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The Development of County HR Policies: The Perspectives of Counties in Two States  

 

Abstract 

 

We conducted 40 semi-structured interviews with county HR directors (20 in New York, 20 in 

North Carolina) to learn more about the development of internal HR policies.  Key resources 

used by directors in both states include other jurisdictions, colleagues in other county 

departments, state and federal agencies, laws and statutes, professional associations, and 

information gathered from general internet searches.  More than half of the HR directors reported 

using internal working groups, and almost two-thirds indicated that they systematically reviewed 

the implications of policies for specific departments.  Yet, only a handful of HR directors 

reported utilizing other promising practices such as engaging rank-and-file employees in the 

policy process, reviewing a new or revised policy’s consistency with existing policy, and using 

evidence-based decision-making to develop policies.  While there was little difference by state, 

our findings indicate the characteristics of HR directors can shape how a jurisdiction approaches 

policymaking. 
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The Development of County HR Policies: The Perspectives of Counties in Two States 

Organizations continue to face a range of challenges including changing demographics, 

economic concerns, and political pressures.  Chief among these is having a workforce with the 

skills and expertise needed to perform core organizational functions.  Growing research speaks to 

the critical role human resource management (HRM) can play in ensuring short-term and long-

term organizational effectiveness (Becker & Gerhart, 1996; Ulrich & Brockbank, 2005; Jacobson 

&Sowa, 2016; Kellough, 2017).  Crafting an appropriate job posting, ensuring the selection 

process is rigorous and meets all legal requirements, and hiring a qualified candidate are simply 

the first steps in the employment life-cycle.  Once hired, employees need to be oriented, trained, 

motivated, and at times disciplined.  HR departments and policies influence each step of this 

process.  HR policy formation if done correctly serves as a crucial strategic tool for managing an 

organization’s workforce.  Internal organizational policies influence those working within public 

organizations as well as the results those organizations are able to produce.   

Despite considerable scholarly interest in specific HR policies and their impact on 

employees and organizations, there has been surprisingly little empirical investigation of the 

process practitioners use to develop these policies.  Specifically, we do not know the type of 

resources HR managers consult, which stakeholders are involved in the process and the extent to 

which policies are evaluated prior to implementation.  Are managers going beyond simple 

information gathering and utilizing practices that make the process more inclusive and assess the 

potential policy impact on their organization?  Learning about the policymaking strategies HR 

departments use may be particularly helpful for current practitioners when they are deciding how 

to structure their own processes and make them more aware of possible practices they may want 

to adopt.    

http://amj.aom.org/content/39/4/779.short
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 To better understand how HR policies are developed, we conducted 40 semi-structured 

interviews with county HR directors in two states: 20 interviews in New York and 20 interviews 

in North Carolina.  We examined both the information resources and strategies HR directors 

utilized when developing policy.  We also created an index based on use of promising practices 

and assessed whether respondent or jurisdictional characteristics help explain policy process 

choices.  Our research provides important insights into HR practices of county government, a 

level of government which several scholars have noted is understudied (Benton, 2005; Streib et 

al, 2007; Svara, 1996).  We begin by summarizing past research on HR policies as well as 

discussing several strategies scholars identify as promising.  Next, we present our methods and 

key findings.  Finally, we explore the implications of our study and highlight several areas for 

future research. 

Approaches to HR Policymaking and Promising Practices 

 HR scholars often recommend formalizing or codifying practices or desired behaviors 

into a policy.  However, they do not typically specify the resources that should be consulted 

when creating the policy or how the process of writing it should be approached.  For example, 

Bradbury and Facer (2010) note when talking about workplace ethics that “the overarching 

practical recommendation for managing an ethically robust at-will employment relationship is to 

implement a policy and set of behaviors that exceed legal obligation (p. 281).”  There are a 

variety of resources and strategies managers could potentially utilize when developing ethics 

policies but still little is known about how they approach this process in practice.  Similarly, 

while HR scholarship has focused on constitutional and legal requirements in the public sector 

(Hartman, Homer, & Reff, 2010; Hoyman & McCall, 2010; Ledvinka, 2010; Riccucci, 2010; 

Rosenbloom & Chanin, 2016), it does not explore how these constitutional and legal issues 
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impact the development of jurisdictional policies.  Rather than examining the policy 

development process, research on HR policy has focused on the impact of specific policies or 

practices on outcomes (Bae & Yang, 2017; Battaglio & French, 2016; Caillier, 2016; Facer & 

Wadsworth, 2008; Facer, Wadworth, & Arbon, 2010; Galinsky & Stein, 1990; Grover & 

Crooker 1995; Honeycutt & Rosen 1997; Huselid, 1995; Otenyo & Smith, 2017; Selden & 

Moynihan 2000; Wadsworth & Facer, 2016), policy and innovative behaviors (Searle & Ball, 

2003) and comparative policies and practices (Kopp, 1994).   

 Although past scholarship does not directly address the HR policy formation process, it 

does provide insights into possible ways this process may be approached.  Two important 

decisions HR managers must make are what information resources they should consult and how 

many resources will be adequate.  While ideally decision makers would gather as much relevant 

information as possible in order to make the best decision, humans in the real world have 

cognitive limits and ultimately must “satisfice” in their information search (Simon, 1947).  

Drawing on seminal work by DiMaggio and Powell (1982), isomorphic pressures may at least 

partially influence the information managers seek as part of their search.  According to 

DiMaggio and Powell (1982), organizations within a field are often quite similar due to three key 

processes.  These processes involve organizations’: (1) acting in response to formal or informal 

pressure from external constituencies that oversee or regulate them, referred to as coercive 

isomorphism; (2) imitating “best practices” used by comparable entities, referred to as mimetic 

isomorphism; and (3) adopting policies consistent with professional norms and values, referred 

to as normative isomorphism.  Considering DiMaggio and Powell’s framework in this context, 

one would expect local HR managers to gather information about state and federal agencies’ 
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expectations, other counties’ practices and professional norms when developing policy.  These 

resources may or may not be used in conjunction with information from other sources.   

 Past scholarship while not investigating the HR policymaking process specifically also 

identities a number of strategies that are suggested as promising practices which HR managers 

may want to use in policy development.  These strategies involve more than information 

gathering.  For example, a key consideration when developing policies is the extent to which the 

process is inclusive.  When designing policy, receiving feedback from varied perspectives may 

increase its efficacy.  Research on diverse teams has demonstrated that inclusive teams that are 

more heterogeneous in composition are more likely to be successful in accomplishing their tasks 

and identifying new ideas (Phillips, Liljenquist & Neale, 2009).  Consistent with this, Stewart 

and Brown (2011) stress the importance of encouraging diversity in ideas and thoughts in HR 

decision-making and note that “making sure that the team of decision makers includes people 

with different backgrounds can help (p. 45).”   

 In addition, scholars have highlighted the benefits of engaging employees in 

policymaking processes (Adler & Borys, 1996; DeHart-Davis, 2009, 2017; Fernandez, Resh, 

Moldogaziev, & Oberfield, 2015; Sabharwal, 2014; Stivers, 2008; Whitener, Brodt, Korsgaard, 

& Werner, 1998).  The inclusion of those who will need to comply with a policy or enforce it is 

important in order for a policy to be effective.  Employees can offer valuable insights into the 

reality of day-to-day operations critical for policy design (Stivers, 2008).  Including stakeholders 

in the policy development process can also increase compliance once a policy is implemented 

and make it more likely that the policy will be perceived as fair (Adler & Borys, 1996; Kim & 

Mauborgne, 1998; Rubin, 2007).  Research on the design of effective performance appraisal 

systems offers empirical support for the importance of seeking feedback from the workforce and 
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has found these complex and often controversial processes are improved through greater and 

more diverse stakeholder involvement, including input from employees (Mohrman, Resnick-

West, & Lawler, 1989; Roberts, 2003; Rubin, 2009).      

While seeking feedback from a variety of stakeholders is beneficial, it is critical to ensure 

that policies align with organizational needs.  Over the past two decades, several scholars have 

argued that HR managers should not just focus on compliance and regulation as they 

traditionally have but also move to be strategic partners on the executive team allowing HRM to 

better help organizations align their workforce to achieve their strategic and organizational goals 

(Daley, 2006; Jacobson & Sowa, 2016; Lim,Wang, & Lee, 2017; Pynes, 2009; Selden, 2009).  

Advocates of Strategic Human Capital Management (SHCM) emphasize the importance of 

aligning personnel policies and practices with an organization’s strategic objectives and its other 

initiatives and policies (Jacobson, Sowa, & Lambright, 2013; Pynes, 2009; Selden, 2009).  In 

addition to considering consistency with existing policy, HR managers should review policy 

implications for individual departments within an organization.  As an illustration, Daley (2012) 

notes when discussing work-life policies: “HR specialists must consider the circumstances of 

offering work-life policies across work units.  For example, flexible working hours may be easily 

implemented in a city’s utilities unit but might create chaos within the police or fire units” (p. 

70). 

Another central tenet of SHCM is that HR decisions should be evidence-based (Pfeffer & 

Sutton, 2006; Rousseau & Barends, 2011; Selden, 2009).  As explained by Selden (2009), HR 

professionals should collect data using relevant and reliable measures and utilize this information 

to make decisions.  Consistent with arguments made by SHCM scholars, Roberts (2010) 

advocates for the use of research methods and evaluation in the HR decision-making process.  
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Furthermore, Clardy (1997) asserts that HR policy and practices are improved when practitioners 

gather information from formal data collection methods and use it as part of their decision-

making process.  While SHCM proponents have promoted the benefits of evidence-based 

decision making, the use of analytics may be difficult in practice as other scholars have 

demonstrated the challenges of actually using performance information in public organizations 

(Ammons & Rivenbark, 2008; Arnaboldi, Lapsley, & Steccolini, 2015; Hall, 2017; Poister, 

Pasha & Edwards, 2013).  Despite scholars recognizing the importance of HR policy as a 

managerial tool, there has been little systematic empirical investigation of how HR professionals 

approach policymaking.  Our research aims to address this gap in our knowledge by examining 

the information resources and process county government HR managers utilize when developing 

internal HR policies, including their use of the promising practices identified in this literature 

review.     

Research Design 

We conducted semi-structured phone interviews with 40 county HR directors: 20 from 

New York and 20 from North Carolina.  We used a “diverse” case approach when selecting these 

two states (Seawright & Gerring, 2008).  Our goal was to examine the HR policymaking process 

in two very different contexts so we could explore how, if at all, environmental differences 

influence internal county HR policymaking processes.  New York and North Carolina  were 

good choices for this comparative case study design because they are from different regions and 

vary in terms of their political culture, county civil service laws, and the role of collective 

bargaining and union activity in the public sector.  

Counties in these two states were randomly selected from jurisdictions with workforces 

of 500 employees or greater.  We excluded counties located in New York City.  These counties 
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were omitted from the sampling frame because the size and function of government in New York 

City is on a different scale compared to the other counties in New York and North Carolina and 

could introduce confounding factors into our analysis.  We limited our sampling frame to 

counties with workforces greater than 500 employees to ensure a county’s workforce would be 

of sufficient size to warrant a need for a county-level HR director.  We also felt it was important 

to have a minimum workforce size to increase the probability that our respondents would be 

involved in policymaking decisions that were sophisticated enough to enable them to answer our 

interview questions.   

Our sample represents 41% and 45% of the counties eligible to be included in our study 

from New York and North Carolina, respectively.  While collecting our data, we observed a high 

level of data saturation.  Based on a review of the data conducted after approximately 30 

interviews, we found respondents were consistently identifying the same key themes.  After 

completing an additional ten interviews, we reviewed the responses and found no new patterns 

emerging from the data.  At this point, we had achieved the intended coverage of our sampling 

frame (more than 40% of eligible counties were included from both states) and were confident 

that we had reached data saturation.  The counties included in our sample had populations 

ranging from 29,967 to 1,419,369 with a median of 117,154 and workforce sizes ranging from 

500 to 11,735 with a median of 974.  The smallest HR department had 2 employees while the 

largest had 120 employees; 68% had 10 or fewer employees.  Table 1 compares our sample and 

counties that were eligible to be included but were not selected in terms of population, workforce 

size, poverty rate, and median household income.  As this table indicates, the medians for these 

two groups are generally similar for each of these demographic characteristics.   

<Table 1 about here.> 
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 At the start of each interview, we guaranteed confidentiality.  The average interview 

lasted 45 minutes.  We asked respondents to first think of the most recent policy they had helped 

to develop or revise. 1  The types of policies respondents discussed varied considerably.  

Examples included policies related to workplace violence, the Family Medical Leave Act, 

harassment and discrimination, substance abuse, and ethics.  In addition, the impetus for creating 

or revising the policies varied.  Several directors indicated that they were responding to mandates 

from either the state or federal government.  Others described policy changes that were 

internally-driven.    

Respondents were asked to describe the process used to develop the policy they 

identified, including what information they had used and what individuals were involved.  As 

part of this discussion, we asked respondents what information resources they felt were the most 

helpful.  Next, we asked respondents to describe the typical process that they used to develop 

policies if it was different from the process they had used for the specific policy example.  In 

addition, respondents were asked to describe any situations in which their approach to policy 

development might be different.  We asked the questions about the typical policymaking process 

and about unusual situations to ensure we had a comprehensive understanding of the variety of 

practices each county used to develop HR policies.  For this research, we were interested in 

learning about a county’s overall policy process.  Our unit of analysis is not the approach a 

jurisdiction took with one specific policy but rather the full range of activities, resources, and 

strategies they employed when developing HR policies.  Finally, we collected information about 

the jurisdictions and the respondents’ professional backgrounds.  Slightly less than half of our 

respondents (45%) had worked in the private sector previously, and 60% were members of 
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national professional associations.  Tables 2 and 3 provide further background information about 

respondents.  

<Tables 2 and 3 about here.> 

All interviews were recorded and transcribed, and data were analyzed using the 

qualitative data analysis software QSR NVivo.  We developed coding definitions in order to 

ensure consistent code usage and utilized both pattern-matching (Yin, 1994) and memoing 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994) in our data analysis.  Both researchers independently coded all of the 

interview data and then reviewed this information together to resolve any coding discrepancies.  

In addition to qualitatively analyzing the data, we developed an index to measure the extent to 

which counties were using strategies that were consistent with the practices identified as 

promising in the literature review.  We describe the components of this index in detail in our 

findings.  We ran several t-tests and basic correlations to assess whether there were any patterns 

involving the index scores and the characteristics of the respondents or the county for which they 

worked.   

This study’s research design enabled us to collect rich qualitative data and examine the 

HR policymaking process in two states with very different political, social, and economic 

characteristics.  However, there are some limitations to the research design.  This study is 

exploratory as there is little empirical research on this paper’s topic.  With 40 interviews, we are 

not able to provide definitive answers to our research questions.  The power of the inferential 

statistical tests we ran was also low due to the small size of our sample.  Another limitation is 

that county HR directors’ utilization of information resources in New York and North Carolina 

may not be representative of the resources used by other types of public managers or county HR 

directors in other states.  Finally, we have no outcome measures on policy efficacy.  As a result, 
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we are unable to assess if using promising practices identified in the literature review actually 

makes policies more effective.   

Findings 

 We begin by describing the information resources HR directors used to develop policies.  

Next, we provide an overview of the extent to which counties employed strategies consistent 

with the promising practices identified in the literature review.  We conclude this section by 

developing an index based on the use of these promising practices and examining whether there 

are any relationships between the county’s policymaking process and respondent or jurisdictional 

characteristics.   

Information Resources 

 Respondents used a wide array of resources when creating or revising policies.  Table 4 

details, by state, the frequency with which various information resources were used in the 

policymaking process.  Counties were recorded as utilizing a resource if respondents mentioned 

ever consulting it in the policy development process, not just if they mentioned using it in the 

specific policy example they described at the beginning of the interview.  On average when 

working on policy, HR directors drew on six different resources, ranging from a low of three 

resources to a high of ten resources.  Besides indicating that they personally helped create 

policies and relied on their own internal HR staff, directors reported other county staff and 

officials were often involved in policymaking (See Table 4).  Of the 40 HR directors, 24 (60%) 

received feedback from county attorneys or retained council, 22 (55%) from the county 

executive or executive staff, 34 (85%) from other county staff subject matter experts (including 

department heads, union representatives2, and specific county employees with specialized 

knowledge in the policy area being explored) and 11 (28%) from boards or legislatures.3  North 
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Carolina HR directors were more likely to consult the county executive or executive staff but use 

of other internal resources was comparable by state.  Several respondents indicated the 

information they received from internal sources was extremely helpful.  As an example, one 

respondent reported: 

You learn there are people [internally] who have been doing this kind of stuff for years. 

They are good at it and know a lot more than some others, and they are a tremendous 

asset to the process.  They are able to analyze documents provided by the consultant or 

challenge with real life experiences that may say maybe it worked somewhere else but 

we’ll tell you why it didn’t work here and what we did to counteract why it didn’t work 

here.  I find the department people are the experts and are invaluable to developing any 

kind of policy. 

 

<Table 4 about here.> 

 

In addition, respondents utilized a variety of external information resources when 

developing or revising policy.  The most common was personnel and policies from other 

jurisdictions: thirty-six respondents (90%) reported consulting other jurisdictions in the policy 

development process.  Respondents emphasized they wanted to learn from other counties’ 

experiences.  Reflecting the sentiments of many, one respondent commented: “We try to seek out 

similarly situated governments and see what they do and we’ll learn from their experiences.  We 

try to find a template so we don’t have to reinvent the wheel.”  While many directors relied 

heavily on their colleagues from other jurisdictions in the policymaking process, some 

recognized limitations with this approach and noted that strategies which work in one 

jurisdiction may not necessarily work in another if there are considerable differences in the 

characteristics of the counties.  These directors indicated they were careful to modify policies 

when necessary to meet the needs of their jurisdiction before adopting them.  As one of these 

respondents explained: “I realize what works for some counties won’t always work for us so I 

like to have samples of policies from other counties and just kind of tailor them to our needs.”    
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 Consistent with the fact that directors frequently reported they created or revised policy 

because of an external mandate, many respondents used state and federal governments as key 

resources in the policymaking process.  More than half of the directors (55%) mentioned either 

calling representatives from state or federal agencies or consulting their websites.  Respondents 

thought the guidelines and policy templates provided by these agencies were particularly useful.  

According to one respondent:  

They [the state] had a template in place.  They had already documented the process so it 

made the research easier.  We had a template to use as a guide so the rest was based on 

our own particular needs.  It was a good starting point.   

 

In addition, nineteen respondents (48%) reported reviewing laws and general statutes from both 

the state and federal government to develop policy. Respondents used these legal documents as 

references to clarify what they could and could not do when creating a policy as well as what 

they had to do.   

 Another key resource was the internet with nineteen directors reporting they routinely 

conducted general internet searches as part of the policy development process.  In fact, many of 

these respondents indicated this was the first thing they did.  In the words of one respondent: 

“No, I wish I could say there was a particular site but normally I just Google the area.  For 

example, social media, I’ll Google that.”  Others did more tailored searches.  For instance, one 

respondent commented: “What I generally do is if I can’t find links through the appropriate 

website on the internet, I will Google search a topic and look for a site I trust based on what I 

used in the past.”  While generally viewed as an important information resource for many, some 

respondents noted that the usefulness of the internet did vary depending on the policy.  As an 

example, one respondent reported: “When we did our Family Medical Leave, there was a lot of 

material on the net, where something like nepotism is not really out there.”   
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 Professional associations were also important resources with eighteen respondents (45%) 

indicating they had used information from these organizations when developing or revising 

policy.  Directors were most commonly utilizing resources from national professional 

associations such as the Society for Human Resource Management and the International 

Personnel Management Association.  Some respondents reported professional associations 

provided helpful policy templates while others described using professional associations as more 

general sources of information in the policymaking process.   

 While the frequency with which different external information resources were used was 

quite similar across the two states, there was one important exception.  None of the respondents 

from New York mentioned consulting academic personnel or publications when developing 

policy.  On the other hand, twelve North Carolina HR directors (60% of the North Carolina 

sample) reported using academic resources although all of these respondents had received 

information from the same academic institution: the School of Government at the University of 

North Carolina at Chapel Hill.4  Several respondents reported the assistance they had received 

from this resource was helpful.  For example, one North Carolina HR director commented: “We 

use [the School of Government] all the time.  [School of Government faculty X] is on my speed 

dial.”  None of the New York or North Carolina HR directors reported using academic resources 

from any other institutions in the policy development process.   

Respondents reported that they typically used the same process to develop policies 

regardless of a policy’s content.  However, a handful of directors said they did tend to consult 

fewer resources when developing policies that were straightforward, such as when it is in 

response to a specific state mandate, compared to policies where there was more discretion.  For 

example, one respondent commented:  
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Unless something is spelled out so clearly in law that you don’t have to expand on it, then  

I wouldn’t go through this process.  Most of the time you have to adopt what the legal 

 requirements are to your actual setting. 

 

Generally, directors reported that they had access to all of the information sources that they 

wanted.   

 When asked which resource was most useful, the following were the most frequently 

identified: other jurisdictions (thirteen counties), state or federal resources including laws and 

policy templates (eleven counties), and internal resources such as input from other department 

heads and county employees (six counties).  Other respondents commented that the value of 

different resources varied depending on the policy.  As one respondent noted, “I think in my 

experience in some cases the benchmarks are more helpful and then in other cases the 

stakeholder feedback.”   

 Some of the external resources that managers mentioned using frequently as well as the 

resources that were identified as the most useful suggest isomorphic processes may be 

influencing county HR policymaking.  Managers’ use of state and federal agencies as well as 

laws and statues as key information resources aligns with coercive isomorphism.  Similarly, 

managers’ reliance on personnel and policies from other counties is consistent with mimetic 

isomorphism.  It is also possible that managers’ utilization of the internet may reflect mimetic 

isomorphism if the primary purpose of their searchers was to find policy templates from similar 

organizations.  Finally, managers often consulted professional associations when developing 

policy, which could imply normative isomorphism.  All 40 managers reported utilizing resources 

associated with at least one isomorphic process, with 80% using resources consistent with two or 

more isomorphic processes.   
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Use of Promising Practices in the Policymaking Process 

 Are managers primarily focused on being expedient when designing policy, focusing on 

gathering information they think they need from a mix of internal and external sources and then 

writing policy?  Or are they also using more sophisticated strategies that may help them tailor 

policies to their jurisdictions’ needs and go beyond simple information gathering?  According to 

our interviews, counties varied in the extent to which they used strategies consistent with 

promising practices described in our literature review.  For instance, the degree to which 

counties’ policymaking processes were inclusive differed.  Directors in 21 counties (53%) 

indicated that, at least sometimes, internal work groups composed of individuals from multiple 

departments were responsible for developing and writing HR policies (ten in North Carolina and 

eleven in New York).  In the remaining counties, the policy development process was less 

inclusive, and the HR department was the primary policy author.  Four of the counties with 

internal working groups had standing policy committees.  As described by one of these directors:   

 We have a personnel committee….It is made up of the County Manager, one of the 

 Commissioners and I will create the policy, meet with them, talk to them about the issues 

 leading to the needs for a creation or revision and they will give input and decide if it’s 

 ready to take to the Board of Commissioners.   

 

In the other seventeen counties, committees were specifically assembled based on the nature of 

the policy.  As one of these directors explained: 

There’s not a big broad brush that can say we’re going to pull together the same six 

departments to write every policy that we’re doing.  It really depends on the situation and 

what you’re trying to resolve by creating the policy. 

 

Both standing policy groups and ad hoc committees provided counties with a mechanism for 

systematically involving other voices in the policy-writing process beyond just the HR 

department and increasing the diversity of the decision-making team.  The members of these 

internal working groups were generally senior management and department heads.   
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 Another strategy counties used to ensure that the policymaking process was inclusive and 

a variety of concerns were considered was to give rank-and-file employees opportunities to 

provide feedback.  Seven directors (18%) described employee engagement efforts (four from 

North Carolina and three from New York).  Some counties had open comment periods during 

which any employee could offer input.  Others indicated they specifically sought guidance from 

line staff potentially affected.  As an example, one respondent explained the role staff play in the 

policy development process as “first just fact gathering, what has occurred and then what would 

they like to see occur.” 

 In addition to trying to involve a variety of voices in policymaking, several counties 

mentioned strategies they used to ensure policies were thoroughly evaluated.  The most common 

was to systematically review policy implications for departments with 26 counties (65%) 

specifically mentioning they consider this when creating and revising policies (thirteen from both 

states).  According to one of these respondents: “We have such a variety of employees.  Talking 

to them [department heads] on how they would fit into such a policy and how it would affect 

them is beneficial.”  In some cases, departments were asked for their feedback to evaluate the 

feasibility of the policy once the policy had been developed: “After we research it and draft a 

policy, we send it to the department heads and ask for their feedback.”  In others, input from the 

department was the impetus for the policy: “Maybe the way we do things internally doesn’t meet 

the needs of the department… so we look to make changes based on feedback from department 

heads.”  Less common than reviewing departmental implications, six directors reported that their 

counties (15%) considered the new or revised policy’s consistency with other existing policies 

(four in North Carolina and two in New York).  As an example, one director commented when 

describing the development of his county’s technology use policy: “We [also] have an external 
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communications policy so there’s back and forth to make sure things aren’t contradictory and are 

consistent.”   Finally, ten counties (25%) reported systematically reviewing data and using 

evidence-based analysis to inform the policymaking process (six in North Carolina and four in 

New York).  Typically, these counties were benchmarking their policies with those from other 

jurisdictions and private employers to ensure county policies were consistent and competitive. 

Policy Process Sophistication Index 

 As part of our analysis, we developed an index to assess how counties structured their 

policy formation processes and measured the extent to which counties were using strategies 

consistent with the practices identified as promising in the literature review.  These practices are 

more sophisticated as they go beyond simple information gathering.  Our index has five 

components.  Counties were given a point for each of the following policymaking strategies they 

utilized (these are not the same as the resources they draw on referenced in Table 4, but reflect 

process choices): (1) use (at least sometimes) of an internal working group to help develop 

policy (as a measure of team diversity), (2) engagement of rank-and-file employees in the policy 

process, (3) review of policy implications for individual departments, (4) review of the new or 

revised policy’s consistency with existing policy, and (5) use (at least sometimes) of evidence-

based decision-making to develop policies.  The maximum potential score a county could receive 

on the index was a 5.  Table 5 provides descriptive statistics for the index and its components.  

As Table 5 illustrates, counties’ scores ranged from zero to four with a mean score of 1.75, 

indicating the average county is using approximately two out of five promising practices.  All 

four of the counties that received a zero on our index (i.e., those that had not adopted any of the 

promising practices) appear to be particularly reliant on resources aligned with isomorphic 
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processes.  At least half of the resources each of these counties were consulting fit this 

classification. 

<Table 5 about here.> 

 

 We examined whether there were any patterns between a county’s sophistication index 

score and a variety of respondent characteristics including: education, certifications, membership 

in a national professional association, time in position, private sector work experience in HR and 

status as strategic partners.  As Table 6 shows, the average index score was higher for 

respondents who had more education, had some type of certification, were members in a national 

professional association, had been in their positions for five or fewer years, had no private sector 

experience and were strategic partners (they were actively engaged in the county strategic 

planning process and their input was viewed as critical by executive county leadership). 5  We 

also explored whether a county’s sophistication score was related to the following jurisdictional 

characteristics: state and HR department size.  Counties in North Carolina and those with HR 

departments that had 11 or more staff had higher average index scores as Table 6 illustrates.  

According to a two-sample t-test, the difference between the index scores for respondents with 

and without private sector experience was significant (p<.05).  In addition, there was a 

significant negative correlation between the respondent’s time in their position and the county’s 

score on the sophistication index (p<.05).  None of the other respondent or jurisdictional 

characteristics were significant.   

<Table 6 about here.> 
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Discussion and Conclusion  

This article provides important insights into the process county government HR 

professionals use to develop internal HR policies for their workforces.  Our findings indicate 

county HR directors collect information from a combination of internal and external resources.  

Some key resources frequently used by directors in both states align with isomorphic processes, 

including other jurisdictions, state and federal agencies, laws and statutes from the state and 

federal government, and professional associations.  Managers’ reliance on these resources 

suggest they may at least in part be responding to pressure from oversight bodies, copying “best 

practices” of similar organizations and adopting current professional norms when developing 

policies.  HR directors in both states also commonly consulted colleagues in other departments 

and the internet for information.   

All but four of the counties included in our sample went beyond simple information 

gathering and utilized strategies consistent with at least one of the promising practices identified 

although there was considerable variation in the number different counties had adopted.  

Utilization of some strategies was common.  For instance, more than half of the HR directors 

reported relying on internal working groups.  This approach gives individuals from different 

departments an opportunity to influence policies, increasing the diversity of the decision-making 

team.  In addition, almost two-thirds of the HR directors indicated that they systematically 

reviewed the implications of policies for specific departments.  Implicit in the use of internal 

work groups and review of departmental implications is the recognition that different 

departments are likely to have different perspectives on the same policy and its impact.   

On the other hand, other strategies were less commonly employed.  Only a handful of HR 

directors reported utilizing each of the following strategies: (1) engaging rank-and-file 
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employees in the policy process (18%), (2) reviewing a new or revised policy’s consistency with 

existing policy (15%), and (3) using (at least sometimes) evidence-based decision-making to 

develop policies (25%).  These findings suggest that the directors could ask for more feedback 

from rank-and-file employees and policies could be more thoroughly evaluated in many of the 

counties studied.  While internal working groups provide feedback from a variety of perspectives 

and composition of these groups varies, typically upper level managers serve on these 

committees.  As a result, policy issues that are important to rank-and-file employees may receive 

less attention or be overlooked.  Offering more opportunities for rank-and-file employees to give 

input may increase organizational buy-in and increase the likelihood that a policy is effective 

(DeHart-Davis, 2009; Stivers, 2008).  Moreover, considering a policy’s consistency with existing 

policies and using evidence-based decision-making can help counties tailor policies to match 

their specific needs and strategic goals.   

Overall, the frequency with which different information resources were used was 

consistent across the two states with a few exceptions.  The most notable was that only the North 

Carolina directors reported consulting academic publications or personnel in the policy 

formation process.  The approach to policymaking and extent to which HR directors utilized 

different practices was also similar across states.  The average score on the sophistication index 

was slightly higher for the North Carolina counties.  However, this difference was not 

significant.  The similarities in the information resources and practices used in the two states are 

quite interesting given unions play a much more prominent role in New York and the two states 

are very different in terms of their political, social, and economic characteristics.  Our results 

may indicate that environmental factors such as these have minimal influence on internal county 

HR policymaking processes. 
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While there was little difference by state, our findings suggest certain characteristics of 

HR directors matter and shape how a jurisdiction approaches the policy process.  HR directors 

with private sector experience were significantly less likely to be using strategies included in our 

sophistication index.  We often think of the private sector being ahead of the public sector in 

terms of more strategic behavior, making this an interesting and unexpected result (Ulrich, 

Brockbank, Johnson, Sandholtz, & Younger, 2008; Lawler & Boudreau, 2009). Two of our 

measures look at practices that are more inclusive in nature, and private sector organizations may 

place less emphasis on this value.  Moreover, there is often less variation in the activities and 

outputs within private sector organizations compared to public sector ones.  As a result, there 

may be less need to consider policy implications or use analytical tools to examine policy fit.  In 

addition, HR directors who had been in their positions longer used significantly fewer strategies.  

More experienced HR directors may have greater confidence that they have a good sense of how 

various policies will impact their workforce and assume they do not need to seek feedback from 

a wide variety of stakeholders and closely examine policy implications.  On the other hand, it is 

possible these directors are resistant to change or the use of new practices.  The individual 

leading the HR department appears to play an important role in how a county approaches 

developing internal policies for its workforce.  The results of this research are consistent with 

work by Jacobson, Sowa and Lambright (2013) that finds HR leadership is critical in SHCM 

implementation.  Both studies underscore the importance of the leadership HR directors can 

provide. 

In this research, we assess the overall sophistication of counties’ HR policymaking 

process.  Although we classify some counties as more “sophisticated” in their approach than 

others, even the counties that have adopted some of the more advanced strategies are unlikely to 
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use them for every policy.  In fact, uniform use of these practices would not necessarily be 

recommended. For instance, if a county is mandated by the state to implement a policy 

prohibiting smoking within 100 feet of a public building, there may be little need for the HR 

director to thoroughly vet the policy.  It may be sufficient for the HR director to develop the 

policy primarily based on advice from colleagues in other county departments and using 

template policy documents from the state.  On the other hand, HR directors may want to use a 

more deliberate approach in situations where HR directors have greater discretion such as with 

the development of a social media use policy.  In this example, it may be helpful to: (1) seek 

information from many different sources (such as the IT and legal departments) and use an 

internal working group because this is a relatively new challenge for county governments with 

many potential implications, (2) consider employee buy-in early in the process, (3) collect data 

on job-related social media usage, (4) systematically assess policy impact on different 

departments and (5) carefully evaluate the fit with existing policies (such as those related to IT 

and public information) prior to implementation.  The most appropriate approach for developing 

a particular policy depends on the characteristics of the jurisdiction, a jurisdiction’s needs, and 

strategic goals as well as the policy itself.  

 Our findings suggest several areas for future research.  Building on this exploratory 

study, scholars should consider how the policy formation process impacts HR policy results.  As 

noted previously, we did not collect data on policy outcomes and were unable to explore whether 

the use of the promising practices identified actually made HR policies more effective.  

Researchers could also compare the efficacy of the various strategies we discussed and 

investigate whether some strategies are more effective than others.   
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Another limitation of our study is its small sample size.  The average index scores were 

considerably higher in counties where respondents had more education, had some type of 

certification, and were strategic partners.  Even though the differences in these means were quite 

large, none were statistically significant, perhaps due to the low power of our statistical tests.  

Our results suggest that the preparation and philosophical approach of HR directors may matter 

in the policy formation process too.  It would be interesting to examine in future research 

whether the same basic patterns we found could be replicated and whether the results would be 

statistically significant with a larger sample.  Such results would provide further evidence that 

HR directors play an important role in the policymaking process.  In particular, researchers may 

want to more closely examine the association between the sophistication of a county’s 

policymaking process and the training HR directors receive.  Findings of a relationship between 

these two variables would further suggest normative isomorphism is influencing HR policy 

formation as universities and other professional training institutions are critical in fostering 

shared norms and values within fields (DiMaggio & Powell, 1982).   

In addition, researchers may wish to explore some of the strategies we highlight in 

greater depth as this research looked at them as part of a broad overview of the policymaking 

process.  For instance, collecting information from other jurisdictions was a very common 

practice and could be consistent with mimetic isomorphism.  We are curious to what extent 

counties are really seeking feedback on best practices as opposed to just gathering information 

about any policy.  We also wonder how, if at all, they are tailoring these policies.  As another 

example, it would be interesting to find out more about the specific ways counties try to engage 

rank-and-file employees in the HR policymaking process.  Are these efforts perfunctory or is 

county leadership actively seeking feedback and shaping HR policy based on employee input?    
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The answers to these questions will provide a greater understanding of the process used 

to develop internal HR policies and will help local government HR professionals identify 

promising practices they may opt to utilize.  These policies have an important and long-lasting 

impact on the culture and morale of the workforce.  Learning more about how managers can 

strategically approach policymaking has the potential to improve the performance of public 

organizations. 

Notes 

 
1 Pugh, Hickson, and Hining (1969) define formalization as “the extent to which rules, procedures, instructions and 

communication are written (p. 116).”  This is important to note as in this research we are explicitly examining 

policies that have been formalized in a written process and adopted by a governing board.   
2 Only respondents from New York reported union representatives participated in the policymaking process.  All 

state and local governments in North Carolina are prohibited from engaging in collective bargaining.    
3 In these cases, the board or legislature was involved in the policy design phases.  This is not a reference to the 

formal adoption of a policy by the board or legislature.   
4 According to the school’s website, it is “the largest university-based local government training, advisory, and 

research organization in the United States,” offering courses, seminars and specialized conferences for public 

officials.  There is no comparable system of support for local governments available through higher education 

institutions in New York.   
5 As part of our interviews, we talked with respondents about their counties’ strategic planning processes.  We 

specifically asked HR directors about their involvement in strategic planning in their county and the extent to which 

their county manager viewed HR as a strategic function, a support function or some combination of both.   
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TABLES 

Table 1: Comparison of Demographics for Sample and Counties Eligible to be Included but not Selected  

(All Medians) 
 Population Number of County 

Employees 

Poverty Rate (2009-

2013) 

Median 

Household Income 

Eligible NY 

counties not in the 

sample 73,966 951 14% 51,393 

NY sample 117,154 1,071 14% 49,969 

Eligible NC 

counties not in the 

sample 115,778 977 20% 41,895 

NC sample 107,557 734 17% 45,441 

All eligible 

counties not in the 

sample 95,745 928 16% 46,484 

Entire sample 117,154 974 15% 48,653 

 
Table 2: Respondent Experience 

Years of HR 

Experience  

Count (%) 

n=38 

Years in Position Count (%) 

n=39 

5 or less 3 (8%) 5 or less  22 (56%) 

6 to 10 7 (18%) 6 to 10 10 (26%) 

11 to 15 5 (13%) 11 to 15 3 (8%) 

16 to 20 6 (16%) 16 to 20 3 (8%) 

21 to 30 11 (29%) 21 to 30 1 (3%) 

31 and greater 6 (16%) 31 and greater 0 (0%) 

 
Table 3: Respondent Formal and Continuing Education 

Highest Degree Count (%) 

n=40 

Certification Count (%) 

n=40 

High school diploma 2 (5%) No certification 25 (63%) 

Associates  1 (3%) Certification 

(community college, 

state, other) 

5 (13%) 

Bachelors 20 (50%) SHRM Certification 

(PHR, SPHR) 

10 (25%) 

Bachelors, some 

graduate 

6 (15%)   

Graduate degree (JD, 

MPA, MBA, etc.)  

11 (28%)   
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Table 4: Information Resource Use For Policy Development 

 Count (%) North Carolina 

n=20 

Count (%) New York 

n=20 

Count (%) Entire Sample 

n=40 

Internal Resources    

County Attorney or Retained 

Council 

12 (60%) 12 (60%) 24 (60%) 

Executive or Executive Staff 14 (70%) 8 (40%) 22 (55%) 

Other County Staff Subject Matter 

Experts 

17 (85%) 17 (85%) 34 (85%) 

Members of Board or Legislature 5 (25%) 6 (30%) 11 (28%) 

    

External Resources    

Personnel or Policies from other 

Jurisdictions  

20 (100%) 16 (80%) 36 (90%) 

State or Federal Agencies  10 (50%) 12 (60%) 22 (55%) 

Professional Associations  11 (55%) 7 (35%) 18 (45 %) 

General Internet Search 9 (45%) 10 (50%) 19 (48%) 

Laws or General Statutes 9 (45%) 10 (50%) 19 (48%) 

Academic Publications or 

Personnel  

12 (60%) 0 (0%) 12 (30%) 

Consultants 3 (15%) 6 (30%) 9 (23%) 

Vendors 3(15%) 3(15%) 6 (15%) 

Private Sector Examples  3(15%) 1(5%) 4 (10%) 

 Books 1(5%) 0 (0%) 1 (3%) 
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Table 5: Descriptive Statistics for the Policymaking Sophistication Index Score and its Components 

 Minimum Maximum Mean Standard 

Deviation 

Policy Index Score (n=40) .00 4.00 1.75 1.05612 

Use of internal working groups 

(n=40) 

.00 1.00 .5250 .50574 

Engagement of employees (n=40) .00 1.00 .175 .3848 

Review of departmental implications 

(n=40) 

.00 1.00 .650 .4830 

Review of consistency with other 

policies (n=40) 

.00 1.00 .150 .3616 

Evidence-based decision-making 

(n=40) 

.00 1.00 .250 .4385 

 

 

Table 6: Policy Sophistication Index by Respondent and Jurisdictional Characteristics 

 n Mean 

Respondent Characteristics    

Education (n=40)   

High school or associates degree 3 0.6667 

Bachelor’s 26 1.6923 

Master’s or JD 11 2.1818 

Certificate (n=40)   

No certifications 25 1.5600 

Has a certification 15 2.0667 

National Professional Association Membership (n=40)   

Not a member of national professional 

association 

16 1.5000 

Member of national professional association 24 1.9167 

Time in Position (n=39)   

0-5 years 22 2.0455 

6 or more years 17 1.2353 

Private Sector Experience (n=40)   

No 22 2.0455 

Yes 18 1.3889 

Role in County Strategic Planning  (n=40)   

Not a strategic partner 24 1.5414 

Strategic partner (self-reported) 16 2.0625 

   

County Characteristics   

State (n=40)   

North Carolina 20 1.9000 

New York 20 1.6000 

HR Department size (n=40)   

1-10 employees 27 1.6296 

11 or more employees 13 2.0000 
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