA, members of in-groups share resources and support each other in exchange
for unquestionable loyalty, care and respect that ensure high-quality community life [1].
‘Ubuntu’ create networks of social obligations that link managers to their extended families,
tribes and ethnic groups. This lays out the foundation for organisational relationships with
potentials to develop the teamwork needed to gain sustained competitive advantage [40] and
drive HPOs [1]. Moreover, collectivism in the form of ‘Ubuntu’ can foster the development of
HPOs through shared learning and transfer of knowledge among employees. For example, past
studies have shown that managers in collectivist societies support their under-performing
colleagues (who were meant for dismissal after employee evaluation) through mentoring
programmes to acquire the relevant competencies required to perform well [39].
Institutional factors that impede HPOs in SSA
Normative institutional factors
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A number of normative institutional factors also impede the development of HPOs in SSA. In
this regard, union activities in SSA could impede the development of HPOs. A union presence
might, for instance, be indicative of a greater likelihood of conflict for organisations seeking
to pursue HPWS implementation, thus precluding or undermining effective HPWS
implementation. For example, unions in many SSA emerging markets are often suspicious of
merit-based employment system (which is the result of an effective performance management
system) but support employment practices that allocate opportunities and rewards based on
seniority. It is our opinion that, although, seniority-based promotion and pay may promote
equity; it has the potential to impede the development of high-performance organisations as
highly skilled employees may not be willing to improve performance since promotions and pay
are based on seniority and not performance. Existing studies suggest that by rewarding
performance with promotions and increment in pay, organisations motivate as well as secure
the commitment of highly skilled employees [41] and thus create the advantage to transform
into HPO. To strike a balance in this type of environment, SSA firms supplement seniority
based pay with performance related pay with potential to drive employees’ performance.
As expected, weak formal institutions such as banking institutions also impede the
development of HPOs in SSA. Indeed despite the far reaching reforms in the financial sector
of many SSA countries including Nigeria, Ghana, and Tanzanian, some challenges still remain.
Weak financial institutions in some of these countries are usually unable to provide the funds
that organisations need to invest and improve productivity [42]. In some cases, these weak
financial institutions provide funds to organsations at very high interest rates that can stall profit
maximisation. With high interests rates or a lack of funding to make the right investments, SSA
firms may not be able to make the relevant investments required to drive HPOs. Thus we
conclude that the weak financial institutions in some of these SSA countries [31] also impede
15
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the development of HPOs. In view of this, Adams et al. [31], concluded that the relationship
between the private sector and the financial systems in sub-Saharan Africa has not been
effectively reinforced.
Regulatory institutional factors
Apparently, legislations can also impede the development of HPOs. In SSA countries,
legislations that promote corruption as well as coerce organisations to abide by legal
restrictions that are sometimes not conducive to the efficient implementation of HPWPs in
firms impede the development of HPOs [43]. A notable regulation that indirectly impedes the
development HPOs is the workforce localisation policies in many SSA countries such as
Nigeria. In countries where such policies are in operation, organisations are required by law to
hire a percentage of locals during recruitment [44]. Workforce localization policies are good
in that they seek to promote the employment and development of local talent but the case
remains that the existing shortage of talent in the SSA region [34] undermines the effectiveness
of such policies. Of course, given the poor state of human capital in many SSA countries,
organisations may not be able to acquire the best talent needed to create the sustained
competitive advantage required to transform into HPOs. Thus, according Harry [45] private
sector responses to localization policies have usually been that of resistance and when pushed
hard by the government they undertake small-scale employment programs. Al Qudsi [46]
reiterates this view when he pointed out that some employers find localization policies a burden
and that most of them have resorted to the use of ghost workers through creating employment
on paper just to wade off sanctions.
Quota system in many SSA countries can also impede the development of HPOs. In multiethnic societies, such regulation requires organisations to hire a number of applicants from
16
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every section of the society during recruitments [46]. In Nigeria, for example, government
regulations expect large organisations to hire job candidates from the 6 geopolitical zones in
the country irrespective of whether they can get the best from all zones during recruitment [47].
In a recent study, Adisa, Osabutey, Gbadamosi and Mordi [48] found that quota system policies
adversely impacted recruitment and selection in Nigeria. While quota system is a good practice
in that it provides equity and fairness in a highly diverse society like Nigeria, it defies the merit
principle (i.e. an instance where companies hire the best available talent wherever they are
available) and as such can impede the creation of HPOs [59]. Of course, organisations cannot
create competitive advantage and transform into HPOs without the needed talent. In this
respect, organisations and governments in these SSA countries should embark on a massive
human capital development projects to address the challenges associated with attracting quality
job candidates if localization policies and quota system are to operate effectively and foster the
development of HPOs.
Going forward, informal political institutions such as clientelism, rule of the tribe and
corruption also affect the smooth operation of companies and thus the development of HPOs
[50]. In Ghana and Nigeria, for example, chiefs and their council members wield great
influence over economic, social and cultural issues [51]. For example, this traditional political
pressure influences organisational activities through mandatory cultural practices [52].
Businesses are pressured into honouring festivals and other traditional celebration by closing
up their business ventures-an act that hinders productivity [1] through absenteeism.
Additionally, firms operating in SSA often have to grapple with unfriendly legislative
requirements [43]. In response and to avoid these harsh legislative requirements, some
organisations offer bribe to government enforcers [50]. Indeed, Chironga, Leke, Lund and Van
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Wamelen [53] found that some organisations obtain contracts, acquire resources and
accomplish goals through corrupt practices and the accompanying clientelism. In the short run,
these organisations get undue advantage when they offer inducement to people in positions of
authority. However, Zhou and Peng [50] found that such practices negatively impact profit
maximization and can stall the development of HPOs. Of course, corrupt practices and
clientelism hinder the competition that is supposed to drive organisations toward the
development of capabilities that can stimulate the development of the competitive advantage
relevant for creating HPOs.
Socio-cultural institutional factors
Notably, socio-cultural force such as societal norms can also hinder the development of HPOs.
Indeed, societal norms regulate the social activities of individuals, groups and organisations in
a society. Norm refers to accepted standard or way of doing things that most people in a society
agree with [35]. With more than 1,000 ethnic groups, Africa (including the SSA) has more
ethnic groups than any other continent around the world [54]. In SSA, ethnic beliefs about work
derive from traditional practices and this differs from European work structures [55]. Sociocultural forces such as days of work and non-work such as holidays and days of festivals affect
organisational productivity through absenteeism and turnover [56].
Other socio-cultural factors that can also impede the development of HPOs include tribalism
and nepotism. Unsurprisingly, tribalism often lead to organisational ineffectiveness [55] in that
it promotes the hiring and retention of mediocre at the expense of highly talented people with
potentials to drive company success [37]. In the case of nepotism, senior managers offer
support to friends and/or family members during recruitment, training, promotions,
compensation and retention. Like tribalism, nepotism has been linked with poor firm
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performance [37] in that managers also use non-objective measures in the recruitment,
promotion and retention of employees [57]. Of course, inefficiencies result from running the
business with incompetent hands [37]. Another problem is that nepotism may also result to
negative employee attitude on the part of the other employees who are not members of this
network of support [37]. We aver that negative employee attitude will, in turn, stall productivity
and thus high performance organisation. In sum, both tribalism and nepotism undermines
efficiency, performance and productivity [1] in SSA firms as well as hinder the firms’ ability
to transform into HPOs.
Additionally, collectivist behaviours that can impede the extensive use of HPW practices such
as performance management systems could hinder the development of HPOs. Earlier studies
suggest that managers from collectivist societies are often reluctant to provide critical feedback
to subordinates after performance assessment exercise as well as use the outcome of the
evaluation process to lay-off employees [13], particularly, those classified as underperformers.
Such practice could drive the retention of redundant workers who will spoil things for the
companies and hinder progression into HPO status.
Interestingly, the absence of these key institutions can also facilitate or impede the development
of HPOs in sub-Saharan Africa. According to Rottig [24], institutional voids-the lack or
underdevelopment of certain institutions is one of the key characteristics of emerging markets,
specifically, the SSA region. In most SSA countries, certain institutions such as judicial
institutions, business intermediaries etc. are either absent or underdeveloped [58]. Obviously,
the absence of these institutions often results to market failures in SSA [59]. For example,
businesses may not be able to make important decisions when necessary due to the lack of
relevant information brought about by the absence of key business intermediaries. Moreover,
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inefficient judicial systems may be incapable of enforcing contracts in a reliable way. Hence
the absence of intermediary institutions such as audit committees, aggregators, distributors
makes it more costly for SSA firms to acquire inputs such as technology, finance and talent
[58]. Overall, this might underpins the poor performance of firms operating in SSA and hinder
their potentials for HPOs [1]. This is usually the case because an institutional void exposes
organisations to risks and uncertainties that constitute into higher cost of doing business [24].
It is however, important to note that firms that can deploy organisational resources to respond
creatively will develop the relevant advantage required to transform into high-performance
organisation [59].
In view of the above discussion, it is increasingly important to build a strong platform for the
development of high-performance work organisations in SSA in particular and Africa in
general. According to Adams et al. [31], the concept of building effective institutions has been
a key component of development in SSA, but the strategies required to build these institutions
have eluded the region. In sum, there is a great upheaval sweeping the SSA region and the sort
of institutional frameworks in the region is liable to be dumped, paving way for the emergence
of a new human resource management style. In the next section, the authors provide insights
into how SSA firms can collaborate with governments in the region to drive HPOs through
HPWPs.
Harnessing HPWPs in sub-Saharan Africa to facilitate HPOs
The important role of HPWPs and highly skilled employees in facilitating the development of
HPOs occupies a center-stage in the high-performance organisation literature [60, 6]. Drawing
on the literature by Ashton and Sung [16] we suggest that SSA firms (in collaboration with
governments) can deploy HPWPs for the development of HPO status. We note that HPWPs
enhance employees’ human capital as well as encourage positive employee attitude [6]. HPO
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is then developed through firm innovation and increased productivity moderated by employee
human capital and positive attitude/commitment [15].
The HPWPs framework combines key management practices for developing employees’
abilities and work-related competencies [61]. The main difference between traditional controlbased HRM and HPWPs is the emphasis on firm employees as the main source of
organisational value [6]. Taking an AMO perspective of HPWPs which is pertinent to the
mutual gain perspective of HPWPs — practices that reinforces firm performance through their
positive effects on employee human capital, wellbeing and attitude, SSA firms can deploy skills
enhancing practices such as comprehensive recruitment, rigorous selection and extensive
training to acquire and develop employees’ human capital. AMO model argue that for firms to
reinforce positive employee attitude and drive performance they need to work on employees
abilities, motivation and opportunities by deploying a set of HPWPs effectively [62]. Prior
research has shown that skills enhancing HR practices are strongly related to human capital
development [63, 60]. We note that skills development is particularly important in the emerging
context of Africa where there is a reported shortage of highly skilled employees which SSA
firms need to create sustained competitive advantage [34].
Furthermore, to strengthen skills development efforts SSA firms will need to motivate and
create opportunities for trained employees to perform well. We note that simply developing the
human capital of employees alone cannot and will not facilitate the development of HPWOs.
To drive organisation performance and thus HPO status, SSA firms should implement
motivation enhancing HR practices to enhance employee motivation. Typical strategies include
competitive compensation, employee involvement, career development, incentives, promotion
and job security etc. to elicit workplace behaviour, commitment and performance among
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employees [60, 6]. Specifically, employees who perceive firm action towards them as
beneficial may feel obligated to reciprocate such gesture by working hard to add-value to the
organisation [60]. Existing studies by Gould-Williams [15] and Sun, Aree and Law [61] found
significant links between implementing motivation enhancing HR practices and desirable
employees’ outcomes such as job satisfaction, organisation citizenship behaviour, employee
commitment and performance.
Extensive training and motivation without adequate opportunities for employees to make use
of their skills as well as demonstrate commitment may not add value to the firm and thus cannot
enhance firm HPO status. To enhance HPO status opportunity enhancing HR practices should
be designed and deployed to propel employees to exercise their commitment as well as deploy
skills to achieve organisational goals [60]. More specifically, employees’ capabilities and
knowledge must be put into full use by the firm to impact performance [34] and drive HPO
status. This argument is consistent with the works of Gong, Law, and Xin [64] and Huselid
[63] who found that deploying systems of HR practices to enhance employee human capital,
motivation and opportunities is associated with positive organisational outcomes such as
greater commitment, lower turnover, higher productivity, better service performance and
financial performance. Thus employers are more likely to generate more positive employee
attitude and organisational success when the AMO elements underpin their human resource
management structure [65] in SSA.
SSA governments can also facilitate skills development on both demand and supply sides to
support the development of HPOs [16]. On the demand side, the government needs to
encourage the adoption of high-performance work practices such as workplace training and
skills development programs in both public and private organisations [16]. This can be
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achieved by strengthening existing policies and schemes (such as industrial training fund in
Nigeria) that support workplace learning and quality training in firms. A significant number of
existing national policies and schemes in some SSA countries such as Nigeria, Zambia etc. do
not have the capacity to facilitate workplace learning and skills development in these countries
due to poor implementation plan. To address this trend policies and schemes that support
workplace learning and skills development should be developed in SSA countries were such
policies and programmes are currently not in operation [34]. Government in the various SSA
countries should not only develop these policies and schemes but must also develop policies to
ensure the delivery of quality training. In other words, the government should be more involved
both in the design and the implementation of these workplace learning programs.
On the supply side, SSA governments should work on their labour market institutions to
enhance the flow of skills appropriate for the facilitation of high-performance organisations
[16]. This can be achieved directly by introducing the transmission of such skills through
college/university curriculum [16] as well as providing more funding for the development of
higher education in this region [34]. In a recent study, Yeung [57] found that through
government support and increased spending on higher education, Singapore has been able to
develop the relevant talent required to drive economic growth. The extant literature suggests
that a large part of what universities and colleges in SSA teach is mostly theory-based which
is why some graduates in this part of the world lack certain soft and technical competencies
[66].
Discussion
The study sought to identify the institutional factors that facilitate or impede the development
of high-performance work organisations in sub-Saharan Africa and to suggest how
organisations operating in the region in partnership with government can facilitate the
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development of HPWOs by leveraging on HPWPs. In so doing, we advance the literature that
explain the factors that hinder the development of effective organisations and how these
organisations can develop the capabilities required to become high-performance organisations.
The study demonstrated multiple accomplishments in enhancing our understanding of the
subject area. As the study has demonstrated, only a handful of studies have explored factors
that facilitate or impede organisational effectiveness.
Going forward, the present study suggests that institutional forces facilitate but also impede the
development of high-performance work organisations in SSA countries. In line with the extant
literature by Ogbonnaya et al [6], by implementing mutual HPWPs SSA firms can develop the
skills and employee attitude required to enhance performance and transform into HPO. Overall,
in implementing the mutual HPWP perspective; SSA firms can address institutional resistance
(i.e. employee/union resistance) to the use of organisational practices with negative employee
outcomes when used wrongly, support workforce localisation programs through massive skills
development, address the challenges associated with nepotism and gain legitimacy required to
transform into HPO.
An interesting development is that a consensus is being built on the factors that facilitate as
well as impede the development of high-performance work organisations in Africa.
Undoubtedly, management research on institutions and HPOs have benefited from increased
focus on Eastern Europe, Central Europe and Asia, with norms, rules and contexts different
from that of the western developed economies [1]. By extension, management research will
benefit from our extension of institutional and HPOs research to the frontiers of Africa, where
the context, norms and rules are quite different from those in Asia, Central and Eastern Europe
as well as the West. Of course, the HPWPs perspective which emphasises the creation of
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sustained competitive advantage through active employee participation in workplace decisions
and the utilisation of their knowledge, skills, abilities and other characteristics in ways
beneficial to the organisation where they work can be expanded in Africa. Essentially, an
understanding of how firms operating in SSA can leverage on HPWPs to create HPWOs will
greatly enrich the development of HPWP perspective and enhance its global status.
Practical implication of the study
This paper has some practical implications for managers operating within the emerging markets
of SSA. First, the discussions in this paper provide huge and nuanced insights for managers
on what and how institutional factors facilitate and also impede the creation of highperformance work organisations in SSA. We argue that such awareness will enable managers
to think proactively on how to develop the relevant capabilities and resources required in
addressing the constraints linked with this institutional environment. Second, practising
managers within the SSA region can also acquire knowledge about how to facilitate the
development of high-performance work organisation in partnership with governments in Africa
without encountering much resistance from employees and union representatives. Earlier
studies suggest that the implementation of HPWPs (i.e. those with adverse effect on employee
wellbeing) may sometimes be frustrated by union activities in societies where they are
recognised by law [13]. Moreover, some managers in a collectivist environment like SSA may
also be reluctant to apply HPWPs with negative outcomes for employees’ wellbeing. Finally,
the study offers a lot of insights for SSA governments on how legislation's impact the
development of high-performance organisations and how they can partner with the private
sector to develop the workforce relevant for creating HPWOs. Admittedly, organisations that
can leverage on high-performance work practices in ways that enable them to overcome the
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challenges associated with the complex and unpredictable institutional environment in SSA are
more likely to achieve HPO status.
Limitations and directions for future research
This research has a few limitations which can be addressed by future research. The first
limitation is that we have focused on theory expansion without providing any empirical
evidence to support our claims. We suggest that future empirical work should test the
arguments presented in this study. The second limitation is that the authors tend to focus on
institutional and HPWPs theories in understanding the factors that facilitate as well as impede
the development of HPOs in SSA and how organisations in the region can adopt HPWPs to
advance their HPO status. We assert that both theories are only a starting point and not
exhaustive, thus, future research should explore other theories to stimulate scholarly discourse
on developing management theories relevant to SSA organisations. Finally, we only studied
the sub-Saharan Africa region in Africa. We suggest that similar studies should be conducted
in the other regional block in order to develop a more holistic theory for Africa. There is a
growing consensus that the institutional environment of the emerging markets of Africa
appears to be a very fertile ground to test and expand existing institutional theories as well as
develop new ones [67].
Conclusion
This study has enhanced our understanding of institutional factors that facilitate but also
impede the development of high-performance organisations in SSA. The study shed light on
how organisations in SSA can leverage on HPWPs to improve their HPOs status. A bulk of
the literature on institutions is from the developed western contexts. More recently, a number
of studies have emerged from the emerging contexts of Asia and Eastern and Central Europe.
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Admittedly, only a handful of institutional literature is from the emerging context of Africa
where there a distinct norms and rules. However, this study provides very strong and nuanced
evidence that regulatory, normative and socio-cultural institutional factors impede but also
facilitate the creation of HPOs in SSA.
The crucial lesson that emerged from the study is that organisations operating within the SSA
region can adopt high-performance work practices to improve their HPO status. HPO status is
moderated by strong human capital base and positive employee attitude. For successful
implementation of HPWP, SSA firms must embrace the AMO human resource structure to
avoid any form of resistance to the adoption of HPWPs in a highly collectivist context like the
SSA. The government can also support this move by facilitating the adoption of HPWPs both
directly and indirectly for the overall development of the relevant workforce needed for the
creation of HPWOs.
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