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2. Academic focus and research rationale 
2.1 [bookmark: _Toc164164036]Research background/context
The worldwide technological revolution is in full swing, and the ability to innovate has become an important source of sustainable competitive advantage for enterprises. The fundamental power of enterprises to carry out innovation comes from internal employees, and employee creativity is considered to be the cornerstone of enterprise innovation. How to stimulate and shape employee creativity has become a common concern in theory and practice (Wallace et al., 2016; Lukes and Stephan, 2017; Bäckström and Bengtsson, 2019). Creativity in an organisational context refers to novel or useful ideas that employees generate in the course of their work about the content of their work or the organisation and is a positive behaviour expected by the organisation (Zhou and Wu, 2018; Zhang, Xi and Xu, 2022). Individual characteristics and environmental factors are the two most explored types of innovation antecedents. In terms of individual characteristics and personality (Åmo and Kolvereid, 2005; Giebels et al., 2016), emotions and preferences (Huhtala and Parzefall, 2007), among others, affect creativity; in terms of the organisational environment (Gumusluoğlu and Ilsev, 2009; Nazir et al., 2019), intra-organisational relationships (Riege and O’keeffe, 2007; Chasanah, Gunawan and Baroudi, 2024), compensation and rewards (Rosenblatt, 2011; Kremer, Villamor and Aguinis, 2019), etc. will have an impact on creativity. HRM (HRM), as an important channel of communication between organisations and employees, is seen as an important organisational environmental factor that influences employee behaviour. Studies have been conducted to verify the positive effects of high-performance work systems and high-commitment work systems on creativity (Li, Chen and Cao, 2017; Ashiru, Erdil and Oluwajana, 2021).
However, most of these studies focus on the design of content-oriented HRM systems, ignoring the implementation process of specific systems. In reality, many enterprises have carefully designed a sound HRM system, but they are unable to develop a consistent understanding and recognition among employees, which ultimately affects the effective implementation of the measures (Sun and Bunchapattanasakda, 2019). Organisations often spend extensive capital and time costs to improve the effectiveness of HRM, but rare attention is placed on whether the HRM information can be accurately communicated to employees and achieve the expected management effects. Because of the highly contextual nature of HRM practices, how HRM policies and systems can be effectively implemented in a changing environment has received increasing attention from academics. Therefore, Bowen and Ostroff (2004) argued that HRM effectiveness cannot rely solely on either the content or the process, but more so on both, and strengths precisely reflect employees' perception of the content and process of organisational HRM (Ostroff and Bowen, 2016). 
Bowen and Ostroff (2004) first introduced the concept of "HRM strengths", defining it as "a set of meta-attributes of HRM that can influence the effectiveness of an organisation's delivery of HRM information and create a high-intensity organisational climate”. The realisation of this set of meta-attributes not only helps the content of HRM measures to deliver effective information but also influences the perception and sharing of information by employees through the delivery process. Therefore, HRMS is not only concerned with the selection of the content of HRM policies, systems, and measures but also with the implementation process of HRM, i.e., whether the content of HRM policies, systems and measures are truthfully and understood and recognised by employees (Sanders, Bednall and Yang, 2021). HRMS is an indicator for judging the overall quality of the HRM system, which qualifies the "characteristics" of a successful HRM system but does not involve too much in specific management measures (Coelho et al., 2015). As such, the introduction of the HRMS concept provides us with a new theoretical perspective to view the problem of employee innovation. 
[bookmark: _Toc164164037]1.2 Research justification and contribution 
A review of the literature reveals that there is a consensus among scholars that positive HR practices promote employee innovation at the content level, and some studies at the process level confirm that employees' effective and clear understanding of the managerial messages conveyed by these initiatives is an important factor influencing employees' attitudes and behaviours at work (Sanders, Bednall and Yang, 2021). As some scholars have argued even though high-performance HRM practices can play a powerful role in stimulating employee innovation, it is important not to lose sight of employees' perceptions and recognition of these initiatives in the process (Kehoe and Wright, 2013; Dhar, 2015). However, even with the small number of results, the underlying mechanisms of influence have not been fully explored, and the research question of whether HRMS will influence employee innovation behaviour through employee psychology or behaviour or through organisational-level factors lacks substantial research to be further explored.
Especially, knowledge sharing has not yet been proposed as a mediating variable, but it has been found from previous studies that if employees can effectively perceive HRM initiatives, they can communicate smoothly with colleagues and leaders and thus take the initiative to share knowledge, and it has also been found that in the process of knowledge sharing, the individual's knowledge is transmitted widely and exchanged with each other in the organisation, which increases the accumulation of knowledge by the individual employee, thus provide conditions for innovative activities (Kamaşak and Bulutlar, 2010; Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2011). These also provide the conditions for knowledge sharing to be proposed as a mediating variable. In addition, many studies have shown that organisational innovation climate positively promotes employees' innovative intentions and behaviours, but fewer studies have examined it as a moderating variable between knowledge sharing and employees' innovative behaviours (Castaneda and Cuellar, 2020). However, the emergence of employees' innovative behaviours must not only be influenced by the accumulation of knowledge but also whether the organisation promotes innovation and whether it has innovative qualities must play an important role, otherwise, even if there is enough accumulation, employees may not choose to innovate (Kamaşak and Bulutlar, 2010). Based on this, the present study aims to further explore employees' knowledge sharing as a key mediating variable of HRMS on employees' innovative behaviours, to identify potential paths of action.
From a theoretical perspective, this study is conducive to increasing the theoretical results in related fields and enriching the theoretical studies in the field of HRMS and innovative behaviour of members in organisations, knowledge sharing has also been less frequently studied as an outcome variable of HRMS, thus increasing the empirical results in this research field. Specifically, this study will attempt to introduce knowledge sharing as a mediating variable and demonstrate through data testing that HRMS will be partially mediated by knowledge sharing to influence employees to produce innovative behaviours, providing new ideas for research on how to stimulate employee innovation.
From the practical level, this study is conducive to guiding enterprises to pay attention to the implementation effect of HRM measures. In the past, enterprises generally focused on the design and optimisation of the content of HR policies and measures and seldom poured resources into the research and study of the implementation process. But in fact, the content of the excellent cannot make up for the imperfections in the process, if employees cannot correctly understand the content of the published policy, then it will not go to the implementation of the seemingly scientific and reasonable content, only the measures are effectively perceived and recognised, the employees will be able to make the desired behaviour of the enterprise.
2.2 [bookmark: _Toc164164038] Research aims and objectives 
The overarching aim of the present study is to analyse and evaluate how HRMS impacts the innovative behaviours of employees, and how the impacts are moderated by knowledge sharing. The above research aim is achieved through the completion of the following research objectives:
· To comprehensively understand the theoretical foundations of HRMS and employee innovation, examine the empirical studies on the impact of HRMS on employee innovation and its underlying working mechanism to identify inconsistencies and gaps in the existing body of knowledge. 
· To develop a conceptual framework integrating HRMS, employee innovation and knowledge sharing to direct the empirical studies of the present study 
· To scientifically design appropriate research methods and empirically investigate the relationship between HRMS and employee innovation, and the moderating effects of knowledge sharing 
· To critically address the research question and provide actionable recommendations for organizations in terms of HRMS to promote employee innovation 


3. [bookmark: _Toc164164039]Literature review 
[bookmark: _Toc164164040]2.1 Conceptualization of relevant concepts 
[bookmark: _Toc164164041]HRM strengths (HRMS)
The relationship between HRM and organizational performance has been widely studied by scholars in the last decades. However, due to the lack of in-depth analysis of the inherent mechanisms that moderate the relationship between HRM and organizational performance, research findings are inconsistent and even opposite (Wood, 1999; Akdere and Egan, 2020; Ho and Kuvaas, 2020; Anwar and Abdullah, 2021). Wright and Nishii (2006) argued that a large number of previous studies have neglected the key role and important role of employees in the chain of the relationship between HRM and organisational performance. Specifically, previous studies have argued that as long as organisations design scientifically sound HRM practices, employees would naturally perceive, understand and implement them effectively as expected by decision-makers(Hauff, Alewell and Katrin Hansen, 2017). However, the reality observed has been deviated from the expectation, as the employees do not always behave in a way directed by HRM. 
The organisation transmits information to employees through HRM, and employees receive and understand it and then decide what kind of behaviours are important, expected, supported, and rewarded, and accordingly adopt corresponding behavioural responses. The information transmission between the HRM department and the employees can be interfered with by a wide range of factors, resulting in a situation where employees may make subjective assumptions based on their understanding of reality and direct their behaviour accordingly because of the ambiguity of the information conveyed (Guzzo and Noonan, 1994). HRM activities in organisations strategically create appropriate performance by directing employees to develop appropriate work attitudes and behaviours. Therefore, to influence the attitudes and behaviours of employees through HRM, the organisation can not only rely on the specific systems and measures of HRM but also make the employees clearly and accurately understand, accept and behave according to the HRM activities. In this context, Bowen and Ostroff (2004) proposed the concept of HRMS by applying attribution theory, communication theory and meaning construction theory, emphasising the active position and role of employees in the HRM process. They tried to explore the impact of HRM on organisational performance from the perspective of employees' effective perception of HRM.
Bowen and Ostroff (2004) put forward the concept of HRMS at the process level of HRM measures. From the perspective of whether employees can perceive and recognise the relevant HRM practices implemented by the organisation, they believe that the strength of the HRM System refers to "a set of inherent attributes that have an impact on the effectiveness of an organisation's delivery of HRM messages and the creation of a high-intensity organisational climate". This focuses on whether the organisation can communicate information about HRM practices to employees in a managerial situation without compromising the integrity and consistency of the message, and whether employees generally perceive and agree with the message. In more intense management situations, employees benefit from the organisation's attention to the information transfer process, they will receive more effective information about HRM, and when this information is perceived and understood, employees will improve their personal work attitudes and behaviours, thus making the organisation stronger.
Based on this, Bowen and Ostroff (2004) state that HRM strength encompasses the dimensions of distinctiveness, consistency and consensus. When the HRM system is perceived to be highly distinctive, consistent and consensual, i.e. HRMS is high, it creates a strong affective context within the organisation, where there is a shared collective perception amongst employees of the organisation's desired attitudinal and behavioural responses, which in turn has a strong impact on employees' attitudes and behaviours (Bowen and Ostroff, 2004).
[bookmark: _Toc164164042]Employee innovation 
The concept of innovative behaviour was first introduced by Van de Ven (1986), who argued that the practical activities generated around innovation can be categorised as innovative behaviour. Subsequent scholars have enriched and extended it, and two orientated views have gradually emerged. One of them is the result orientation, where employee innovation behaviour refers to employees generating ideas at work and using organisational resources to transform the ideas into practical methods or products at work, which are used to enhance organisational efficiency. Lukes and Stephan (2017) argued that employee innovation occurs in every employee in the organisation and is not limited to the top management and R&D department, but employees can improve and optimise existing work processes or create new products in the organisation by enhancing their knowledge base and capabilities. Another approach to conceptualizing employee innovation by focusing on process orientation, employee innovation behaviour is a continuous process, which contains several stages, each with different activities. Scott and Bruce (1994) proposed that there are three stages of employee innovation behaviour, firstly, employees will generate new concepts and ideas in their work, then they will seek support for the realisation of the new ideas, and finally, they will put the new ideas into practice and widely disseminate them in the right time. Janssen, Castaldi and Alexiev (2016), in a slightly different view, suggest that after generating an idea, the employee will try to promote it before applying it, which in general divides innovative behaviour into three stages. Some scholars have also proposed a five-stage approach to this process: Kleysen and Street (2001) argue that employee innovation behaviour is divided into five stages: the discovery of opportunities, the discovery of new ideas, the investigation of the conditions required for the realisation of the idea, the search for the support required for the realisation of the idea, and the transformation of the idea into a reality and its application.
Scholars have defined employees' innovative behaviours based on different orientations, and although the perspectives are different, all of them include the generation and practice of new ideas, so the present research defines it according to the needs of the research as the process in which employees generate new ideas and thoughts at work, improve and optimise the current implementation steps according to the actual work needs and ensure that the process brings beneficial effects. By combing through the literature related to innovative behaviour, this paper finds that innovative behaviour has always been a hot topic, while scholars at home and abroad generally take innovative behaviour as an outcome variable to be studied, and academic research on its influencing factors mainly focuses on the individual level (psychological characteristics and external behaviour of employees) and the organisational level (organisational context and leadership style) (Tierney and Farmer, 2002; de Jong and Den Hartog, 2007; Yuan and Woodman, 2010).
[bookmark: _Toc164164043]Knowledge sharing 
Knowledge sharing has been repeatedly mentioned in the study of variables related to employee innovation behaviour, which is one of the important antecedent variables of employee innovation behaviour. van den Hooff and de Ridder (2004) argue that knowledge sharing can be divided into two parts, the process of transferring knowledge to others and the process of acquiring knowledge from others, which is essentially a process of mutual learning between the two. Argote, McEvily and Reagans (2003), based on the social exchange perspective, believe that knowledge sharing has a reciprocal component, where knowledge owners share their knowledge with others, shifting the ownership of knowledge from an individual to a department or a collective, which will be conducive to the establishment of corporate advantage. Wang, Noe and Wang (2014) in their study view knowledge sharing as a process in which one party transfers experience and skills to the other, where one party can provide the other with ideas for solving problems.
2.2 [bookmark: _Toc164164044]The impacts of HRM strength and employee innovation 
Research on the role of HRM on employee innovation has received more empirical support in the field of content-based HRM, and some HRM practices, such as incentive compensation, prudent selection, internal promotion, and extensive employee training, can be seen as important factors that effectively stimulate employees to engage in innovative behaviour (Jiménez‐Jiménez and Sanz‐Valle, 2005; Kwon and Kim, 2020; Sanders, Bednall and Yang, 2021). However, previous studies have neglected the impact of the effectiveness of the implementation of these practices on employee behaviour. Bowen and Ostroff (2004) proposed the concept of HRMS to measure the effectiveness of these measures, Kianto, Sáenz and Aramburu (2017) showed that employees' understanding of HRM practices will affect their affective commitment to the organisation, and Hauff, Alewell and Katrin Hansen (2017) found that HRM practices are less likely to have an impact on employees when they do not effectively understand these measures. Especially, Bowen and Ostroff (2004) argued that when the uniqueness, consistency and consensus of the HRM system within an organisation are high, a "strong context" is created, which leads to a fuller and clearer understanding of the context and a convergence of perceptions among employees. According to attribution theory, in this case, employees are in an atmosphere where they can share contextual constructs (strong context will induce employees to make the best response and enhance their ability to construct and implement), and HRM-related information will be transmitted smoothly and effectively, so that employees will have a clearer understanding of why the organisation implements these measures, and thus understand and approve them clearly and consistently. The employees will have a clearer understanding of why the organisation is implementing these measures will understand and approve of these HRM measures clearly and consistently and will initiate the behaviours expected by the organisation. Thus, it is clear that employees' understanding and acceptance of HRM practices is the key to their effectiveness, which can be illustrated through the three dimensions of HRMS and their respective impacts on employee innovation. 
Firstly, uniqueness focuses on the ease with which employees can notice the information about the measures, which requires the comprehensibility of the measures, the ease with which they can be seen within the organisation, the high authority of the developer and publisher, and the degree of fit between the expected effects of the measures and the personal aspirations of the employees. Employees who understand the measures correctly will be able to identify the organisation's current emphasis on innovation, and will then be able to generate ideas for trying out the innovations. Next, consistency focuses on the ability of employees to perceive the measures consistently, as inconsistent messages can lead to confusion and disorientation, making the message less effective. Consensus focuses on the understanding of HRM practices by senior decision-makers in the organisation, and if these messages are not consistent among decision-makers and down the chain of command, it will hinder employees' attribution. Therefore, this paper hypothesises that when the strength of HRM within an organisation increases, the acceptance and recognition of management messages such as organisational goals and values by employees will also increase, and employees will then display the innovative behaviours that the organisation expects of them.
H1: HRMS positively influences employee innovative behaviour.
H1a: The uniqueness dimension of HRMS positively influences employee innovative behaviour.
H1b: The consistency dimension of HRMS positively influences employees' innovative behaviour.
H1c: The consensus dimension of HRMS has a positive effect on employee innovative behaviour.

[bookmark: _Toc164164045]2.3 The moderating effect of knowledge sharing 
Dunham and Burt (2014) pointed out that knowledge-sharing activities can effectively disseminate information, skills and knowledge from individuals or their departments to the outside, and at the same time, information from the outside will also come into the inside, which will stimulate creativity of employees and allow them to do their work more easily, and more importantly, it will be conducive to the improvement of innovation and problem-solving ability of employees. Ritala et al. (2015) pointed out that the stock of knowledge held by an organisation is a key factor in determining whether the organisation can understand and use the knowledge, suggesting that organisations integrate through knowledge sharing to enhance the organisation's ability to access external information as well as provide a solid knowledge base for breakthrough innovations. Ganguly, Talukdar and Chatterjee (2019) proposed an idea about aggregation, in which they argued that employees will discover their shortcomings and find the direction of progress in the process of continuous knowledge aggregation, thus laying the foundation for further innovation.
The research between knowledge sharing and employees' innovative behaviour has been supported by a large amount of empirical evidence, and the results show that the different knowledge structures and reserves among individual employees will provide one of the conditions for sharing, and individuals will be more willing to make exchanges in a relaxed and trusting environment so that the different knowledge compositions among employees will help colleagues and leaders to broaden their horizons in the process of sharing, and to identify opportunities for improvement and innovation, and to come up with new Ideas and Creativity
H2: Knowledge sharing has a positive effect on employees' innovative behaviour.
The direct effect of HRMS and employees' innovative behaviour has been explored, but knowledge sharing has not been proposed as a mediating variable between the two, this paper will analyse the mediating role of knowledge sharing based on the social exchange theory. From the perspective of social exchange, knowledge sharing is an exchange process where knowledge flows in the organisational context due to employee interaction (Soto-Acosta, Popa and Palacios-Marqués, 2017). The high-intensity organisational context will reduce the obstacles to promote the occurrence of the flow, and in the process of interaction, the individual employee's single knowledge resources will be widely disseminated within the organisation, and each other can be absorbed into the new work experience and methods, which is conducive to stimulate the innovative behaviour of employees (Lin and Lo, 2015). Employees in the process of frequent communication and exchange of knowledge, based on the principle of reciprocity organisational members of the organisation's gifts will produce a strong feeling of wanting to give back to the organisation, so that the organisation is willing to advocate and expect the way to carry out the actual return, such as the generation of innovative activities. Based on this, this paper argues that HRMS not only has a direct impact on employee innovation behaviour but may also indirectly affect employee innovation through knowledge sharing.
H3: Knowledge sharing plays a mediating role in the mechanism by which HRMS affects employee innovative behaviour.


3 [bookmark: _Toc164164046]Research paradigm and method 
[image: ]
Figure 1: The research onion (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2009)
Most researchers start with research design to address a specific research problem by figuring out what data they need and how they would collect these data. However, the decision to select appropriate data collection techniques represents only the final decisions of a systematic research design process. The present research resorts to the classic research onion to proceed with the research design step-wise. The model (presented in Figure 1) illustrates how the final choice of data collection and analysis (the onion core) is considered with other research design elements (the onion layers). Precisely, it is the understandings and associated decisions concerning outer-layer research design elements that provide the context and justification within which data collection and data analysis techniques are selected. The first layer of the research onion concerns the research philosophy, which means how the researcher views the external reality and how the researcher perceives the process of knowledge development. The understanding and selection of the philosophical stance directly impacts how the research question is understood by the researcher, and in turn how the associated methodology is designed. Among the typical stances proposed by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009), including positivism, realism, interpretivism and pragmatism, the one chosen by the present research is positivism. Specifically, the underlying ontological assumption of the positivist stance is the objective, ordered and patterned reality separated and independent from the researcher; while the epistemological assumption of the positivist stance is that knowledge can be discovered and explained objectively, suggesting using empirical investigation to uncover the underlying regularities governing the specific social phenomenon. The present research aims to investigate the causal impacts of HRMS on employee innovation and the moderating role of knowledge sharing, and these constructs are perceived as objective and measurable, justifying the selection of positivism. Also, the pursuit of generalizability of the findings from the present study beyond the specific context to a greater population of organizations indicates the appropriateness of positivism, which is appraised for producing generalizable knowledge. Based on the choice of the positivist stance, the present research relies on the deductive approach which starts with established hypotheses synthesized from existing literature and ends with testing or validating these hypotheses to enrich knowledge. Informed by the inductive approach, the study will rely on the quantitative data to address the research question, justified by the fact that the variables of interest (e.g. HRMS, employee innovation and knowledge sharing) are objectively constructed and can be quantitatively measured. 

4 [bookmark: _Toc164164047]Data collection 
To investigate the influential relationship between HRMS and employees' innovative behaviours and to find the mechanism of knowledge sharing and organisational innovation climate in which they play a role, the proposed hypotheses will be verified by using mathematical and statistical methods. Before carrying out the empirical evidence, this paper will select appropriate scales for the above research variables and design and distribute questionnaires for data collection. The specific steps are as follows: first, determine the scale required for the questionnaire. The research will first clarify the concepts and dimensions of the important research variables, and at the same time put forward the research hypotheses and construct the research model based on clear theory. Therefore, to reasonably measure the variables to obtain data, authoritative scales that have been validated by for many times should be selected. The target samples are incumbent employees from various departments and hierarchical levels with their job responsibilities related to innovation (e.g., product innovation, system innovation, administrative innovation). The primary sampling method relied on by the present research is convenience sampling, which involves recruiting and selecting potential participants who are easily accessible. Specifically, the questionnaire will be mainly distributed online, using https://www.wjx.cn/ to generate an electronic link and distribute it through social media and personal networks. The questionnaire method is chosen due to its alignment with the positivist stance and the deductive approach, as well as its cost-efficiency in generating extensive structured data by reaching a large-scale targeted audience. 
The information sheet and the informed consent will be attached at the forefront of the questionnaire to fully inform the relevant information about the research (e.g., the research purpose and the research procedure) and the relevant rights of participating (e.g. the rights to withdraw at any time). The questionnaire will not collect any identifiable sensitive data, and all participants will be anonymized throughout the research to fully protect privacy and confidentiality. 

5 [bookmark: _Toc164164048]Method of data analysis 
In this study, the data of the formal questionnaire were tested for reliability using SPSS26.0 software, which is to test the consistency and stability of the results of the questionnaire for measurement. Then, this study conducted the second step of testing the results of the formal questionnaire using SPSS26.0 software and AMOS software - validity test, this is to test whether the scale selected in this case contains the variables to be measured. The study used SPSS 26.0 software for descriptive statistical analysis, which was used to carry out a preliminary analysis of the data through the characteristics of its distribution and the degree of dispersion. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]This study will use SPSS26.0 software to correlate the results of the questionnaire data before conducting the regression analysis, to determine the degree of closeness between the variables through Pearson's correlation coefficient (also known as Pearson's coefficient), and to lay the foundation for further regression analysis. In this study, SPSS26.0 software and process plug-in were used to conduct regression analyses with mediation and moderated effects tests to further explore the closeness of the relationship between the four main research variables and to test the research hypotheses one by one.
6 [bookmark: _Toc164164049]Resource and time management 
There are no financial resources involved in the present research. The alternative resources include access to academic publications to complete the literature review and to the statistical software, SPSS to finish the data analysis, which can be obtained through the university library. A detailed chart is attached below to demonstrate how the time is to be managed to complete the present research. Small deviations from the schedule can be tolerated. 
Table 2: Gantt Chart for the dissertation
[image: ]
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