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1

Introducti on

Brian Harney and Kathy Monks

This brief introduction will set the context for this book while also 
providing an overview of the various chapters. It is now some 
fi fteen years since Roche et al.’s (1998) edited volume explored 
strategic human resource management (SHRM) in Ireland from a 
research-based perspective. The intervening years have seen a sig-
nifi cant increase in SHRM research by Irish scholars, coupled with 
the proliferation of specialist undergraduate and masters’ level 
SHRM programmes (Carbery et al., 2013). In terms of the human 
resource (HR) profession in Ireland, the Chartered Institute of Per-
sonnel and Development (CIPD) has witnessed a dramatic 80 per 
cent increase in membership since the 1980s. These developments 
highlight the necessity for continuous theoretical refl ection and 
empirical scrutiny of SHRM practice. The purpose of this book is to 
provide an integrated overview of both theory and evidence of the 
practice of strategic HRM in an Irish context. Broadly understood, 
SHRM involves a focus on linking human resource management 
(HRM) to business strategy, designing high performance work 
systems (HPWSs) and adding value through good people man-
agement in an attempt to gain sustained competitive advantage 
(Boselie, 2010; Delery and Doty, 1996). At the same time,  SHRM is 
subject to multiple interpretations and sometimes contested mean-
ings. This book therefore aims to provide empirically informed 
insights to illuminate current thinking around SHRM, including 
a critical analysis of its relevance, application and development 
in an Irish context. Refl ecting the richness, diversity and breadth 
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of SHRM expertise in Ireland, the book draws on the insights of 
twenty-one contributors representing some nine different institu-
tions. In so doing, we believe it will prove an invaluable resource 
for undergraduates specialising in SHRM and masters’ students 
requiring up-to-date knowledge about people management prac-
tices and processes, while also serving as a refl ective resource for 
experienced executives. 

Why Strategic HRM and Why Now?

It is worth drawing attention to why the task of examining SHRM in 
an Irish context is important and why it holds particular relevance 
at the current time. First is the reality that the evaluation of SHRM 
takes place in the context of a dramatically altered economic land-
scape. Commentary on the decline of the Irish economy in what 
has been termed ‘the Great Recession’ (Roche and Teague, 2013) is 
well rehearsed. Ireland experienced the largest compound decline 
in gross national product (GNP) of any industrialised economy 
over the 2007–2010 period (Kinsella, 2012). As a result, Ireland once 
again fi nds itself faced with the challenge articulated by pioneering 
Taoiseach Seán Lemass 60 years ago of ensuring the ‘economic 
foundation of independence’. Ireland has once more returned to 
a labour surplus economy representing a dramatic reversal of for-
tunes from the ‘Celtic Tiger’ era, which had been characterised by 
an unprecedented requirement for workers and a growing reliance 
on immigrant labour (Turner, 2010). Specifi cally in employment 
terms, Ireland has gone from having a laudable unemployment 
rate of 4.6 per cent in 2007 to a rate of 14.8 per cent in 2012, the 
third highest unemployment rate in the Euro area, eclipsed only by 
Spain (21.6 per cent) and Greece (17.7 per cent) (Forfás, 2012). This 
reality, and the associated collapse of national level social part-
nership, represents a challenging economic and social backdrop 
for SHRM. From a HR perspective, the recession has signifi cantly 
altered the basis of recruitment, the nature of pay decisions and 
remuneration levels, channels of employee voice and levels of 
employee morale. HR professionals have had to develop expertise 
in dealing with employee exit and downsizing decisions. In the 
public sector, HR professionals have had to confront the challenges 
presented by early retirement schemes, recruitment embargoes and 
third-party pressure for reform. This provides a timely reminder 
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of the signifi cant challenges that emanate from the contextual and 
institutional environment in which SHRM is enacted (Gunnigle, 
1998). However, it is also important to recognise arguments that 
the 1980s’ recession and subsequent recovery served as a key cata-
lyst for the reinvention and renewal of HRM in Ireland (Gunnigle 
et al., 1994; Roche et al., 1998: 17). Recent commentary notes that a 
‘new people management agenda’ could emerge from the context 
of the current recession (Roche and Teague, 2013). National survey 
fi ndings highlight a greater willingness by employees to take on 
more responsibility, to innovate and to up-skill in addition to a 
greater demand for involvement in decision-making (O’Connell et 
al., 2010: 9). The unfolding economic and social circumstances and 
associated challenges and opportunities highlight the importance 
of reassessing the status of SHRM in an Irish context. 

A second reason for exploring SHRM in Ireland concerns the 
growing recognition that the management of people is of strategic 
signifi cance to success (Barney, 1991). Indeed, a burgeoning stream 
of international evidence over the last two decades has highlighted 
the impact that SHRM can have in shaping both organisational 
performance (Huselid, 1995) and employee outcomes (Takeuchi 
et al., 2009). As we outline in Chapter 1, Irish contributions have 
likewise evolved from exploring the nature of HRM in Irish organi-
sations to examining its viability and assessing its contribution to 
key organisational and employee outcomes (Monks, 1992; Roche, 
1999; Guthrie et al., 2009; Conway and Monks, 2009). The impor-
tance of developing human capital has also been at the forefront of 
government policy. Since the 1960s, Ireland has invested heavily in 
education as a pathway to future economic and social prosperity. 
By the 1980s, Ireland was a pioneer in purposefully drawing on 
this human capital base to position itself as an attractive location 
for foreign direct investment. A key exemplar was the Industrial 
Development Authority’s ‘We’re young Europeans’ campaign, 
which publicised Ireland’s highly educated, bright and youthful 
workforce (MacSharry and White, 2000). Structural funds from 
Europe during the 1980s and economic growth in the 1990s led 
to increased investment in human resources (Kirby, 2010). Today, 
agencies such as Science Foundation Ireland assert that ‘Ireland’s 
success on the world stage cannot be based on low labour costs 
or mineral resources; it must be based on our human resources 
and our science’ (Science Foundation Ireland, 2012: 8). A key 
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differentiator in attracting foreign MNCs to Ireland has been this 
highly educated and skilled workforce. This has invited something 
of a reinforcing cycle as many of these fi rms, from the early arrival 
of Pfi zer and Intel, through to the recent additions of Google and 
LinkedIn, are at the leading edge in terms of the development and 
diffusion of SHRM practice. 

The changing economic circumstances and importance of 
developing human capital for both organisations and national 
compe titiveness renders the exploration of strategic HRM in Ireland 
an important task. Allied to this is the necessity of exploring the 
relevance and impact of key conceptual developments in SHRM. 
There has long been debate over the extent of diffusion of HRM 
in an Irish context, evident in a discourse of ‘new orders’ and the 
‘continuity of tradition and change’ (Foley and Gunnigle, 1995; 
Gunnigle et al., 1994; Turner and Morley, 1995). It is important to 
continue and update such conversations. The idea of assessing key 
conceptual developments via empirical scrutiny forms the core of 
the contemporary movement for so-called ‘evidence-based HR’ 
(EBHR). EBHR emphasises the critical importance of ensuring that 
HR decision-making takes place in the context of the best and most 
recent research evidence available (Rousseau and Barends, 2011). 
In bringing together leading experts in SHRM each chapter in this 
book carefully considers global developments and debates before 
specifi cally examining how Irish evidence refl ects these develop-
ments and contributes to these debates. This is an important task 
in ensuring that the wealth of recent research evidence in Ireland 
about how HR operates and has most impact (e.g. Carbery et al., 
2013) is brought to bear to inform analysis. This opens up impor-
tant questions concerning the extent to which the assumptions 
and key arguments of SHRM, largely US in origin and based on 
particular types of organisations (e.g. large, private sector), can, or 
indeed should, hold universal relevance (Batt and Banerjee, 2012; 
Brewster, 2007). Both extensive global competition and a substan-
tial MNC presence have undoubtedly shaped the nature of SHRM 
in Ireland. Yet, questions remain concerning the specifi city of 
SHRM in an Irish context. Indeed, one commentator has argued 
that ‘maybe it is time we learned to import more discerningly 
across the whole spectrum of ideas, societal no less than economic, 
and had the confi dence to be more makers than takers in getting 
the best out of ourselves’ (Lee, 2002: 300). Debate also abounds 
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about the relevance of SHRM across different categories of workers 
both within and across organisational boundaries (Lepak and 
Snell, 2002; Marchington et al., 2004). Comparisons of international 
developments in the fi eld with Irish research evidence serves as 
one basis to contribute to these debates. 

Overall, the impact of the current economic and social context, 
the prospective role of SHRM in enhancing performance and com-
petitiveness, and the importance of assessing the relevance of 
conceptual developments all provide a clear rationale for exploring 
SHRM in Ireland. Critically, these are not mutually exclusive, with 
developments in one domain shaping and reinforcing those in 
another. The current economic crisis has directed attention to the 
importance of restoring national competitiveness so that human 
capital considerations have taken on renewed signifi cance. Asso-
ciated commentary has indicated a complex terrain including an 
increasingly formally educated workforce, but below European 
averages in terms of lifelong learning (Forfás, 2012). Similarly, 
while Ireland continues to attract leading foreign multinational cor-
porations (MNCs), there are also skills shortages in key growth and 
knowledge-based sectors (Shanks et al., 2013). Akin to the 1980s, 
recessionary circumstances have also fostered conceptual devel-
opments founded on how best to leverage the potential of talent. 
Concepts such as ‘employee engagement’ have emerged as impor-
tant in countering potential negative effects on productivity and 
performance with reference made to ‘the commitment, motivation, 
ideas and creativity of all employees as key elements in rebuilding 
a vibrant and competitive economy and a high-performing public 
service’ (Fallon-Byrne, 2010: 2). Likewise, there is growing recogni-
tion of the importance of ‘innovations in the organisation of work’ 
as a basis for fostering economic recovery (Watson et al., 2010: 24). 

Employee experiences have also come to the fore in recent times, 
not only in understanding the impact of the economic downturn, 
but also in terms of changing expectations. Employees are now 
more educated and technologically versed, with noted genera-
tional differences suggested with respect to demands in terms of 
career paths and development provisions (Hewlett et al., 2010). 
All the while, dedicated attention is required to the nature of the 
psychological contract employees hold with the organisation, and 
the important role that line managers play in balancing employee 
expectations with employer intentions (McDermott et al., 2013). 
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These changes suggest an ever-broadening range of competencies, 
challenges and depth of knowledge required of HR professionals 
(cf. Sheehan, 2002). In this vein it is clear that considering the 
impact of the current economic context, appreciating the prospec-
tive contribution of SHRM to enhanced performance and assessing 
conceptual developments are of equal and related importance in 
the fi eld of SHRM. Refl ecting this line of argument, the centenary 
CIPD conference held in April 2013 focused on three inter related 
themes: retaining talent when the upturn comes, managing 
employee expectations and rebuilding trust. Overall, there is a con-
sensus that Ireland’s economic fortunes are inextricably bound to 
the management of people and their ideas at an individual, work-
place and national level (Kakabadse and Moore, 2002; McWilliams, 
2012). This in turn reinforces the imperative of a strategic approach 
to the development and nurturing of human resources as a critical 
foundation for success. The next section outlines how each chapter 
in this book sets out to provide insights in this regard. 

Overview of Contributi ons 

Progress 

This book is structured around four key sections. The fi rst section 
comprises two chapters which examine the broad theme of Pro-
gress in research and understanding of SHRM in Ireland. Chapter 1, 
by Harney, Heffernan and Monks, offers an historical overview 
of the emergence of HRM in Ireland before examining contempo-
rary developments and associated Irish evidence with respect to 
the development of SHRM and the relationship between SHRM 
and performance. Key empirical developments highlighted include 
the gradual incorporation of employee perspectives and a better 
understanding of the key intermediary variables shaping the SHRM–
performance linkage. Following this broad overview, Chapter 2, by 
Roche, provides a review of how HRM professionals and interna-
tional scholars have considered the effects of recessions on SHRM. 
The chapter then draws on fi ndings from extensive Irish research 
examining the impact of the recession on both private and public 
sector organisations. These results highlight a leaner, somewhat 
more infl uential HR function with evidence of a dual deployment of 
HRM practices to balance retrenchment with efforts at maintaining 
workforce motivation and commitment. Taken together, these two 
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chapters provide a broad understanding of the state of play of 
SHRM in both steady state and recessionary circumstances, thereby 
setting the foundation for chapters that examine more specifi c HR 
practice.

Practi ce

The second section of the book examines developments in strategic 
HRM in terms of four specifi c domains of Practice. Chapter 3, by 
Collings, explores the nascent area of talent management (TM) by 
highlighting fi ve key streams or waves of development. The chapter 
then examines evidence on the content, operation and impact of 
TM from the limited pool of research that has been conducted in 
an Irish context. While challenges remain, clearly TM is an area of 
growing signifi cance; indeed the subtitle poses the question ‘a new 
era for HRM?’ Chapter 4, by Cullinane and Dundon, explores the 
domain of employee voice, which is noted as an enduring process, 
inherent to the employment relationship. This chapter documents 
the demand for employee voice, before unpacking its meaning and 
the key basis by which employee voice can be evaluated. Turning 
to the Irish evidence, Cullinane and Dundon highlight a tendency 
for more pronounced patterns of direct and non-union forms of 
voice, coupled with growing employer resistance to institutional 
and European attempts to reframe the dynamics of employee voice.

Chapter 5, by Gunnigle, Turner, Lavelle and McDonnell, exam-
ines the issue of pay and performance management in the context 
of MNCs, typically viewed as market leaders and innovators in 
this domain. The chapter begins with an overview of key debates 
in relation to the emergence, content and purpose of performance 
management systems before drawing on survey evidence from 
MNCs in Ireland to assess the nature of pay and performance 
systems in place. The fi ndings highlight ownership and sector as 
key determinants of the types of systems in place, in addition to 
variances in application between occupational groups. Chapter 6, 
by Gubbins and Kennedy, takes on the critical domains of learning 
and knowledge. Five key learning orientations are presented with 
each one illustrated by relevant Irish research evidence. Moving to 
knowledge, the chapter deconstructs key defi nitions before pro-
viding an overview of recent Irish research which has examined 
key outcomes of knowledge processes. Overall, the chapter makes 
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clear that the knowledge embedded in people and mastery of how 
that knowledge is shared and retained are of vital consideration in 
realising individual and organisational potential. 

While this section on HR practice encompassing talent, employee 
voice, pay and performance, and knowledge and learning presents 
them in a standalone fashion, in reality they are likely to operate 
more like bundles which can either serve to be ‘mutually rein-
forcing’ or operate as ‘deadly combinations’ (Becker et al., 1997: 43; 
Monks and Loughnane, 2006: 1926). The task of the HR manager 
is to understand the detail of how each practice operates, but also 
to interpret this from the perspective of the HR system as a whole. 

Context 

Section 3 continues the empirical conversation by examining 
SHRM in Context. This follows a growing recognition that SHRM 
originated from a limited US, private sector, large-fi rm standpoint 
so key fi ndings may not generalise across national contexts, or to 
the majority of the working population, including those operating 
in the context of small fi rms or the public and non-profi t sectors 
(Bamberger and Pratt, 2010; Batt and Banerjee, 2012). By the same 
token, some researchers have questioned the relevance of certain 
principles of SHRM when applied to an increasingly educated and 
knowledge-centric workforce (Chasserio and Legault, 2009). This 
section, therefore, explores the meaning and operation of SHRM in 
varying contexts. 

Chapter 7, by Lavelle, McDonnell and Gunnigle, examines the 
topic of international HRM by exploring the role and signifi cance 
of MNCs. Specifi cally, the chapter offers an overview of theoretical 
debates concerning country-of-origin versus host-country effects. 
The chapter then explores how this debate has been played out in 
an Irish context before considering more recent empirical evidence 
relating to the role of MNCs in Ireland. Chapter 8, by Harney and 
Nolan, moves the discussion to the often neglected context of small 
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). This chapter presents some 
key characteristics of SMEs before assessing the applicability of 
extant SHRM theory to this context. Turning to empirical evidence, 
the chapter draws on both national and organisational level fi nd-
ings to offer a more nuanced understanding of the nature of HRM 
in Irish SMEs.
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Chapter 9, by Monks, Conway, Kelly and Fu, engages with the 
signifi cant area of knowledge-intensive fi rms (KIFs). Having delin-
eated the key concepts of knowledge work and knowledge workers, 
this chapter provides an overview of recent research. The chapter 
then offers a multi-layered overview of Irish research, examining 
KIFs at the level of industry, fi rm and employees. In so doing, the 
chapter highlights complexities in terms of HRM systems deployed 
and subsequent employee outcomes. The fi nal chapter on context is 
Chapter 10, by McDermott and Keating, which examines HRM in 
healthcare, specifi cally the hospital sector. This chapter highlights 
the challenges and constraints that characterise HRM in this context 
before exploring recent evidence on the relationship between HR 
practices and performance in healthcare settings. Throughout the 
chapter, McDermott and Keating draw on their own research to 
illuminate the complexities of HR in the context of multiple, and 
sometimes competing, stakeholder demands. 

These four chapters illustrate that while the overall principles 
of SHRM may hold some universal relevance, the specifi cs of how 
SHRM actually operates is likely to be heavily shaped by the imme-
diate context in which the organisation is operating. These chapters 
also indicate how SHRM in each of the contexts explored is subject 
to its own tensions, including those of convergence versus diver-
gence, formality versus informality, generalist versus specialist 
and the competing requirements of multiple stakeholders. In addi-
tion, they highlight how HRM decision-makers will need to be 
attentive to broader institutional backdrops in the form of legisla-
tion and wider institutional networks (Curran and Quinn, 2012; 
McLaughlin, 2013). 

Challenges 

The fi nal section of the book picks up the themes of complexity and 
tension with two chapters which examine Challenges for SHRM. 
Chapter 11, by Mulhall, explores careers and career develop-
ment. Here it is clear that traditional conceptions of career have 
been replaced by a variety of new career types and this will have 
differing implications in terms of HR understanding. The Irish 
evidence presented illustrates novel approaches to up-skilling 
and developing learning networks. In Chapter 12, Cushen and 
Harney explore the reasons why SHRM may not always work in 
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the ways originally intended or expected. In particular, they focus 
on neglected issues including fi nancialization and the inherent 
tensions of the employment relationship. Irish evidence is used 
to support the argument providing a useful empirical counter to 
overly simplistic claims assuming automatic benefi ts or outcomes 
as a result of SHRM interventions. Finally, in the conclusion Monks 
and Harney explore some key dilemmas likely to inform future 
theoretical and empirical conversations. 
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CHAPTER 1

The Emergence and Status of 
Strategic HRM in Ireland

Brian Harney, Margaret Heffernan and Kathy Monks

Introducti on

This chapter explores the emergence and current status of strategic 
human resource management (SHRM) in Ireland. The chapter is 
divided into three key parts in order to capture particular aspects 
of this development. The fi rst section traces the evolution of HRM 
from its early roots in the welfare movement through to the emer-
gence of personnel management. The second section moves to 
examine more contemporary developments concerning the status 
of SHRM by considering issues surrounding the nature of SHRM 
and associated Irish research evidence. The third section explores 
attempts to justify the signifi cance and managerial relevance 
of SHRM interventions, most notably via debates related to the 
concept of high performance work systems (HPWS). The chapter 
concludes with an examination of the continuities and divergences 
in Irish research fi ndings and proposes areas for future research 
and practice. In so doing we caution against simplistic assumptions 
of progress or staged evolution and invite more contingent expla-
nations of the status of SHRM in Ireland. 
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The Emergence of HRM in Ireland: From Welfarism to 
Personnel Management 

It is diffi cult to fi nd a consensus on the origins of HRM, with inter-
national commentators suggesting anything from shortly before the 
First World War through to the 1980s (Kaufman, 1999). In an Irish 
context, Barrington (1980) indicates that a personnel function had 
been established in the civil service after the First World War, but 
its offi cial recognition in the private sector is probably best dated 
from the setting up in 1937 of an Irish branch of the Institute of 
Labour Management, the forerunner of today’s Chartered Institute 
of Personnel and Development (CIPD). The fi rst meetings of the 
Institute of Labour Management in Ireland were held in the recrea-
tion hall attached to Jacob’s biscuit factory and were attended by a 
small group of individuals, mainly women, who were employed as 
welfare supervisors in Dublin factories. These factories had strong 
Quaker traditions and meetings concerned issues such as the health 
and leisure time of employees and worker participation in recrea-
tion committees and works councils, as exemplifi ed in Box 1.1. 

While legislative changes such as the Industrial Relations Act of 
1946 provided a foundation for improved working conditions, 
Ireland during the 1940s and 1950s remained a predominantly agri-
cultural and stagnant society (Lee, 1980). A sea change occurred 
during the 1960s with the government of Seán Lemass and his 

Box 1.1: The Welfare Stage

The issues facing the welfare workers who were the precursors of today’s 
HRM managers are captured in the minutes from the meeti ngs of the 
Labour Management Insti tute. In Labour Management (May 1940) it was 
reported that Mr Julian Rowntree of Associated Chocolate Co Ltd, Dublin 
spoke on ’Cooperati on in Industry’ and recommended that employees 
should be given scope in running their own recreati on sub-committ ees and 
encouraged in the use of their leisure ti me.  He also put forward proposals 
for a works council at which all levels of management and workers should 
be represented. Factory inspectors were highly prized as speakers at these 
events and health issues were of parti cular importance. In many of the 
Quaker-owned factories, the concern with welfare issues was translated 
into the provision of a range of employee faciliti es such as sports grounds 
and evening classes on a range of topics.
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programme of economic and industrial development, which pro-
vided the catalyst for substantial change to the personnel function. 
Nonetheless, a survey carried out in 1966 by the Irish Institute 
of Management found that only 6.4 per cent of fi rms with more 
than 500 employees actually employed a personnel manager with 
a professional qualifi cation, and hardly any mentioned personnel 
as an area for development (Tomlin, 1966). This is refl ected in the 
low levels of membership (150 people) of what was, by now, the 
Institute of Personnel Management (IPM) (Institute of Personnel 
Management Irish Branch, 1968). 

The 1970s saw signifi cant growth of personnel management in 
both the public and private sectors. This growth was very much 
associated with new legislation governing the employment relation-
ship at both national and EU level. Increasingly, there was a need 
for someone in the organisation to become more knowledgeable 
with respect to legislation governing issues such as pay, holidays, 
equality, redundancy and employment protection. While the per-
sonnel specialist was well-placed to step into this role (Gunnigle, 
1998), the status of the personnel function within organisations was 
not proven. For example, Barrington (1980: 90) criticised its role 
in the public service, stating: ‘Personnel is another of those ideas, 
regarded as “good things”, that are maintained, if not wholly for 
ornament, then not really for use either.’ Various submissions to 
the Commission of Inquiry on Industrial Relations (1981) criticised 
the low priority given to personnel issues in many Irish fi rms and 
the lack of authority of personnel offi cers. 

During the 1970s and 1980s, industrial relations (IR) was the pre-
dominant personnel activity. This was refl ective of a long-standing 
tradition of low-trust industrial relations and a reliance on adver-
sarial collective bargaining (Roche, 1999). Indeed, MacNeill (1980: 
58) considered that trade unions ‘had a virtually uncontested right 
to bargain on any matter affecting people at work, to regulate what 
they will do, how they will get it and what they will get for doing 
it’. However, by the end of the 1980s, the picture had altered with a 
notable ‘reassertion of management control’ as a key outcome of the 
high levels of unemployment during the decade (Gunnigle, 1992). 
This was also evidenced in the increase of non-union multinational 
corporations (MNCs) operating within Ireland. Overall, the 1980s 
witnessed a notable shift in the core focus of personnel activi-
ties, away from the management of industrial relations towards 
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a more direct and individualistic approach to the management of 
employees (Sheehan, 2002). The economic diffi culties of the 1980s 
were refl ected in the themes of the IPM’s annual conferences, which 
included ‘Survival Management’ (1983) and ‘the Uncertain Future’ 
(1986). Yet by the 1990s the economic climate was improving. Sig-
nalling the emergence of a new strategic-centred discourse, the 1990 
CIPD conference was entitled ‘The 1990s Workforce: Committed 
or Controlled?’, with speakers explicitly addressing topics of com-
petition, performance and change. The next section describes the 
development of this strategic approach to HRM before examining 
empirical evidence of its status in Ireland. 

Strategic Human Resource Management

The normative logic of strategic HRM (SHRM) stresses the impor-
tance of directly aligning HRM with organisational strategy, while 
also paying dedicated attention to securing appropriate behav-
iours from employees (Schuler and Jackson, 1987). This strategic 
discourse found true signifi cance in the context of intensive global 
competition, most notably from Japan, and the emergence of more 
people-intensive service and knowledge-based industries. Increas-
ingly, attention was directed to the role of internal organisational 
processes in generating competitive advantage. It was noted that 
successful organisations exhibited a clear consistency between 
their organisational objectives and human resource (HR) activities 
(Arthur, 1994). This consistency combined both horizontal and ver-
tical integration, whereby HR activities are mutually supportive of 
each other and fi t with the strategic direction of the organisation. 
One of the key proxies for the extent of strategic integration is the 
extent of HR representation at corporate board level ( Lengnick-Hall 
et al., 2009). Overall, a SHRM approach acknowledged that man-
agers exercise strategic choice when making decisions in key areas 
of HR such as rewards, employee relations, training and perfor-
mance management, culminating in an overall philosophy towards 
employees. 

In an Irish context, the growing signifi cance of SHRM aligned 
neatly with favourable macro-economic conditions which saw the 
realisation of fast-paced economic development, coupled with the 
emergence of educational and labour market institutions and value 
systems particularly favourable to the workings of SHRM (Horgan 
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and Mühlau, 2006). The stability provided for by centralised pay 
bargaining and social partnership also contributed to an alleviation 
of many IR and administrative demands on the HR function. At the 
same time, the infl uence of United States (US) MNCs in promoting 
the ideals and ideology of SHRM cannot be understated (Carbery 
et al., 2013). Survey research has consistently shown that owner-
ship and size are strong predictors of HR practices, with MNCs 
deploying much more advanced and sophisticated HR practices 
relative to indigenous Irish fi rms (Geary and Roche, 2001; Lavelle 
et al., 2009; Monks, 2002). A stream of research also explored the 
compatibility between new, more strategic HRM practices and 
trade union infl uence (Roche and Turner, 1998; Turner et al., 1997), 
including the infl uence of specifi c SHRM practices such as perfor-
mance-related pay and the individualisation of the employment 
relationship (Gunnigle et al., 1998; Roche, 2001). 

A number of studies have specifi cally examined the extent of 
the strategic orientation of HRM in Ireland. Early work revealed 
evidence of HRM practices emerging in some Irish organisations, 
as gauged by attention to strategy, employee commitment and 
devolution to line management (Kelly and Brannick, 1988). By the 
early 1990s there was evidence of several models of personnel/
HRM operating in Ireland, ranging from the traditional welfare- 
or industrial-relations-focused approaches to more innovative 
models that encompassed a range of sophisticated practices associ-
ated with SHRM (Monks, 1992). Associated with the latter was a 
heightened unitarist outlook manifest in opposition to union recog-
nition, and the emergence of a strong non-union sector (Gunnigle, 
1992). The University of Limerick/Cranfi eld surveys offered some 
encouraging signs that Irish HR practitioners were adopting a more 
strategic role through their position in the top management team 
which might allow them to integrate HRM concerns into the formu-
lation of business strategy (Foley and Gunnigle, 1994). Nonetheless, 
research still reported that much HRM adoption was characterised 
by its ‘piecemeal or fragmented manner’ (Roche and Turner, 1998: 
76) with O’Brien (1998: 454) arguing that ‘while there is evidence of 
a wide range of HRM-type initiatives being developed in organiza-
tions, the evidence of a link between business strategy and HRM is 
far more limited.’ Little seems to have changed over time. A recent 
study examining 169 of the Business & Finance top 1,000 performing 
fi rms in Ireland fi nds few organisations have business strategies 
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which are fully cascaded down into HR strategies with specifi c 
outputs and deliverables. In addition, while 72 of these fi rms had 
a HR presence at the level of the board of directors (or equivalent), 
over a quarter of these reported having little or no involvement in 
corporate strategy development (Heffernan et al., 2008).

Despite the fragmented and complex diffusion of SHRM in 
Ireland, Irish evidence has found some support for the argument 
that the strategic integration of HRM enhances effectiveness. In 
Roche’s (1999) analysis, those fi rms exhibiting high strategic inte-
gration were twenty times more likely to adopt high commitment 
practices. Heffernan et al. (2008) found that those organisations 
exhibiting integration and pursuing a high-road differentiation 
strategy were more inclined to adopt sophisticated SHRM and 
exhibit more organisational innovation relative to those pursuing 
a low-road, cost-focused strategy. Integration clearly plays an 
important role, as does the relationship between SHRM and organ-
isational performance. The latter has emerged as a particularly 
important development in recent SHRM research and one with 
which Irish researchers have also extensively engaged. 

Strategic HRM and Performance

The past twenty years have produced numerous studies which 
claim to demonstrate that sophisticated SHRM practices are posi-
tively related to organisational performance. Some of the labels 
that have been attached to SHRM from this research indicate these 
linkages, for example best practice SHRM, high performance work 
systems (HPWS) and high commitment management (HCM) 
(see Wall and Wood, 2005). In the case of HPWS, these have been 
defi ned as ‘systems of human resource practices designed to 
enhance employees’ skills, commitment and productivity in such 
a way that employees become a source of competitive advantage’ 
(Datta et al., 2005: 135). In this defi nition and others there is a widely 
held view that SHRM impacts upon organisational performance 
through practices that promote and nourish employee autonomy, 
skills and discretionary behaviours. These typically include sophis-
ticated recruitment and selection techniques, appraisal, training, 
teamwork, communications, empowerment, performance-related 
pay and employment security (Wall and Wood, 2005). Collec-
tively, these individual practices are seen to operate as a bundle 
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of mutually reinforcing, synergistic HR practices which help to 
facilitate employee commitment and involvement and subsequent 
organisational performance. By examining practices as a holistic 
bundle, an index has been used to capture the use of a system of 
high performance work practices and the extent of HPWS coverage 
(Huselid, 1995).

A stream of empirical evidence has emerged to support the 
promise of HPWS. A meta-theoretical review of data from 92 
studies, covering a total of 19,319 organisations, indicates that 20 
per cent of the utility available from predicting performance dif-
ferences among organisations is attributable to HPWS (Combs 
et al., 2006). However, this research has not been without criti-
cism, including the fact that organisational outcomes are too distal 
from SHRM practices for the impact of SHRM interventions to be 
adequately captured, that employee insights and experiences have 
been neglected, and that line managers’ roles have been insuffi -
ciently explored. Methodological criticisms include the use of single 
respondents and lack of clarity regarding choice of HR practices 
within the HPWS. There has also been limited theoretical explana-
tion of how and why SHRM performance impacts occur, with this 
explanatory gap generally referred to as the ‘black box’ (see Guest, 
2011). Irish research has engaged with, and contributed to, debates 
on the SHRM–performance relationship by examining the diffu-
sion of sophisticated SHRM in Ireland, the impact of HPWS on 
performance, and the mechanisms by which HPWS operate. Each 
of these issues is now examined in turn.

The Diff usion of Sophisti cated SHRM in Ireland

In terms of diffusion, early studies in Ireland examined impor-
tant changes in the domains of work design and team-working, 
noting these as ‘central to the development of a high performance 
approach to work’ (Morley, 1995: 83; see also Geary, 1999). Roche 
(1999) explored commitment-orientated HRM practices, fi nding 
limited full diffusion of such practices, save for an elite 5–10 per 
cent of organisations. McCartney and Teague (2004) explored high 
performance employment practices across three industries (food/
drink/tobacco, electronics, and banking and fi nance) and found 
signifi cant evidence that Irish workplaces were experimenting with 
workplace innovation. More recent research has directly explored 
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the diffusion of HPWS of the type specifi ed by Huselid (1995). The 
general picture that emerges is one of a rather moderate to low 
take-up of the full-blown HPWS model. Indeed, Irish research has 
been relatively consistent in reporting a score of mid-40s out of a 
possible 100 on the HPWS index (Guthrie et al., 2009; Heffernan et 
al., 2008). This is consistent with international evidence, with Datta et 
al. (2005) reporting the take-up of HPWS among US fi rms to be 49.58. 
Box 1.2 documents the breakdown of HPWS diffusion across specifi c 
practices in the Irish context.

Box 1.2: The Diff usion of High Performance Work Practi ces in 
Ireland

Research by Heff ernan et al. (2008) provides an overview of the diff usion 
of high performance work practi ces in 169 top performing fi rms in Ireland. 
Findings indicate a high usage of practi ces such as employee inducti on 
programmes and company-specifi c training. In line with the logic of the 
resource-based view of the fi rm (Barney, 1991), this suggests that top-per-
forming fi rms recognise the criti cal role of socialisati on in the organisati on. 
Likewise, they are much more likely to invest in skill sets which are unique to 
the fi rm (78 per cent) as opposed to those that are more generic in nature 
(38 per cent) and thus more easily transferrable across organisati ons. 
However, less than one-third of fi rms surveyed used validated employment 
tests (as per earlier research by Heraty et al., 1994), had a skill- or knowl-
edge-based pay system, paid a premium wage or administered employee 
atti  tude surveys on a regular basis. 

High Performance Work Practi ces in Ireland 

Employee Resourcing

Structured/standardised interviews 64%

Validated employment tests 24%

Formal job analysis 36%

Exit interview 49%

Performance Management and Remunerati on

Routi ne formal appraisals 62%

Formal performance feedback from more than one source 31%

Compensati on parti ally conti ngent on individual merit or 
performance

44%

Compensati on parti ally conti ngent on group merit or performance 36%
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The Impact of HPWS on Performance

Irish research has also directly explored the impact of HPWS on per-
formance. Flood and colleagues (Flood and Guthrie, 2005; Guthrie 
et al., 2009) provided methodologically robust evidence for the 
SHRM–performance linkage through their utilisation of objec-
tive productivity measures whilst also drawing on matched HR 
and general manager survey responses from 165 companies. They 
were able to convert the SHRM and performance linkage into more 
concrete, monetary terms, stating that ‘if a fi rm were to increase 
its relative use of the set of high performance HR practices from 
“average” to “above average” it would increase employee sales 
productivity by 15.61%. For the median fi rm in the sample, this rep-
resents an additional €50,032 in revenue per employee’ (Flood and 
Guthrie, 2005: 6). In addition, they found that where HR managers 
report higher utilisation of HPWS, general managers perceive their 
HR departments as having more strategic value (Guthrie et al., 
2011). Drawing on the same data, Armstrong et al. (2010) extended 
the HPWS argument by demonstrating that diversity and equality 

Opti on for shares of organisati on’s stock 18%

Paid a premium wage in order to att ract and retain them 28%

Training and Development

Formal inducti on 86%

Training in company-specifi c skills 78%

Training in generic skills 39%

Involved in total quality management programme 30%

Communicati on and Involvement

Programmes designed to elicit parti cipati on and employee input 35%

Provided relevant fi nancial performance informati on 53%

Provided relevant strategic informati on 61%

Regular atti  tude surveys 31%

Grievance/complaint procedure 91%

Organised in self-directed work teams 40%

Work–Life Balance

Covered by family-friendly policies or work–life balance practi ces  52%
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management systems (including diversity training and monitoring 
recruitment, pay and promotion across minority and disadvan-
taged groups) contributed to fi rm performance over and above the 
effects of a traditional HPWS. Performance impact in this instance 
included higher labour productivity, workforce innovation and 
lower voluntary employee turnover.

The Mechanisms by which HPWS Operate

Irish research has moved beyond simple counts of practices to offer 
valuable insights into the mechanisms by which SHRM may impact 
performance, paying particular attention to both employee and line 
manager perspectives. At an employee level, research by Conway 
and Monks (2008) found that the HR practices valued by employees 
that are related to a range of employee-related outcomes are very 
different to those proposed in the lists of HR practices found in the 
high performance literature. Another employee survey examining 
high commitment management in three fi nancial service fi rms 
found that there were varying routes to commitment and reten-
tion, which were contingent on employee expectations and values 
(Conway and Monks, 2009). These fi ndings suggest that there may 
be divergence between what is touted as best practice in fostering 
high employee commitment and what actually works in practice. 

With respect to line managers, Harney and Jordan (2008) provide 
case study evidence from a call centre in Ireland where, despite 
HRM being imposed by a dominant supplier, line managers’ inter-
ventions ameliorated some of the negative aspects of work tasks. 
This included the introduction of practices which resonated with 
those prescribed by HPWS, including efforts at improving morale 
and creating a sense of involvement and a better atmosphere among 
telesales representatives. The result was that while employees 
exhibited the low commitment characteristic of the sector, they also 
demonstrated signifi cant organisational citizenship behaviours 
manifest in discretionary efforts to go beyond what was required 
of the immediate task on hand. More recently, Roche and Teague 
(2012) have demonstrated that proactive line manager engagement 
in confl ict management is positively related to organisational out-
comes and that this relationship is further enhanced by the presence 
of HPWS types of HR practices (Teague and Roche, 2011). Finally, 
there is evidence of theoretical approaches which bring together 
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both employee and line manager perspectives to offer accounts of 
the social climate within the fi rm and its role in bridging intended 
and enacted HR practice (Cafferkey, 2011). Research by  Heffernan 
and Dundon (2012) has illuminated the importance of the per-
ceived fairness of the HR system in attempting to understand the 
true effect of the actual HPWS system on employees’ attitudes 
and behavioural outcomes such as job satisfaction, affective com-
mitment and work effort. Box 1.3 provides some case evidence 
highlighting the critical intermediary role of organisational justice.

Emergence and Status of SHRM in Ireland: Analysis and 
Insights

This chapter has charted a steady progression with respect to both 
the content and scope of research on SHRM in Ireland. (More 
recent efforts capturing the impact of the recession are the subject 

Box 1.3: HPWS, Line Managers and Organisati onal Justi ce at Prof Co

Prof Co. is a professional services fi rm employing over 2,000 workers in 
Ireland. It has made a signifi cant investment in high performance work 
systems. Perceived fairness in the outcomes of HR decisions has emerged 
as parti cularly important in performance management and reward deci-
sions. One manager argued that equity rules of distributi ve justi ce could ‘be 
applied more rigorously in terms of the contributi on or eff ort that people 
make in terms of what they actually get’. One employee acknowledged that 
the impact of an unfair outcome such as a performance appraisal rati ng 
or pay increase can be demoti vati ng to other employees ‘as someone can 
actually be crap and sti ll get a 15 per cent bonus.’ Issues of voice, consist-
ency and bias also emerged from the employee interviews to highlight 
the importance of procedural fairness when enacti ng HR practi ces. One 
senior manager acknowledged that although they try to ensure procedural 
justi ce is to the forefront of decisions, the degree to which these policies 
are applied ‘is reasonably open to the discreti on of the manager’. In par-
ti cular, the percepti on of voice during HR decisions emerged as a key theme 
with one employee acknowledging the importance of ‘being able to speak 
up and tell my manager if I feel I haven’t scored fairly in my performance 
appraisal’. The interpersonal treatment of employees appeared as a fi nal 
theme. According to one employee, ‘it falls back to dignity at work … we’re 
here to do a job but we’re all human beings.’

Source: Heff ernan and Dundon (2012)
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of Chapter 2 by Roche). In general, research has expanded its 
reach and signifi cance, moving from early descriptive accounts 
attempting to capture the nature of HRM practices towards more 
recent attempts to understand how SHRM works and impacts 
upon employees. A number of observations can be made. First is 
the constant fi nding that while fi rms have gradually invested in 
HR practices, they typically remain signifi cantly short of adopting 
a singular, sophisticated approach. Instead there is consistent evi-
dence of the existence of a wide variety and combination of SHRM 
practices, including a co-existence or dualism between new and 
old workplace practices (Monks, 2002; Roche, 1999; Watson et al., 
2010). This suggests the value of research which does not simply 
assess the nature of SHRM practices by way of a supply-side model 
(e.g. a list of best practices), but instead moves to explore the diffu-
sion and organisational demand for HR practices (Kaufman, 2010). 
By this logic, the notion of a HPWS may represent something of a 
normative ideal as opposed to refl ecting an organisational reality. 

This also suggests the importance of examining the value of 
certain types of SHRM in certain sectors, or for certain groups of 
employees (see Section 3 of this book). Industrial sector, capital 
intensity and the expectations of employees are likely to heavily 
inform the type of SHRM that will be viable. It is not unsurprising, 
therefore, that research has shown that industries such as fi nan-
cial services, high technology and pharmaceuticals invest heavily 
in HPWS relative to agriculture and manufacturing (Heffernan et 
al., 2008; Guthrie et al., 2009). Likewise, SHRM has been shown 
to have particular value in fostering knowledge sharing and rela-
tional coordination in contexts such as professional service fi rms 
(Fu et al., 2013). 

A fi nal point concerns methodology. Evidence provided in this 
chapter suggests that Irish research is addressing many of the 
methodological criticisms frequently levelled at SHRM research. 
Work by Conway and Monks (2008), for example, showed there 
was a disconnect between the HR practices that are perceived by 
employers as important and those that appear to be valued by 
employees. Consequently, they warn against rushing to implement 
sophisticated HR without fi rst getting the basics of the employ-
ment relationship right. Other work suggests that understanding 
the true impact of HPWS often hinges on the nature of the inter-
personal relations that exist not only between general managers 
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and HR managers (Guthrie et al., 2011) but also between man-
agers and employees (Harney and Jordan, 2008; Heffernan and 
Dundon, 2012). 

Conclusions

This chapter has traced the evolution of SHRM from its origins in 
the welfare tradition through to its more recent preoccupation with 
performance. While the lack of empirical evidence on the extent of 
investment in HRM in an Irish context was once lamented (Gun-
nigle, 1998: 12), it is clear much has been done to address this 
defi ciency. This is refl ected in the emergence and status of SHRM as 
a specialist academic fi eld and its prominence in the teaching and 
research activities of business schools in Ireland today (Carbery et 
al., 2013). The professionalisation of SHRM is evidenced in CIPD 
membership numbers, which have grown from 672 in 1981 to over 
5,500 in 2012. Yet academic and professional progress should not 
be read simplistically as implying success without challenge or 
tension. There is still much scope for continued discussion around 
such areas as the extent of diffusion of sophisticated SHRM prac-
tices and their costs and benefi ts to organisations. Recent emphasis 
on employees is to be welcomed, although frequently lacking is an 
appreciation of how many of the decisions that are benefi cial for 
business strategy or the HR function may not necessarily be benefi -
cial for employees. There is also still potential to explore the vital 
role of SHRM in the management of change, the interface between 
technology and SHRM, and also the continually evolving role of 
the HR function. Much of this research would benefi t from longitu-
dinal insights that are rarely present in studies. 

From a practice perspective there is the constant need to under-
stand and develop the skill set required by the HR profession to 
manage such challenges. This also draws attention to the signifi -
cant, but oft neglected, role of factors shaping the implementation 
of HR systems (Huselid and Becker, 2011), including acknowl-
edging and dealing with legacy systems and path dependency 
(Monks and Loughnane, 2006). SHRM from this viewpoint would 
benefi t from a broader and more inclusive defi nition, including the 
understanding that the signifi cant contribution of the HR function 
stems from its ability not to offer universal blanket solutions, but 
to proactively anticipate and manage challenges. Overall, SHRM 
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clearly offers value in contributing to organisational success. Its 
role in sustaining that success and thereby sustaining its value 
will come not only from exploring linkages with innovation and 
change, but also through practising continuous innovation in the 
way SHRM is researched, understood and disseminated. 
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CHAPTER 2

HRM in the Recession: 
Managing People in the Private and Public Sectors1

William K. Roche

Introducti on

The prescriptive and academic literature in human resource man-
agement (HRM) focuses in the main on normal or steady-state 
commercial and economic conditions. This is understandable but 
begs the question as to how HRM is conducted in circumstances 
of deep and lasting recession. This question is the subject of this 
chapter, which reviews the conduct of HRM in Ireland in the context 
of the international and professional literature on the conduct of 
HRM in recessionary conditions. The chapter begins by outlining 
how HRM professionals and scholars have considered the effects 
of recessions on HRM. It then examines the conduct of HRM in the 
Irish recession. This began to affect many fi rms and also the public 
service during 2008. 

Perspecti ves on HRM in Recessions 

The professional and academic literature on the impact of reces-
sions on the conduct of HRM can be divided into accounts of 
human resource (HR) practices appropriate to handling reductions 
in business demand or other commercial setbacks (for example, 
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pay freezes, pay cuts, short-time working and redundancies) and 
interpretations of the implications of recession for the nature of and 
direction of HRM practice. Here the focus will be on the second 
type of accounts, as such a focus provides a better understanding 
of what the recession may mean for both the short-term and longer-
term conduct of HRM (see Roche et al., 2010: 29–40 for a detailed 
discussion of different HR practices used in recessions and of their 
implementation). 

Two broad understandings of the effects of recession on HRM 
can be identifi ed in the international literature. These have been 
informed in the main by previous serious recessions during the 
1980s, especially in the United States (US) and the United Kingdom 
(UK), and by the refl ections of professionals and scholars on the 
effects of the ‘Great Recession’ that affected much of the developed 
world following the international fi nancial crisis and severe con-
traction in economic activity that began in 2007. 

One approach claims that recessions are transformative, fun-
damentally altering HRM and work and employment practices 
more generally. The exponents of this approach, however, disa-
gree on the nature or direction of the transformations they claim 
that recessions bring about. One perspective, heavily infl uenced by 
an interpretation of the 1980s recession in the US, is that recession 
acts as a catalyst for the emergence and spread of a ‘market-driven’ 
model of HRM in which, in addition to a pervasive rise in the inci-
dence of downsizing, employment security for those who remain in 
their jobs undergoes permanent decline, the psychological contract 
between fi rms and employees comes to pivot around utilitarian 
or economic calculations of short-term advantage, fi rms become 
more prone to hiring rather than to investing in developing talent 
and neither fi rms nor their employees any longer expect long-term 
career progression to be a standard feature of HR arrangements. 
Firms also become more prone to considering whether they need 
to retain an internally resourced HRM function, or indeed whether 
they require any specialist HR function at all. 

The paradigmatic contribution along these lines is Peter Cap-
pelli’s The New Deal at Work: Managing the Market-Driven Workforce 
(1999a; and see Cappelli, 1999b). While the starting point for Cap-
pelli’s work was the US recession of the 1980s, strong echoes of 
this perspective are to be found in more recent work on the effects 
of the Great Recession. Some international consulting fi rms claim 
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that the outsourcing and off-shoring of HRM has accelerated in the 
recession and that HR functions have been more affected by these 
developments than other management functions such as informa-
tion technology (IT). This putative trend implies a non-recoverable 
loss in specialist HR jobs within fi rms (The Hackett Group, 2009a 
and 2009b). Other commentators have claimed that there has been 
an acceleration during the recession in the prevalence within fi rms 
of a so-called ‘new employment deal’. Refl ecting the new deal at 
work, employees no longer expect career progression within their 
current fi rms, have come to rely on themselves for career advance-
ment and have become subject to more ‘personalised’ arrangements 
with respect to rewards, talent management and human resource 
development (HRD) (Towers Watson, 2010). 

While wedded to the notion that recession is transformative for 
HRM, other commentators hold an alternative view of what trans-
formation involves. David Ulrich (as reported in Brockett, 2010: 11; 
and in Personnel Today, 2008) has proposed that increasing numbers 
of HR leaders are seizing the opportunity presented to them by the 
recession to become business partners and to position their organi-
sations for the long term by investing in skills and in the creation 
of positive organisational cultures. A similar view has been put 
forward by Cary Cooper (2009), who claims that the recession has 
presented an opportunity to HR managers to demonstrate their 
capacity to manage talent and to create organisational cultures that 
motivate employees in a period of uncertainty. Outside the realms 
of HR ‘gurudom’, scholars like Mohrman and Worley (2009) also 
suggest that case studies of HR in leading US fi rms show that the 
recession is acting as a catalyst for more fl uid organisational struc-
tures and more intensive and strategic ways of harnessing the 
talent and creativity of employees in pursuit of business objectives. 
The views of contributors like Ulrich, Cooper, and Mohrman and 
Worley seem to point implicitly or explicitly in the direction of the 
Great Recession as a catalyst for the more intensive or pervasive 
adoption by fi rms of a high commitment model of HRM, allied 
with the pursuit of effi ciencies and cost reductions in the operation 
of HR systems and with more stringent approaches to performance 
management. All of these developments are seen to be powered by 
strategic HR leaders and business partners who persuade fi rms to 
look over the horizon of recessionary conditions and position fi rms 
and their HR strategies for recovery and return to growth.
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If one perspective on the effects of recession on HRM points 
towards transformation or disjuncture, other contributors are more 
measured and more empirically orientated in their assessment of 
how recession impacts on HRM. Critics of apocalyptic claims about 
the effects of 1980s recessions have taken writers like Cappelli 
severely to task for misinterpreting changes that were in essence 
cyclical and therefore transient in nature for changes of a perma-
nent nature in work and employment arrangements (Jacoby, 1999a, 
1999b; McGovern et al., 2007). These contributors have empha-
sised continuities in work and employment patterns that are not 
greatly or permanently altered by recessionary episodes. A number 
of commentaries on the effects of the Great Recession chime with 
these assessments by presenting measured and cautious reviews of 
recent developments. It has been noted that fi rms in the UK have 
tried to buffer or preserve employment as much as possible during 
the recession and have often also sought to preserve a philosophy 
which treated human resources as assets rather than costs (Brown 
and Reilly, 2009). The imperative for HR managers to ‘stick to the 
knitting’ during the recession by preserving established HR polices 
has also been urged by some HR consultant commentators (Griffi n 
and Smith, 2010). Reviews of developments in industrial relations 
have noted that the picture emerging is full of contradictions, com-
plexities and challenges (Acas, 2008 and 2009). 

To this measured strand of analysis and commentary can be 
added empirically informed commentaries on the effects of the 
recession on trends in employment in HRM. A survey in the UK 
by the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) 
found that while HR jobs were being lost, one in fi ve fi rms intended 
to recruit additional staff in their HR departments to cope with the 
burden of managing redundancy and other recessionary measures. 
There was also an expectation on the part of HR professionals that 
the balance of HR activity would change in a more strategic direc-
tion and that fewer would be engaged in transactional HR work 
(Phillips, 2008). Public service organisations in the UK were found 
to have engaged in cutting back HR numbers to ratios more compa-
rable with the private sector and to be seeking effi ciencies through 
shared service provision and the creation of inter-agency centres of 
excellence (Pickard, 2010). 

In this second perspective on the effects of recessions, contrib-
utors therefore avoid thinking in terms of transformations – in 
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whatever direction – and point instead to a more complex picture 
involving many changes, some of which may abide and others 
of which may be transitory, but also involving strong elements 
of continuity with pre-recession HR practices and arrangements. 
The overall pattern of change is not understood in terms of any 
consistent or coherent shift towards a new set of work and employ-
ment arrangements or a new HR paradigm.  

The Recession and the Conduct of HRM in Ireland 

Developments in HRM in the Irish recession can be examined and 
assessed against the background of international commentary and 
debate. The recession that began in Ireland in 2008 is the most 
serious economic downturn in the history of the state and Ireland 
is among the developed economies that have been most seriously 
affected by the deep and prolonged international downturn in 
economic activity and trade. From 2007 to 2011 Ireland’s gross 
domestic product (GDP) declined by nearly 7 per cent, having ini-
tially collapsed by 11 per cent between 2007 and 2009. Company 
insolvencies rose sharply in a context of waning demand and slack-
ening consumer sentiment. While the exporting sector, dominated 
by high technology foreign-owned multinationals, revived quickly, 
the domestic sector has remained deeply depressed. Unemploy-
ment rose from 4.6 per cent in 2007 to 14.8 per cent in 2012, and 
net emigration switched from minus 67,000 people in 2007 to plus 
34,500 in 2010. The collapse of Irish-owned banks was warded off 
by the virtual nationalisation of the fi nancial system and through 
extensive bank recapitalisation by taxpayers. In November 2010 
Ireland was forced to resort to a rescue package from the ‘Trokia’ of 
the European Union, the European Central Bank and the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund. The rescue package tightened the austerity 
programme already in place and contributed to a sharp squeeze on 
public spending, coupled with tax increases. The decision to rescue 
and recapitalise the banks meant that bank debt became sovereign 
debt. The provision of fi nance for the banks and public spending 
commitments led Ireland’s debt–GDP ratio to rise to more than 100 
per cent in 2011. 

Given the depth and longevity of the recession, the period since 
2008 has witnessed wide-ranging changes in the conduct of HRM 
in fi rms and public service agencies. While the main focus of this 
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chapter is on developments in the commercial sector, develop-
ments in the public service are considered later in the chapter. This 
chapter draws on a survey of nearly 450 managers responsible 
for human resources in the private and commercial state-owned 
sectors conducted in 2010 and on a series of focus groups involving 
30 HR managers in fi rms across a diverse range of sectors and 17 
trade offi cials from unions with membership spread across the 
economy. It also draws on case studies of six fi rms that responded 
to the recession by introducing progressive HR programmes; these 
are the fi nancial services fi rm Irish Life and Permanent, the estate 
agent Sherry FitzGerald, the Dublin Airport Authority, which 
manages the main Irish airports, the US medical devices manufac-
turer Medtronic, the retailer Superquinn and the information and 
communications technology fi rm Ericsson. The focus groups and 
case studies were also conducted in 2010.2 

HRM in the Commercial Sector

Considering the scale of the economic and fi scal setbacks since 
2008, it is not surprising that nearly nine out of ten fi rms surveyed 
indicated that the recession had severe or very severe commer-
cial effects. Table 2.1 outlines the main HR measures that fi rms 
adopted since the onset of the recession. Sizeable numbers of fi rms 
implemented pay freezes or cuts for some or all staff. Signifi cant 
numbers introduced curbs on bonuses and lower entry rates for 
new staff. Changes to pension arrangements were also introduced 
by signifi cant minorities of fi rms. 

Table 2.1: HR Practi ces Adopted by Firms in the Recession 
(N = 444 Firms)

HR Practi ces % Firms
Pay Adjustment Measures
Cut wages and salaries for all staff 33.9
Cut wages and salaries for some staff 15.6
Froze wages and salaries for all staff 60.4
Froze wages and salaries for some staff 10.7
Introduced lower pay/pay scales for new staff 22.5
Cut bonus for all staff 38.1

(Conti nued)
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Table 2.1: (Conti nued)

HR Practi ces % Firms
Cut bonus for some staff 16.2
Introduced proporti onally higher cuts in bonus for senior staff 11.5
Changed pension arrangements for existi ng staff 20.8
Changed pension arrangements for new staff 13.9

Employment Adjustment Measures
Introduced compulsory redundancies 48.3
Introduced voluntary redundancies 29.9
Introduced early reti rement 7.6
General recruitment frozen 51.2
Undertook recruitment for certain grades only 19.6
General promoti ons frozen 14.6
Promoti ons to some positi ons only 13.3
Staff  redeployed to new positi ons or product lines within the 

business
43.4

Introduced ‘in-sourcing’ (i.e. brought back into the business work 
that had previously been outsourced)

5.4

Reduced use of part-ti me staff 6.0
Increased use of part-ti me staff 32.0
Reduced use of contract staff 14.5
Increased use of contract staff 21.0
Reduced use of agency workers 10.1
Increased use of agency workers 5.0

Reorganisati on of Working Time
Introduced career breaks 9.3
Introduced short-ti me working 42.6
Reduced overti me 63.3
Introduced fl exible working hours to bett er match staffi  ng levels 

with peaks and troughs of the business
25.5

More Rigorous Management Systems
Staff  performance managed more rigorously 47.2
Tightened discipline, ti me-keeping and att endance requirements 47.8

(Conti nued)
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Table 2.1: (Conti nued)

HR Practi ces % Firms
Training and Talent Management
Training and development budget reduced 50.6
Staff  trained for new roles in the business 40.4
The fi rm undertook specifi c talent management measures to 

retain high performance or high potenti al staff 
20.7

Communicati on and Engagement
Communicati ng the demands of the business to staff  has gained 

greater importance #
89.2

Introduced proporti onally higher cuts in pay for senior staff  
responding to the recession

24.5

The business has undertaken specifi c employee engagement 
measures #

52.3

The fi rm has acti vely engaged with unions in developing HR 
opti ons for responding to the recession #

61.6

By agreeing measures to respond  to the recession unions have 
gained greater access to fi nancial informati on #

23.8

By agreeing measures to respond to the recession unions have 
gained support for organising or representi ng members in the 
business #

7.3

Unions have secured ‘claw-backs’ for their members when busi-
ness conditi ons improve #

5.6

Note: # Item reported is the combined percentages responding ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’. 
Items on aspects of union involvement restricted to fi rms where unions were recognised.

Reductions in employment or headcount were also common, as 
were partial or complete freezes on recruitment and promotion. 
People were redeployed within fi rms on a signifi cant scale. More 
fi rms increased than reduced forms of contingent employment, 
which included part-time, contract and agency work. Both sets of 
changes refl ected fi rms’ search for fl exibility in conditions of high 
uncertainty. Changes in working-time arrangements were focused 
on reducing overtime and on introducing short-time working. 
More fl exible working-time regimes, geared to better balancing 
labour supply and demand in the recession, were introduced in 
about a quarter of all fi rms. Nearly half of all fi rms stated that they 
had managed staff performance more rigorously and tightened up 
on discipline, time-keeping and attendance. 
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In addition to the widespread use of many such ‘hard’ HR prac-
tices, focused on cutting payroll costs, fi rms claim also to have 
adopted an array of ‘soft’ HR practices concerned with maintaining 
motivation and commitment. What stands out in this area is the 
greater importance assigned to communicating with staff about the 
challenges faced by businesses. Measures such as higher cuts in pay 
and bonuses for senior managers, sometimes seen as contributing 
to increased organisational cohesion in a recession, were far less 
pervasive but had still been introduced in signifi cant minorities of 
fi rms. More than half of all fi rms reported having actively engaged 
employees in their responses to the recession or having adopted 
specifi c employee engagement measures (for example, retraining 
staff in new business objectives and processes following lay-offs 
and restructuring). Talent management measures were thinner on 
the ground, having been adopted by about a quarter of fi rms. 

Firms fell into two broad categories with respect to the manner 
in which they deployed sets or bundles of HR practices in response 
to the recession. About half of all fi rms combined a series of HR 
practices that comprised pay freezes or cuts, headcount reduc-
tions, short-time working and overtime restrictions, among other 
measures. The other half of fi rms responded to the recession in the 
main through pay freezes and curbs on overtime. Not surprisingly, 
fi rms implementing multi-stranded HR retrenchment programmes 
were in general more seriously affected by the recession and were 
more likely to be Irish-owned than foreign-owned multinationals. 
More or less all fi rms claimed to have combined payroll cost reduc-
tion measures with measures aimed at sustaining motivation and 
commitment.

HR Managers

Developments in the HR function are portrayed in Table 2.2. 
Nearly one in three fi rms reduced the number of people working 
in their HR departments since the start of the recession, compared 
with about seven in ten fi rms that claimed to have reduced their 
overall headcount levels. The HR functions of 15 per cent of fi rms 
had been restructured – for example, through centralisation at HQ 
level, or the creation of centres of excellence in different areas of 
HR practice – as compared with more than six out of ten fi rms that 
claimed to have engaged in business restructuring of some kind 
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in response to the recession. Based on both these comparisons, 
HR specialists, though patently often affected by the recession, 
appear to have been spared the worst of the staffi ng reductions 
and restructuring activities caused by the recession. More than four 
out of ten HR departments made less use of consultants, though 
signifi cantly fewer than that reduced the costs of HR policies or 
processes like employee assistance programmes or staff facilities. 
In summary, the picture that emerges is of HR functions having 
become ‘leaner’ and having to do more with less resources but not 
commonly having been radically reconfi gured.

Table 2.2: The Recession and the HR Functi on: Leaner but More 
Infl uenti al (N = 295)

Measure % Firms

Fewer staff  in the HR department 32.0
Less use made of external consultants 43.0
The cost of HR policies and processes reduced 17.0
The HR department has been restructured 15.0
The business role of HR has been strengthened 69.0

If HR had become ‘leaner’, the dominant viewpoint among man-
agers responsible for handling human resources is that the business 
role of HR had at the same time been strengthened as a consequence 
of the recession. The HR managers who participated in the focus 
groups were strongly of the view that they had become more infl u-
ential in management decision-making during the recession and 
had been integrally involved in senior management discussions of 
how to frame and implement appropriate HR responses. They also 
experienced a higher degree of reliance on their knowledge and 
expertise by line managers with little experience in handling redun-
dancy programmes or other changes required by the recession. 
These developments were commonly articulated by HR managers 
themselves as bringing them more infl uence and a new status as 
‘business partners’. The following comments from HR managers 
in the focus groups illustrate their greater infl uence in business 
decision-making during the recession. Remarking that HR had in 
the past been a ‘bit detached from the day-to-day realities of the 
business’, one HR manager said that it had now become ‘central to 
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‘every step of every change that needed to be taken’. Another HR 
manager remarked that ‘whereas previously at quarterly [manage-
ment] updates or meetings the HR update might be at the end of 
the agenda, over the last year we’ve seen suddenly it’s the talking 
point.’ The reason why HR had assumed such new importance was 
clear-cut. Firms had become more dependent on the professional 
knowledge and expertise of HR specialists as they struggled to 
implement downsizing programmes and often to revise terms and 
conditions of employment. 

It is important to stress that much of the newfound infl uence of 
HR managers involved the provision of guidance and support on 
short-term measures for responding to the recession. In this sense 
HR managers had become business partners by knowing how to 
‘work the pumps’ as fi rms struggled to avoid going under in very 
inclement conditions. The new infl uence of HR managers and 
their role as business partners had not, however, commonly trans-
lated into strategic leadership or into wide-ranging infl uence over 
medium-term concerns, such as how human resources might need 
to be reconfi gured and HR strategies changed to support recovery 
and growth. By and large HR managers were so busy working 
the pumps that strategic considerations of these kinds were not 
prominent in their work or priorities during the recession. Box 2.1 
illustrates the kinds of activities and priorities that were foremost 
in leading fi rms as they sought to cope with the recession. The 
underlying emphasis in HR programmes for the most part was on 
preserving pre-recession HR strategies as much as possible. 

Box 2.1: Working the Pumps and Preserving Pre-Recession HR 
Arrangements – Case Examples

Detailed research was undertaken into how six organisati ons responded 
to the recession. All were chosen because they had succeeded in securing 
or strengthening their businesses by fi nding an accommodati on between 
employee interests and necessary changes to their operati ons, work prac-
ti ces, and terms and conditi ons of employment. 

The six were fi nancial services plc Irish Life & Permanent; residenti al and 
commercial estate agent chain Sherry FitzGerald; Dublin Airport Authority 
(which also operates Cork and Shannon airports); Superquinn, the grocery 
retailer, with 23 stores; the Galway manufacturing facility of US medical 
devices manufacturer Medtronic; and Ericsson, the global telecoms 
company with operati ons in Dublin and Athlone.
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Concession Bargaining with Trade Unions

The progressive degeneration of social partnership from the 
autumn of 2008 and its eventual collapse in December 2009 meant 
that fi rms and unions have conducted industrial relations without 
an overarching national pay agreement for the fi rst time in more 
than twenty years. Collective bargaining, however, was decentral-
ised in an orderly manner through agreement reached between the 

Few instances were reported in the six case studies of HR managers 
being acti ve in positi oning HR practi ces, systems or processes to support 
business revival over the medium or long term. Where such an instance 
was identi fi able, for example in the Ericsson case study, the strategic focus 
of the HR functi on preceded the recession.

For the most part, changes and response programmes in the fi rms in 
which case studies were undertaken sought to preserve pre-recession HR 
strategies and refl ected long-established relati onships between the parti es. 
Thus the innovati ve agreement at Dublin Airport Authority, linking the 
future possible reversal of pay cuts with the att ainment of business and 
fi nancial targets, refl ects a heritage of stable industrial relati ons and sig-
nifi cant past innovati on. Changes in HR arrangements in the newly opened 
Terminal 2 at Dublin Airport refl ected less the immediate eff ects of the 
recession than the sti pulati ons of the Aviati on Regulator regarding condi-
ti ons that had to be met for the awarding of the contract to manage the 
new facility. 

Management and unions at Medtronic reached agreement on the com-
pany’s internati onal pay freeze policy by postponing a previously agreed 
rise from 2009 to 2010. This agreement refl ected pre-existi ng good indus-
trial relati ons and a shared awareness of the need to cooperate to protect 
and extend the subsidiary’s mandate from the parent company.

Tiered salary reducti ons at Sherry FitzGerald refl ect an organisati on 
that has traditi onally valued staff  cohesion and commitment as key brand 
att ributes. The survival and partnership agreements negoti ated at retailer 
Superquinn refl ect a traditi on of good, if paternalisti c, industrial relati ons 
extending back to the company’s previous owner. The pivotal HR compe-
tencies programme implemented in Ericsson’s Irish operati ons preceded 
the recession and has been retained in the Irish subsidiary even while job 
losses took place, triggered by global restructuring.

The picture emerging from the research therefore is of fi rms focusing 
more on trying to preserve pre-recession HR, work and employment 
arrangements through the recession, rather than on using the recession as 
a means of bringing about transformati on.
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Irish Business and Employers’ Confederation (IBEC) and the Irish 
Congress of Trade Unions on a ‘protocol’ to guide pay bargaining 
at fi rm level and to resolve any disputes that might arise. The level 
of industrial confl ict has remained at historically low levels and 
most of the confl ict that has occurred has surrounded fi rms’ closure 
plans or the terms of redundancies. Table 2.3 outlines trends in pay 
fi xing in the commercial sector, as mainly revealed in surveys of 
IBEC member companies. Pay freezes and pay cuts have predomi-
nated during the recession, with minorities of fi rms awarding pay 
increases to their workforces. 

Table 2.3: Trends in Pay Fixing in the Commercial Sector

Trends in Earnings 2009–2010
(Average Hourly Earnings)

Private sector: -0.3%
Pay trend in SME sector 2008–2010: -5%

Source: Earnings trend CSO, March 2011. Data pertain to Q4 2009 to Q4 2010. SMEs: ISME 
survey cited in the Irish Times, 28 March 2011.

Trends in Pay 2010 – Employers Trends in Pay in 2009 – Employers
Pay increased:  13% Pay increased:  12%
Pay frozen:  72% Pay frozen:  54%
Pay cut:  11% Pay cut:  22%
Trends in Pay in 2011 – Employers Pay Intenti ons for 2012 – Employers

Pay increased:  18% Pay likely to be increased:  27%
Pay frozen:  72% Pay likely to frozen:  64%
Pay cut:  7% Pay likely to decrease:  5%

Source: For 2009–2010, Earnings trend CSO, March 2011. Data pertain to Q4 2009 to Q4 2010. 
SMEs: ISME survey cited in the Irish Times, 28 March 2011. IBEC Business Senti ment Report, 
Q1 2011. Based on a survey of 400 IBEC member fi rms. IBEC Business Senti ment Survey 2010. 
Business Senti ment Report, Q3 2011.

As these trends imply, the emphasis in dealings between employers 
and unions shifted from bargaining over gains to concession bar-
gaining. In concession bargaining fi rms take the initiative and 
look for changes in pay levels and structures, benefi ts packages, 
working practices and working time in return for more or less 
explicit pledges that such concessions will contribute to employ-
ment security. Concession bargaining was widespread during the 
recession. Union offi cials in the focus groups were clearly of the 
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view that fi rms often sought concessions quickly, with little prior 
notice, and that they had often insisted on shorter bargaining cycles 
for agreeing measures to reduce pay-bill costs. Firms sometimes 
sought to persuade unions that existing collective agreements no 
longer remained relevant and made clear, as well, their intention 
to institute unilateral changes if concessions could not be agreed. 
Employers’ insistence on revising the rules of collective bargaining, 
combined with their bargaining power in recessionary conditions 
and union members’ reluctance to resort to industrial action, meant 
that union infl uence declined signifi cantly in many fi rms. Only 
very occasionally were unions able to persuade fi rms to change 
their plans with respect to HR retrenchment programmes, and they 
most commonly sought to moderate or ameliorate the measures 
announced by fi rms.

In the survey reported in Table 2.1, six out of ten fi rms recog-
nising unions claimed to have actively engaged with them in 
developing HR options for responding to the recession. There is 
no indication in these data or in the focus groups that fi rms have 
sought to launch any general onslaught on unions. But other than 
pledges of increased employment security, unions only very occa-
sionally obtained ‘institutional concessions’ from fi rms in return for 
agreeing to changes in pay, conditions and work practices. Access 
to fi nancial information had been conceded in 14 per cent of fi rms. 
Otherwise unions gained few concessions in such areas as insti-
tuting reviews of depleted pay and conditions or mechanisms for 
the restoration of pay (commonly known as ‘claw-back’ arrange-
ments) when business revived. Few supports to organisation or 
representation were also achieved. Union density declined or stag-
nated during the recession across most areas of the private sector, 
with the exception of fi nance, insurance and real estate services. 
However, density had been in general decline across the private 
sector for many years prior to the recession and the rate of decline 
has not accelerated during the recession in most sectors.  

During 2011 and 2012 a confi ned pay round emerged in some 
export-oriented parts of the economy, less seriously affected by the 
recession, in particular pharmaceutical and medical devices fi rms 
and also in food manufacturers. During 2012 and 2013 pay rises of 
about 2–3 per cent began to emerge and spread to other employers, 
in particular retail multiples. These trends pointed to renewed pres-
sure on pay as the economy revived. An IBEC survey on employers’ 
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pay intentions for 2013 were in line with these trends, indicating that 
39 per cent of employers expected to increase pay during that year 
– the highest proportion signalling pay increases since the onset 
of the recession. In early 2014 the Services, Industrial, Professional 
and Technical Union (SIPTU) announced its intention to lodge pay 
claims across the private sector. These developments suggest that 
pockets of bargaining over pay rises will occur in parallel with a 
continuation of concession bargaining in the short to medium term. 
Overall developments in pay fi xing since the recession have meant 
that pay levels in Ireland have undergone ‘competitive devalua-
tion’ relative to trading partners without cuts in nominal pay for 
the great majority of employees.

HRM in the Public Service

The fi scal crisis accompanying the recession forced the government 
to make deep cuts in spending (as well as to increase taxation). The 
current defi cit increased sharply and the level of public debt spi-
ralled. Successive governments’ approaches to fi scal consolidation 
have been underpinned by the Troika. In the decade preceding the 
crisis, public service organisations and agencies had gained pro-
gressively more fl exibility and discretion in various aspects of the 
management of human resources. For example, under ‘admin-
istrative budgeting’ arrangements departments were allowed 
to confi gure grading structures to match their mandates up to 
the grade of principal offi cer. Agencies were also empowered to 
conduct their own recruitment and selection processes and became 
responsible for human resource development. Line managers were 
expected to assume formal responsibility for the conduct of human 
resource management. A greater variety of employment contracts 
came to be used, with agencies using external recruitment to term 
contracts for appointments to areas of specialist competence in 
short supply within the public service. Pay and staffi ng remained 
under the control of the Department of Finance, and a uniform 
grading system was preserved across different parts of the public 
service. 

The fi scal crisis led to the recentralisation of human resource 
management, as a recruitment embargo was initially imposed 
across the public service in conjunction with micro-level con-
trols over staffi ng under a new ‘employment control framework’. 
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Following the general election of 2011, responsibility for HRM in 
the public service was transferred to the newly created Department 
of Public Expenditure and Reform, headed by a cabinet minister, 
Brendan Howlin. Pay cuts were introduced for top-level public 
servants. Managers in quasi-independent public agencies, such as 
universities, were asked to accept voluntary pay reductions, with 
varying levels of success. A referendum in 2012 permitted the gov-
ernment to cut the pay of the judiciary. A performance-related pay 
system that had been introduced for senior management grades in 
the civil service, local government, the army and Gardaí was halted 
in 2009 in a series of measures to reduce public spending. The 
system had faced considerable criticism for failing to rigorously tie 
the award of bonuses to different levels of performance, for lack of 
clarity with respect to the manner in which bonuses were decided 
and for failing to adequately improve performance management. A 
performance management and development systems (PMDS) for 
all public service grades had been introduced initially in the civil 
service and subsequently extended to other areas. PMDS had come 
under sharp criticism for restriction of range and leniency and for 
failing to address chronic under-performance (Comptroller and 
Auditor General, 2011). With a view to reforming the operation of 
PMDS the government decided in 2012 to hold senior managers 
directly accountable for the effective conduct of performance man-
agement within their agencies and to increase the rating that public 
servants needed to qualify for incremental pay rises. A two-tier 
salary structure was introduced, with new entrants hired at sig-
nifi cantly lower salary levels than established employees. Career 
average pensions also replaced fi nal salary related pensions for 
new entrants. 

The Top-Level Appointments Committee (TLAC), responsible 
for nominating candidates to senior public service posts, was 
reformed to increase the number of members from outside the 
public service and to allow for the use of a wider range of executive 
recruitment practices, such as headhunting. Appointments to top-
level posts in government departments with an economics mandate 
now appeared to favour public servants with private sector experi-
ence. A ‘senior public service’ has been instituted, with a view to 
developing strong executive leadership competencies and common 
public service values. In future internal top-level appointments 
will be made from the senior public service cadre. 
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A 2008 Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) review of the Irish public service had complained 
that the prevailing ‘career system’ model of public service employ-
ment had fragmented through the creation over time of career 
‘silos’ within different parts of the public service. In consequence, 
public servants tended to remain within the areas to which they 
had been appointed with little mobility between the civil service, 
local government and the health service (Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-Operation and Development, 2008). Attempts have been 
made to facilitate greater mobility across the public service, in part 
by removing anomalies in conditions of employment between dif-
ferent areas of the public service. 

Prior to the fi scal crisis, partnership structures and arrange-
ments intended to foster cooperative industrial relations had been 
created across much of the public service. In practice, issues of low 
priority for unions and management were dealt with through part-
nership in most public service agencies. Partnership working and 
arrangements appear to have been largely displaced or further mar-
ginalised during the crisis, as unions and public service employers 
have opted in the main to confi ne the conduct of industrial rela-
tions to traditional collective bargaining. 

HR Managers and Strategy

In spite of a great deal of commentary on the need for a more strategic 
approach to HRM in the public service, various reviews conducted 
on the state of play before the advent of the crisis concluded that 
strategic human resource management had yet to emerge to any 
signifi cant degree (MacCarthaigh, 2010; McGauran et al., 2005; 
Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, 2008; 
O’Riordan, 2004, 2011). While multiple constraints accounted for 
the non-emergence of strategic HRM, including overly rigorous 
central controls and weak and reluctant leadership and engage-
ment by public service managers, it was also clear that specialist 
human resource managers and departments were seldom capable 
of acting strategically, lacking both the competence and stature 
needed. Public service union offi cials in the focus groups conducted 
in early 2008 spoke of HR offi cers ‘just picking up the pieces’ as the 
employment control frameworks took effect. They also observed 
that ‘HR isn’t valued … it’s basically a troubleshooting role, it’s a 
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penance that people have to put up with during the course of their 
public service careers.’ HRM in the public service was, in any event 
‘driven by government’ rather than by any decisions it may want to 
take itself (see Roche et al., 2010).

The main reforms of the HR function since the advent of the 
crisis have involved the creation of shared services arrange-
ments covering payroll and related areas, undertaken to reduce 
HR administration costs. The key architects of HR reforms in the 
Department of Public Expenditure and Reform have private sector 
HR experience and government proposals to reform the appoint-
ment process to the public service have identifi ed HR as one of 
the areas of expertise that might be more effectively sourced from 
outside the public service.

It is hardly surprising that priority in the HR reform process 
during the crisis would be attributed to achieving payroll savings 
and tackling weak or dysfunctional HR practices and systems. 
However, the often repeated claim that things cannot return to how 
they were and that radical reform of public service management 
needs to be undertaken poses the question of the strategic direction 
of HRM in the public service. Other than it being clear that HR prac-
tices and systems will converge to a greater degree on private sector 
norms, there are few indications of any new blueprint for public 
service HR strategy. The 2011 Public Service Reform Plan repeats 
the abstractions that have been to the fore in reform documents 
since the mid-1990s, for example creating a ‘high-performance 
culture’, fostering ‘engagement’ and delivering ‘customer-focused’ 
services (Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, 2011). But 
the plan and its architects remain silent on key strategic areas like 
the future of pay fi xing and rewards systems, the character of career 
systems, the latitude agencies will enjoy in undertaking HRM and 
the conduct of collective bargaining and dispute resolution.

Concession Bargaining and the Croke Park and Haddington Road 
Agreements

The government’s initial response to the mounting fi scal crisis was 
to suspend the public service pay agreement renewed in social 
partnership talks in September 2008. In early 2009 spending on 
the public service pay bill was cut by the imposition of a ‘levy’ 
on public service pensions. This was followed by unilateral pay 
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cuts in 2010. The combined effect of these measures was to reduce 
public service pay levels by an average of about 14 per cent. 
Unions’ immediate reaction to these developments was to mount 
a one-day work stoppage across the public service in November 
2009, followed by a programme of rolling and selective industrial 
action in early 2010. The Department of Finance also countenanced 
a more robust approach to industrial relations that would have 
involved rescinding the automatic deduction of trade union sub-
scriptions from salaries and imposing curbs on time off for public 
servants engaged in union representation and training activities. In 
the event, the parties reached accord on a public service pay and 
reform agreement in March 2010. The agreement, known as the 
‘Croke Park Agreement’, is due to run until 2014. 

The Croke Park Agreement amounts to a concession bargaining 
framework agreement that has guided local concession bargaining 
across different areas of the public service, where a series of rolling 
‘sectoral action plans’ have been implemented. Under the terms 
of the Croke Park Agreement, unions are committed to a series of 
reforms in the areas of staff mobility, working time and work prac-
tices in return for a pledge by government that no further pay cuts 
and no compulsory redundancies will be imposed. Whether public 
service allowances, which make up a signifi cant part of the pay of 
some groups of public servants, constitute protected pay under the 
Croke Park Agreement remains disputed between the government 
and public service unions and represents a potential fl ashpoint in 
industrial relations.  

The Croke Park Agreement has been aptly portrayed as a ‘mech-
anism for the managed contraction of the public service’ (Harbor, 
2011: 16). The agreement has permitted a signifi cant reduction in 
public service employment, a fall of 10 per cent having occurred in 
the years up to 2012. Voluntary severance and incentivised early 
retirement schemes have been introduced, with major resulting 
savings in the public service pay bill. More modest savings have 
been made in non-pay expenditure associated with the delivery 
of public services. The Croke Park Agreement and the procedure 
for dispute resolution agreed between the parties have also con-
tributed to industrial peace in the context of the most signifi cant 
reductions in headcount, level of reorganisation and changes in 
work practices in the history of the public service. While public 
service unions have faced unprecedented challenges, trade union 
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density has continued to rise during the recession across the public 
service, in 2011 reaching 51 per cent in health, 64 per cent in edu-
cation and 81 per cent in public administration. This represents a 
modest increase in the pre-recession trend and refl ects how deeply 
embedded union recognition, representation and collective bar-
gaining are in the public service, as well as the pivotal role assigned 
to the public service unions in the delivery of local concessions 
under the Croke Park Agreement and indeed in the governance 
and oversight of the agreement through the National Implementa-
tion Body. 

In early 2013 negotiations began in the public service on a suc-
cessor to the Croke Park Agreement. Although the agreement had 
been due to run until 2014, the government announced its deter-
mination to achieve further savings in the public service pay bill 
owing to acute fi scal pressures. Amid considerable turbulence 
among public service unions proposals were presented for a new 
agreement in the spring of 2013. These proposals, which involved 
pay cuts for those on higher salaries, increased working hours, 
reductions in pay premia and allowances, and the retention of 
the reforms and redeployment concessions in the Croke Park 
Agreement, were roundly rejected by most public service unions. 
Following intensive conciliation activity with unions representing 
28 categories of public service unions, a marginally revised set of 
proposals were presented for ratifi cation in the Haddington Road 
Agreement. As unions deliberated on the revised proposals, the 
government passed emergency legislation to impose pay cuts and 
changes in conditions of employment on categories of staff whose 
unions rejected the Haddington Road Agreement. The new agree-
ment was eventually ratifi ed by virtually all public service unions. 
In return for a continuation of the government’s pledge that there 
would be no compulsory redundancies nor further pay cuts, public 
service unions accepted the revised deal. This involved most of 
the original proposals presented to union members in the spring, 
although sometimes, as in the case of freezes or changes in the 
payment schedules of service increments, the original proposals 
had been diluted. Allowances were also to be reviewed. The Had-
dington Road Agreement cut public service salaries of €65,000 and 
over by percentages rising progressively from 5.5 per cent to 10 
per cent. Working hours were also increased for people working 
fewer than 39 hours per week. The PMDS system is to be made 
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more robust. The agreement also contained measures to integrate 
lower salary scales for new entrants since 2011 into standard salary 
arrangements. The Croke Park and Haddington Road Agreements 
have allowed for signifi cant reductions in headcount and in the 
public service pay bill and for sizeable gains in productvity without 
the industrial confl ict or civil disorder evident in other ‘bailout’ 
countries and even in some countries that have not had to resort to 
fi nancial assistance programmes.

Conclusion

The concluding section returns to the bearing of developments in 
Ireland on the different views of the effects of the recession on HRM 
considered earlier. To take the commercial sector fi rst, it is clear 
that the recession has led to signifi cant changes in HR practices in 
fi rms as they have often struggled to respond to the commercial 
challenges unleashed. The dominant picture is one of retrench-
ment, with fi rms implementing a variety of practices in different 
combinations or bundles to reduce payroll costs, while simultane-
ously trying to maintain motivation and commitment on the part 
of their workforces. Relations with unions have been dominated 
by concession bargaining, where fi rms have traded pledges of 
improved employment security in return for pay freezes or reduc-
tions, changes in working time and work practices, and sometimes 
redundancies for some staff. 

HR functions have commonly become ‘leaner’ but also have fre-
quently become more infl uential. No clear-cut change or disjuncture 
in work and employment arrangements, whether in the direction 
of the ‘market-driven workforce’/‘new employment deal’, or in the 
direction of a high commitment model, is evident in the Irish expe-
rience. Although HR managers have often become more infl uential 
‘business partners’, their newfound infl uence has been confi ned 
in the main to decision-making on measures for responding to 
immediate or short-term pressures. Their focus, like that of peer 
managers, has been on ‘working the pumps’. They have not com-
monly used their new leverage to reposition HR in any radical 
way, either in response to the recession, or for recovery and growth 
– to some extent because the pressure of immediate challenges 
has allowed little time to focus on this. This was illustrated by 
the case study fi rms, selected for study because their approaches 
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to managing HR in the recession were widely admired by profes-
sional peers and commentators. In these fi rms the main focus of 
senior HR executives has been on responding to immediate chal-
lenges and for the most part on seeking to preserve pre-recession 
HR strategies and arrangements. 

Overall, therefore, the pattern of response of Irish fi rms seems 
consistent with that perspective in the international literature that 
views fi rms in the recession as concerned in the main with imple-
menting essentially pragmatic practices, geared to meeting current 
challenges, rather than with responding to recessionary condi-
tions or opportunities by transforming or reconfi guring work and 
employment arrangements.

The picture in the public service is consistent with this perspec-
tive. A series of changes have been made to weak and dysfunctional 
HR practices and systems and HR managers have responded to the 
recession largely in fi re-fi ghting mode. Concession bargaining, as 
provided for in the Croke Park and Haddington Road Agreements, 
has facilitated signifi cant reductions in headcount and payroll cost 
savings, changes in work practices and improved staff mobility. 
While there is clear evidence that private sector thinking and expe-
rience is being brought to bear on the public service reform process, 
there is – at least as yet – no clearly articulated blueprint for the 
transformation of HRM in the public service. 

Notes
1 The author would like to acknowledge the contribution of Paul Teague, 

Anne Coughlan and Majella Fahy to the research study on which this 
chapter draws. Research funding provided by the Labour Relations 
Commission is also acknowledged with gratitude.

2 For full technical details of the research see Roche et al. (2010).
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CHAPTER 3

Talent Management in Ireland: 
A New Era for Human Resource Management?

David G. Collings

Introducti on

With the publication of a McKinsey report titled ‘The War for Talent’ 
in the late 1990s, the topic of talent management (TM) entered the 
managerial lexicon and became a key driver of human resource 
management (HRM) practice (Cappelli, 2008; Lewis and Heckman, 
2006). Since then the rhetoric of talent and talent management has 
become one of the most pervasive themes in debates around the 
practice of HRM. While the academic community was initially 
sceptical of the topic (Pfeffer, 2001), over the past number of years 
our understanding of talent management from an academic per-
spective has advanced signifi cantly. However, with some notable 
exceptions (cf. Garavan, 2012; McDonnell et al., 2010; Whelan et al., 
2010), the topic of talent management has been largely unexplored 
in the Irish context.

In this chapter I set out to introduce the topic of talent manage-
ment through presenting some of the key debates in the extant 
literature and provide some evidence of the nature of TM in the 
Irish context. I conclude by refl ecting on the prospects for talent 
management from the perspectives of research and practice in 
Ireland. 
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Talent Management: A Pott ed History

As noted above, the topic of talent management was brought to the 
fore when a group of McKinsey consultants coined the term ‘the 
war for talent’ to capture the challenges which United States (US) 
organisations were facing in terms of attracting and retaining key 
employees in the context of the tightening labour market conditions 
within which they were operating at that time (Michaels et al., 2001). 
Given their relatively simple and intuitive message and the poten-
tial which the war for talent had to reinvigorate the human resource 
(HR) function and bring HR issues to the fore for corporate execu-
tives, it is not surprising that the original McKinsey ideas quickly 
gained traction and infl uenced debates around the role of people 
management in organisations. High-profi le executives such as 
General Electric’s Jack Welch reinforced the message, through their 
public pronouncements, in regular newspaper columns and other 
outlets, of the centrality of talent to their organisation’s success. 

However, as the academic community became interested in the 
topic a counterbalance to the practitioner hype quickly emerged. 
Academic commentators were quick to point to the potential draw-
back of overly focusing on individual talent (see Pfeffer, 2001) and 
the ambiguity around the conceptual and intellectual boundaries 
of talent management became a key point of criticism (see Lewis 
and Heckman, 2006; Scullion et al., 2010). Indeed, over recent years 
signifi cant effort has been devoted to unpacking these boundaries 
and establishing a working defi nition of talent management. 

A key point of departure in this regard was Lewis and Heck-
man’s (2006) review of the fi eld, which identifi ed three key streams 
of thinking or approaches to talent management within the litera-
ture. The fi rst key body of literature placed a signifi cant emphasis 
on the management of star or ‘A’ employees. This literature argued 
for top-grading and posited that all roles in the organisation should 
be fi lled by ‘A’ players and that ‘C’ players should be managed out 
of the organisation. The second stream represented little more than 
a rebranding of HR. Functions and roles that were previously titled 
‘HR’ were now titled ‘talent’. Indeed, there remains a tendency for 
this to happen in both research and practice and one needs to be 
cautious of the contribution of such rebranding exercises. The third 
stream focused on the development of talent pools, which empha-
sised ‘projecting employee/staffi ng needs and managing the 
progression of employees through positions’ (Lewis and Heckman, 
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2006: 140). Building on traditional succession literatures, this stream 
represents an important reframing of the succession issues (see, for 
example, Cappelli, 2008). Collings and Mellahi (2009) subsequently 
identifi ed a fourth stream of literature which placed the identifi -
cation of key roles or pivotal positions at the centre of the talent 
debate (see, for example, Becker and Huselid, 2010; Boudreau and 
Ramstad, 2007; Huselid et al., 2005). This approach argues that 
not all roles require ‘A’ players and that such talent can often be 
underutilised if deployed in non-strategic roles and represents an 
important change in emphasis in thinking on talent management. 

More recently, a fi fth stream of literature which focuses on 
the use of data and analytics to inform decisions around talent 
and talent deployment has advanced our understanding of the 
potential of talent management. Data analytics applied to talent 
facilitates more strategic decisions around talent and moves talent 
decisions beyond the more subjective decision-making, which has 
arguably had a disproportionate impact on talent decisions hereto-
fore (Cascio and Boudreau, 2010; Vaiman et al., 2012) (see Box 3.1). 

Box 3.1: Resolving High Turnover in Pivotal Organisati onal Teams

PHARMA is a large multi nati onal in the pharmaceuti cal sector. As part of a 
large organisati onal eff ort to transform the organisati on into a globally effi  -
cient and eff ecti ve operati on, informati on technology was viewed as a key 
enabler (potenti al savings: US$60 million). Thus a number of highly compe-
tent IT teams were established to put the IT framework and infrastructure 
in place. However, these teams were not delivering at the levels expected. 
Employee turnover was one of the key issues. Exit interviews confi rmed 
salary was a key issue as employees were earning salaries $5,000–$9,000 
below what competi tors were willing to pay. However, historically generous 
stock opti ons had represented a key retenti on mechanism. Given the impor-
tance of the project the chief executi ve offi  cer wished to raise the pay of all 
IT people to resolve the issue. The HR Department resisted and requested 
fi ve weeks to fully unpack and understand the issue before acti ng. 

While the detail of the process undertaken is beyond the scope of this 
case vignett e, the applicati on of eff ecti ve data analyti cs to the turnover 
data unearthed a far more nuanced understanding of the underlying issues 
which were leading to the turnover. Specifi cally, key drivers of turnover 
included inadequate career paths for company employees. This was ampli-
fi ed as employees hired as the company ramped up for the major project 
generally came in on higher salaries and to higher positi ons than extant 
employees, further reducing potenti al for advancement amongst extant 
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Indeed, Michael Lewis’ (2003) analysis of how data analytics trans-
formed how players are valued, and indeed infl uenced playing 
tactics, in professional baseball in the US provides an excellent 
illustration of how data analytics can transform talent systems. In 
this context, Lewis showed how traditional assessments of player 
potential were over-reliant on scouts who based their assessments 
on gut instinct and outdated data points. Data analysis provided a 
much stronger grounding for teams to base their talent decisions 
upon and early adopters of this technique enjoyed signifi cant suc-
cesses (see Wolfe et al., 2006). Overall, this stream is important in 
helping decision-makers make more informed decisions around 
talent and in framing talent issues in language that senior organisa-
tion leaders are more comfortable with.

The preceding review points to the diversity of opinion on what 
precisely talent management means; while we remain some way 
from a consensus on defi nitions of talent management, one of the 
more infl uential defi nitions is Collings and Mellahi’s (2009: 304). 
They defi ne strategic talent management as: 

… activities and processes that involve the systematic iden-
tifi cation of key positions which differentially contribute to 
the organisation’s sustainable competitive advantage, the 
development of a talent pool of high potential and high per-
forming incumbents to fi ll these roles, and the development 
of a differentiated human resource architecture to facilitate 
fi lling these positions with competent incumbents and to 
ensure their continued commitment to the organisation.

In line with the pivotal position approach outlined above, Collings 
and Mellahi (2009) argue that talent systems should begin by iden-
tifying the roles that have the greatest potential to contribute to the 
sustainable competitive advantage of the organisation. Such roles 

employees. Similarly, the vesti ng periods for stock opti ons provided were 
correlated with turnover. The analysis provided management with clear 
fl ags for the issues to watch out for in proacti vely managing retenti on and 
in building a retenti on interventi on. It turned out that salary was only a 
small part of the equati on, with career progression (or lack thereof) a far 
more signifi cant predictor of turnover. 

Source: Adapted from Hoff mann et al. (2012).
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tend to be highly dependent on human capital and there tends to 
be signifi cant potential for variability in performance within the 
role (Becker and Huselid, 2010). For example, the potential for dif-
ferential performance between an average and a superstar software 
designer may be signifi cant (see Oldroyd and Morris, 2012). In con-
trast, there are some roles where performance is tightly defi ned by 
procedure or legislation and there is very little room for a top per-
former to perform better than an average employee. An example 
might be an airline pilot whose role is very tightly prescribed by 
procedure, schedule (such as air traffi c control) and legislation. 
Thus organisations should begin by focusing on those positions 
that have the greatest potential to differentially impact on the per-
formance of the organisation. 

Thereafter, they advocate the development of talent pools of 
high performing and high potential employees to fi ll those pivotal 
positions when they become available. While recognising that 
there may be situations where recruitment from the external labour 
market is appropriate, in general organisations should prioritise 
the development of internal talent wherever possible. Indeed, there 
is a large body of research which confi rms the challenges of orien-
tating and socialising key talents, often referred to as ‘on-boarding’, 
when they join organisations from the external labour market and 
the performance challenges which these talents face in maintaining 
performance levels when they do transfer (Groysberg, 2010). The 
development of talent pools facilitates a more fl exible approach 
to leadership succession than more traditional methods which 
identifi ed particular individuals as successors for specifi c roles. In 
contrast, Collings and Mellahi (2009) advocate the development of 
talent in the generic context of the organisation rather than specifi c 
roles. This facilitates the development of high performing and high 
potential leadership talent who fi t well with company culture and 
values, and who can be deployed to a particular role, with their 
skill set tweaked appropriately, as required. Many organisations 
also have multiple talent pools representing both technical and 
leadership employees (see Box 3.2).

Box 3.2: Talent Pools at Computerco

Computerco is a large US headquartered, Fortune 500 organisati on oper-
ati ng in the informati on and communicati ons technology sector. It employs 
some 400,000 employees globally and 3,500 in Ireland. Computerco 
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Finally, the strategic TM approach recognises the potential differen-
tial contribution of different employee groups (see Lepak and Snell, 
1999; Hornung et al., 2010) and argues that given their centrality to 
organisational success, talent pools should be managed differen-
tially. This is not to suggest that others are treated poorly, in HR 
terms – indeed on balance one would expect that the baseline level 
of HR in many high performing fi rms would be relatively competi-
tive – but rather that the talent pool has a HR system adapted to 
refl ect their centrality to the organisation. Specifi cally, Collings and 
Mellahi (2009) advocate the deployment of commitment-orientated 
HR practices for this cohort of employees. 

Having considered the broad debates around the nature of talent 
management, we now turn to unpacking the empirical research on 
talent management in the Irish context. 

Talent Management in Ireland

While there is a signifi cant tradition of research on human resource 
management in Ireland, unsurprisingly, given the relatively recent 

operates three talent pools in its Irish operati on. The fi rst, the Executi ve 
Resource Pool (ERP), is global in its orientati on with only twenty Irish 
employees. It consists of the highest-level executi ves in the organisa-
ti on and those who are considered very close to reaching this level. Their 
careers and development are managed at corporate (HQ) level. It is also 
quite formalised. The second talent pool, the Top Talent Pool (TTP), is a 
more generic talent pool consisti ng of approximately 10 per cent of global 
employees who are considered to have the potenti al to move into mana-
gerial roles. Although career paths are monitored at a corporate level, the 
pool is managed largely at a local level. This pool operates more informally 
and lacks the formal development programmes evident in the ERP. Those 
in the TTP could potenti ally progress to the ERP but this is not a given. 
Finally, the Technical Resource Pool (TRP) represents the third talent pool. 
As the name suggests, this pool focuses on top technical talent as opposed 
to those with pure leadership potenti al. The pool comprises the highest 
performing members of the organisati on’s technical talent in key areas of 
Computerco’s business and is organised at a local level. There is a parallel 
career track for those very high performing members of this pool who may 
ulti mately become ‘disti nguished engineers’. These are the elite technical 
contributors in the organisati on and the ti tle is considered a real accolade.

Source: Adapted from McDonnell et al. (2011).
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acceptance of talent management as a legitimate fi eld of study 
( Scullion et al., 2010), the research base on talent management in 
Ireland is rather limited. While acknowledging the important con-
tributions which Irish scholars have made to international debates 
on talent management at a conceptual level (Collings, 2014;  Collings 
and Mellahi, 2009; Garavan et al., 2012; Mellahi and Collings, 2010; 
Scullion et al., 2010; Scullion and Collings, 2010; Farndale et al., 
2010), this paper focuses on empirical evidence on talent manage-
ment in the Irish context. 

Given the historical prevalence of foreign multinational enter-
prises (MNEs), particularly of US origin, in diffusing new and 
innovative HR practices to Ireland (Gunnigle, 1995), it is not sur-
prising that the multinational sector is to the fore in empirical 
research on talent management in Ireland (Burbach and Royle, 
2010; Garavan, 2012; McDonnell et al., 2010). Much of this literature 
has focused on understanding the nature of talent management 
practice in the MNE sector. 

For example, based on their large-scale study of employment 
practice in MNEs in Ireland, McDonnell et al. (2010) explored the 
incidence and nature of talent management in indigenous MNEs 
and foreign-owned subsidiaries. Their specifi c focus was on under-
standing the extent to which these fi rms engaged in formal global 
succession planning and management development programmes 
for high potential employees and the nature of management devel-
opment practices in these fi rms. Additionally, they explored the 
extent to which MNEs have formal global succession planning 
and management development programmes in place for their high 
potentials. This study confi rmed a relatively high level of adop-
tion of global succession planning and high potential development 
programmes. Indeed, some 46 per cent of fi rms employed both 
practices in tandem. Large fi rms with a global HR policy formation 
committee were most likely to utilise both. Indeed, the importance 
of such global committees was reinforced in Garavan’s (2012) study 
of the multinational pharmaceutical sector in Ireland. However, 
Burbach and Royle’s (2010) case study of a US subsidiary provides 
some insights into the operation of such policy formation commit-
tees. In their case fi rm, talent management strategy was decided 
by a so-called ‘Human Resource Council’ (HRC). This council 
consisted of ten senior vice-presidents from different functions. 
Interestingly, there was a sole European representative on the 
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council who is selected on a rotating basis. This limited representa-
tion created a real scepticism amongst key European stakeholders 
around the operation of the HRC. This points to the importance of 
the composition of such policy committees in ensuring their accept-
ance by local stakeholders in the MNE context. Indeed, the role of 
position in the multinational network and other challenges which 
subsidiary level talent experienced in entering the global talent pool 
have been recognised in the literature (Mellahi and Collings, 2010). 

However, McDonnell et al.’s (2010) study also confi rms that in 
a signifi cant percentage of fi rms, global talent management prac-
tices remain informal and ad hoc. This suggests that the diffusion 
of global talent management practices to the MNE sector might not 
be as deep as may be expected. This also perhaps indicates that 
the rhetoric of talent management has outpaced the development 
of management practice, as alluded to in Lewis and Heckman’s 
(2006) review. 

Turning to the operation of talent management systems, McDon-
nell et al.’s (2011) case study of the subsidiary of a US Fortune 500 
MNE in Ireland provides some insights into the operation of the 
talent pool strategy. The case fi rm had a segmented approach to 
talent management and operated three distinct talent pools as 
part of its talent strategy. The company differentiated between 
the talent pools based on their impact and importance to corpo-
rate strategy. For example, the top-level pool was focused on those 
employees with the potential to assume senior executive roles in 
the organisation. The study reinforced the emphasis on the generic 
development of talent in line with the organisational context as 
opposed to development toward a particular role, as was common 
under more traditional succession planning systems (Cappelli, 
2008; Collings and Mellahi, 2009). The talent pool strategy also 
emerged as an important element of talent management systems 
in the pharmaceutical sector (Garavan, 2012). Indeed, Garavan’s 
(2012) study reinforced the importance of technical talent pools 
in addition to leadership talent pools in ensuring organisational 
success. Theoretically, Collings and Mellahi (2009) and others 
advocate the importance of identifying those pivotal roles which 
provide the greatest potential for sustaining competitive advantage 
in a particular organisational context. Such an understanding helps 
organisations to think beyond overly focusing on leadership talent 
in their talent management processes. 
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As alluded to above, a talent pool approach is more appropriate 
in a dynamic business environment where the requirements of a 
particular role may evolve rather rapidly, limiting the utility of 
static succession planning systems. McDonnell et al.’s (2011) study 
also points to the potential diffi culty which emerges when a talent 
pool strategy results in an oversupply of talent, whereby those 
identifi ed as talent do not have the opportunities they might expect 
owing to a lack of open positions in the organisation. Clearly, a key 
challenge for organisations that do operate open talent systems, 
where members of the talent pool are informed of their status as 
talent, is managing these talents’ career expectations, particularly 
in light of fl attening organisational structures which limit hierar-
chical promotion opportunities. Career counselling and horizontal 
job rotations must be utilised to facilitate the development of these 
talents. Equally, the management of the careers of those outside the 
talent pool emerges as an important concern in the case study. 

Garavan’s (2012) study of the pharmaceutical sector in Ireland 
provides some important insights into the impact of the global 
fi nancial crisis on talent management practices in this important 
sector. Interestingly, of the nine fi rms studied only two fi rms had 
reduced their ‘commitment to and investment in talent manage-
ment’ over the previous two years. Indeed, three of the nine fi rms 
had increased their commitment and investment. This fi nding is 
perhaps not surprising in the pharmaceutical sector, given that 
the relatively long development cycles and relatively high margin 
products might mean that these fi rms take a longer-term perspec-
tive than fi rms in other sectors. Respondents to the study identifi ed 
concerns about attracting top talent combined with the challenges 
of retaining top performers, the requirement for a leadership pipe-
line and, most importantly, the requirement to maintain business 
growth as central to this continued investment. A stark fi nding in 
the study is that those fi rms that failed to maintain their investment 
in talent management failed to react quickly enough to the global 
economic climate owing to technical and leadership defi ciencies, 
an overreliance on traditional ways of doing things and disjointed 
global talent strategies. 

A further key contribution of this research on manage-
ment of talent in the MNE sector concerns the standardisation 
and global transfer of TM policies and practices. For example, 
Burbach and Royle (2010) point to the importance of stakeholder 
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involvement and top-level support, micro-political exchanges, and 
the integration of talent management with a global human resource 
information system (HRIS) in explaining the success of the transfer 
of corporate talent management systems and processes to sub-
sidiary operations. Similarly, Collings et al. (2010) identifi ed the 
importance of global HRIS in the identifi cation of subsidiary-level 
talent and their transfer to other operations in the MNE. The role 
of the corporate HR function is also identifi ed as key in managing 
global talent (Collings et al., 2010; Garavan, 2012; McDonnell et al., 
2010). In this regard, Farndale et al. (2010) have developed a theo-
retical model of the corporate HR role in global talent management 
(GTM). Specifi cally, they identify four key roles which HR can play 
in GTM. First, as champions of process corporate HR focuses on the 
horizontal coordination of tools, techniques and process for talent 
management across internal functions. This calls for the develop-
ment of effective global expertise networks and a champion of 
process to monitor the implementation of TM strategy on a global 
scale. Second, as guardians of culture, corporate HR emphasises the 
implementation of global values and systems, in the context of 
developing a talent culture and employer brand across the global 
organisation. Third, in network leadership and intelligence, corporate 
HR plays an important role in facilitating coordination across the 
MNE. This role emphasises the development of social capital both 
across and beyond the organisation’s boundaries. Finally, as man-
agers of internal receptivity, corporate HR plays an important role 
in facilitating employee mobility globally across the organisation. 
Indeed, corporate HR has been criticised for its lack of engagement 
with global mobility as an important element of MNEs’ global 
talent systems. 

 A second key stream of literature and research on talent 
management in Ireland focuses on the integration of talent man-
agement and knowledge. Largely driven by the work of Eoin 
Whelan (Whelan et al., 2010; Whelan and Carcary, 2011), this work 
provides some important insights into the nature of the talent man-
agement of knowledge workers and the role of social networks in 
talent systems. A key contribution of this stream of literature is 
advancing our understanding of the role of social networks and 
social network analysis in supporting talent management initia-
tives in knowledge-intensive settings. Specifi cally, Whelan (2011) 
illustrates how social network analysis can provide important 
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insights in terms of talent positioning (having the right people, in 
the right place, at the right time). This work also helps to under-
stand the impact of key talents’ networks on their performance in 
the workplace and reinforces the notion that talents can generally 
not perform to a high level without appropriate support (see also 
Groysberg, 2010). For example, it is rare for any single individual 
to possess all of the talents necessary to effectively acquire and dis-
seminate new external knowledge which is central to innovation 
in knowledge industries (Whelan et al., 2010). Building on Tom 
Allen’s notion of the technological gatekeeper, Whelan et al. (2010) 
provide important insights into the competencies required by those 
who acquire new knowledge externally and those who successfully 
disseminate it internally. They also point to a limited number of 
gatekeepers who possess the rare competencies to do both. Social 
network analysis helps to identify these individuals and to ensure 
that research and development (R&D) groups have members with 
the skills to acquire and disseminate new knowledge to maximise 
innovation within R&D teams. 

The knowledge perspective also provides insights into how 
organisations can mitigate the negative impact of the turnover 
of star R&D performers. Turnover of this nature often results in 
a signifi cant decline in collaboration throughout the R&D team. 
Whelan (2011) illustrates how social network analysis can usefully 
identify individuals with the requisite networks to resolve the void 
left by the departure. All-in-all, social network analysis provides 
rich insights into the importance of networks in R&D settings. It 
also provides a useful input into the management of key knowl-
edge employees. More broadly, the integration of insights from 
knowledge management and talent management facilitates the 
management of knowledge talent in fi ve important ways: identi-
fying key knowledge workers, knowledge creation, knowledge 
sharing, developing knowledge competencies and knowledge 
retention (Whelan and Carcary, 2011).

Taking a more critical approach, Cushen (2009, 2011) has studied 
the notion of employer branding, a concept which is strongly linked 
with talent management. The employer brand is the external rep-
resentation of an organisation as an employer and organisational 
culture and values are often central elements of employer brands. 
Cushen (2009) conceptualises employer branding efforts as a form 
of normative control, through the socialisation of employees into 
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organisational cultural values and market realities. Her study points 
to the importance of employee identity moulded by the employer 
brand in attempting ‘to seduce employees into delivering extra 
functional, discretionary effort without offering anything in return’ 
(Cushen, 2009: 111). She concludes that efforts to extend normative 
control and resistance are alive and well. Her study also shows that 
the employees who experience such efforts at normative control are 
fully aware of the intentions behind such practices and are often 
sceptical of them. Indeed, the integration of employees as brand 
recipients (Cushen, 2011) is an important contribution of this work. 
Work on talent management has heretofore largely neglected the 
perceptions of those who experience talent management practices 
and the integration of employees’ perspectives, particularly from a 
critical perspective, certainly provides a useful counterbalance to 
the extant literature, which is largely managerial in its orientation. 

The above review highlights the diversity of research being 
undertaken on talent management in the Irish context. In addition 
to the strong conceptual and theoretical contributions of Irish-
based scholars, Irish research also provides useful insights into the 
management of talent in the MNE, the integration of knowledge 
management and talent management and, to a lesser degree, a 
more critical understanding of the management of talent. Given the 
relatively early stage of development of the fi eld the volume and 
quality of research is relatively signifi cant. 

Conclusion

Although talent management is a relatively recent introduction to 
management practice, there is little doubt but that it has quickly 
gained mainstream acceptance as an important contemporary 
management practice. Although there is as yet no empirical evi-
dence to confi rm the linkage between talent management and 
organisational performance, there is little doubt that framing key 
HR issues in theories from the talent literature offers an important 
development for the HR function. First, the development of talent 
analytics offers a key means of framing HR issues in models and 
language that senior organisational stakeholders are conversant 
with. At a minimum this will provide a greater degree of expo-
sure to talent issues among senior organisation decision-makers. 
Equally, models and theories of talent management can facilitate 
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HR in identifying the pivotal roles in their organisations with the 
potential to generate the greatest potential returns to the organisa-
tion. This involves a fundamental shift in terms of how roles were 
evaluated and ranked in traditional job-ranking systems which 
tended to emphasise inputs required to do roles (Gunnigle et al., 
2011). The talent approach advocated by Boudreau and Ramstad 
(2007), Becker and Huselid (2010) and Collings and Mellahi (2009), 
amongst others, brings the potential output of positions to the fore. 
Equally, the talent pool approach assists organisations operating 
in more dynamic and fl uid environments where the requirements 
of particular roles may evolve quite rapidly in a way which chal-
lenges traditional linear approaches to succession planning (cf. 
Gunnigle et al., 2011). 

As the fi eld matures, researchers are faced with a number of chal-
lenges and opportunities which should drive the research agenda 
on talent management moving forward. The fi rst key challenge is 
reaching a consensus on the conceptual and intellectual boundaries 
of the fi eld (Collings and Mellahi, 2009; Lewis and Heckman, 2006; 
Scullion et al., 2010). Given a lack of consensus over the precise 
meaning (or meanings) of talent management there is currently 
a degree of dispersion in the academic study of the area. Second, 
research efforts could concentrate on demonstrating the linkages 
between investment in talent management programmes and per-
formance outcomes. Finally, it is important that the views and 
perspectives of employees or those who experience talent manage-
ment are included to a greater degree in research in the fi eld. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Employee Voice

Niall Cullinane and Tony Dundon

Introducti on

The term ‘employee voice’ has become fashionable currency in 
studies of human resource management (HRM) in recent years. 
However if we understand the term as referring to the ability of 
workers to have a say about aspects of their working lives, then it 
is easy to appreciate that this dynamic has always been inherent 
to employment relationships. During the Industrial Revolution, for 
example, it was not unknown for disenfranchised workers to raise 
grievances through assorted means: combining in unions, sabo-
taging employers’ machinery or simply being absent from work 
(Pollard, 1963). As the centuries progressed, the way workers artic-
ulated their voice has taken on many different forms, some more 
substantive in character than others. Ultimately, changing social 
and economic dynamics have tended to shape both the demand, 
and the desire, for different types of employee voice practices 
amongst employers and workers. 

In this chapter we begin by conceptualising ‘employee voice’ in 
terms of why it is important, not simply as some recent appendage 
to the battery of fashionable HRM ideas, but as an enduring 
process mediating employment outcomes. Having established 
this, we then show how interpretations of the term can oscillate 
through time between variants of voice as ‘participation’ and voice 
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as ‘involvement’. This is followed by a review of the methods used 
to evaluate the degrees of infl uence voice can have on decision-
making outcomes. We then consider the dynamics with reference 
to developments in Ireland and associated research evidence. The 
chapter concludes with a general summative assessment of the role 
of voice and its status in Irish HRM. 

Conceptualising Employee Voice

Why Do Workers Want Voice?

The practice of employee voice has been central to considerations 
of work and employment long before the advent of HRM. That 
this is the case should be no surprise. The employment relation-
ship, by its nature, is characterised by an exchange whereby a 
worker sells their labour power to an employer, which the latter 
then utilises in the process of producing commodities. However 
this exchange is not unproblematic for either party: for a start, there 
will be disputes over the distribution of rewards between workers 
and employers and what can frequently be a gain for workers, in 
terms of increased wages for example, can be a loss for employers, 
in the form of a reduction of profi t. Given that wages are vital to 
the workers’ livelihood, not to say a source of social status and har-
binger of general life chances, it is not diffi cult to see why workers 
will necessarily want a say on these matters. But this desire for a 
voice extends not just to matters of income distribution, but also to 
the very fabric of day-to-day work relations. When the employer 
purchases labour power, it is diffi cult in advance to specify how 
much work, and of what sort, shall be expended at what time and 
in what ways, for a given wage. However detailed a set of rules 
and instructions might be in a contract of employment for example, 
the employer cannot foresee every eventuality and cannot describe 
exactly what must be done. Even the most routine of tasks involves 
the application of the worker’s abilities and knowledge of how the 
job should be done. That is to say, there is an indeterminacy to the 
employment relationship when managers seek to translate labour 
power into actual work tasks. How labour power is realised within 
the labour process is likely to be a potential source of disagreement 
amongst employers and workers. A brief inspection of contempo-
rary industrial relations affairs provides ample evidence that each 
side is likely to hold very different conceptions of what a ‘fair day’s 
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work for a fair day’s pay’ constitutes. Like in the case of income 
distribution, workers will likely need to articulate their voice over 
how their labour power is translated into productive labour.

Of course it is true to say that this ‘wage–effort bargain’, as 
 Baldamus (1961) notably called it, illustrates only why workers 
might, for immediately instrumental ends, want voice over aspects 
of their working life. In fact, the necessity for ‘employee voice’ 
might also be rationalised on more philosophical grounds. If the 
claim that we live in democratic societies is to pass muster, then 
it is diffi cult to see why democratic rights cannot extend from the 
political to the economic sphere of production, to give workers a 
substantial say over aspects of their working lives (Archer, 2010). 
Indeed, this has long been one strain of thinking on employee voice, 
exemplifi ed in such diverse practices as worker directorships on 
the boards of Irish semi-state companies to more radical formulas 
like the  nineteenth-century Ralahine cooperatives in County Clare 
(Geoghegan, 1991). Again, such agendas are not unproblematic; 
employers often counter these initiatives with arguments for their 
‘innate’ property or managerial rights, even if such arguments 
have been demonstrated to hold dubious legitimacy (Marglin, 
1974; Cohen, 1988).

The Meaning of Voice

In establishing why employee voice might be an inherently neces-
sary or desirable feature of the employment relationship, it is worth 
pointing out that the way voice might be understood is far from 
obvious and meanings and interpretations change over time and 
space. For example, the 1960s and 1970s saw a desire for what was 
termed ‘worker participation’ as a way to address a (then) widely 
perceived problem of employee alienation across industry. But 
worker participation was interpreted in widely different ways: for 
some, it was aligned with ‘job enrichment’ and enhanced worker 
motivation to enable employers to overcome the anomic tenden-
cies of Fordist production (Davis, 1971). For others, participation 
was interpreted as ‘industrial democracy’, based not on solving 
problems of alienation but as a source of power-sharing between 
workers and employers in the making of joint decisions (Sorge, 
1976). In Ireland, this was heralded by the passing of the Worker 
Participation (State Enterprises) Act 1977, which introduced 
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board-level participation to seven semi-state companies, which 
in time was later extended to other companies like Irish Steel and 
Aer Rianta. 

The meanings shaping the patterns of voice were driven in part 
by the changing social and economic context of the time: increasing 
worker militancy, industrial confl ict and ‘profi t squeeze’ led many 
to look for alternatives to the slowdown in capital accumulation 
and stagfl ation of the 1970s. By the 1980s and 1990s however, as the 
context became characterised by wage repression, declining union 
infl uence and resurgent employer power (Harvey, 2011), the tone of 
debate shifted to considerations of ‘employee involvement’ rather 
than ‘worker participation’, with a distinctive aim of improving 
labour productivity and effi ciency. Against a background of 
diminishing union power, defi nitions of employee voice became 
colonised by a new managerial lexicon in which voice needed to 
demonstrate commercial value. Thus voice became interpreted as 
securing workers’ cooperation for achieving the employer’s profi t 
objective. Academic analysis refl ected this trajectory as new forms 
of managerialist thinking, encapsulated in the fashionable ideolo-
gies of ‘best-practice’ HRM and ‘high commitment management’, 
emphasised voice as something which improved the profi tability 
of the fi rm through tapping into workers’ knowledge (Thompson, 
2011). In Ireland, such practices were often introduced by the high-
tech sector, namely United States (US)-owned, non-union fi rms like 
Digital, Apple and Amdahl, but also in some semi-state companies 
like Bord na Móna.

Overlapping with the mantra of high performing workplaces 
has been a conceptualisation of employee voice under the rubric 
of ‘partnership’. Taking its cue from heterogeneous sources, like 
American scholarship on ‘mutual gains’ and European social 
policy, this has sought to carve out a place for workers to have a 
say in a much more collaborative rather than adversarial manner 
(Ackers and Payne, 1998). In the context of union marginalisation, 
social democratic thinkers believed that unions could only survive 
if they moved away from the traditional adversarial model of bar-
gaining shrouded in confl ict to an integrative approach, exploring 
common ground and seeking cooperation. Thus, workers and 
their representatives were advised to jointly address employment 
relations problems with their employer and develop mutually bene-
fi cial solutions. Ireland saw some experimentation in this regard 
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at two related levels: national- and enterprise-level partnerships. 
At the national level, faced with severe economic recession and 
mass emigration in the early 1980s, Ireland opted for a corporatist-
style national partnership model. Since 1987 eight uninterrupted 
national-level partnership agreements provided a degree of indi-
rect worker voice. Some of the better known exemplars of enterprise 
partnerships were established in Aughinish Alumina and Water-
ford Crystal, among others (Dobbins and Gunnigle, 2009). Indeed 
the Irish government established a National Centre for Partnership 
and Performance (NCPP) to promote the diffusion of such arrange-
ments across Irish industry. In many respects, this approach was a 
synthesis of the voice distinctions noted above between ‘participa-
tion’ and ‘involvement’ approaches: partnership espoused both the 
commitment of workers to improvements in productivity and the 
acceptance by employers of workers as stakeholders with rights 
and interests to be considered in the context of major decisions 
affecting their employment.

Evaluati ng Voice

Whilst recognising that meanings of participation and involvement 
can occasionally overlap, they remain useful ways to categorise 
voice by showing tendencies that are likely to prompt different 
degrees of power-sharing when workers articulate their voice. Thus 
writing in the institutional–pluralist tradition, Marchington and 
Wilkinson (2005) note that employee voice, in its different guises 
of involvement and participation, might be understood in terms of 
the depth, scope, level and forms that they engender (see Figure 4.1). 

By depth, it is meant the extent to which workers (or their repre-
sentatives) share infl uence with management in decision-making. 
Shallow voice occurs where workers have little or no say over man-
agerial actions whereas, in contrast, deep voice enables workers to 
meaningfully contribute to the fi nal decision-making outcome in 
some way. Scope expresses the range of issues addressed within a 
particular voice arrangement; a process which is narrow on this 
dimension allows management to defi ne certain matters as reserved 
for their prerogative, ensuring that only minor issues are available 
for employee infl uence. In contrast, voice with a wide scope would 
have few restrictions or reserved issues with worker infl uence 
extending to input on strategic matters like the introduction of new 
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technology or corporate investment plans. The level of employee 
voice concerns the hierarchical position within the fi rm at which 
voice is articulated: ranging from high (such as the company board 
room) to low (such as team or individual task level on the produc-
tion fl oor). Finally, form refers to the actual methods used to enable 
voice and are typically thought of as being either direct or indi-
rect. The former refers to instances where the contact is between 
individuals or small groups of employees and their immediate 
manager, whereas in the latter instance that exchange is mediated 
through an employee representative such as a shop steward who 
acts as an agent for a larger group of workers. Of course the use of 
such a framework is not without limitation. For example informal, 
spontaneous types of voice may not be captured by such a schema 
(see Box 4.1). 

The Practi ce of Employee Voice in Ireland

Context: From Union Voice to Non-Union Voice

Historically, the practice of employee voice in an Irish context was 
characterised by trade-union-based arrangements or, in the terms 
of the above framework, indirect voice. This was evident by the 
high levels of union density and the associated reliance on collec-
tive bargaining at industry and workplace level. Indeed, collective 
bargaining remained the principal vehicle for employee voice in 
Ireland for much of the last century, with employers, workers and 
unions remaining largely disinterested in other participative forms. 

Box 4.1: Sabotage and Informal Employee Voice

In ‘Mini Steel’, a factory examined by Dundon (2002), it was found that not 
all forms of voice can be fully captured by the escalator schema in Figure 
4.1 . Workers at this parti cular steel plant arti culated their voice about their 
concerns through a rogue employee known as the ‘Scarlet Pimpernel’, who 
engaged in guerrilla-style graffi  ti . The union also adopted innovati ve tacti cs 
to disseminate their message that Mini Steel was an anti -union employer. 
The company’s personnel director was portrayed on 15-foot posters as 
Arnold Schwarzenegger in his role in The Terminator. We should be mindful 
therefore that some forms of employee voice are not easily explicable in 
the context of the above theoreti cal framework.

Source: Dundon (2002).
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However, in line with international trends elsewhere, a signifi -
cant decline in union-based voice was experienced from the 1980s 
onwards. As capital moved production to cheaper locations abroad 
or reinvested in new lines of commodities, much of the traditional, 
highly unionised sectors, like manufacturing, declined, typically 
to the detriment of union voice. Newer industries, like private 
services and high technology manufacturing, tended to be more 
union averse. The opportunities and threats engendered by this 
new context encouraged employers to become steadily antipathetic 
towards trade union recognition. In Ireland, much of this dynamic 
was considered with reference to the role of multinationals, 
particularly those of American origin, as harbingers of a new 
non-unionism, often making comparisons with Irish employers. 
Geary and Roche (2001) found that foreign-owned fi rms were 
no longer adhering to what they maintained to be the traditional 
voice norms in Ireland, i.e. favourable to collective bargaining as 
the single mode of employee voice. Foreign-owned fi rms, particu-
larly American, were found to place greater emphasis on internally 
driven HRM practices in providing for voice and much more likely 
to have single union recognition deals or to simply avoid unions 
altogether through pre-emptive strategies of union substitution. 
A corrective to this view however was provided by Turner et al. 
(1997). Their results indicated no signifi cant difference in the prob-
ability of union recognition between US- and Irish-owned fi rms, 
pointing to a broader diffusion of a non-union preference amongst 
indigenous employers and viewing this as paradigmatic of trends 
within ‘globalisation’. Research by Gunnigle et al. (2001) found a 
trend amongst newer workplaces in Ireland to move away from tra-
ditional union voice arrangements to non-unionism. More recently, 
scholarship has pointed to the practice of double-breasting, where 
there is the simultaneous use of union voice in one location or 
company plant, with non-union voice at a different site, or where 
a previously unionised organisation establishes a new site that it 
purposely operates with non-union voice arrangements (Cullinane 
et al., 2012) (see Box 4.2). 

Box 4.2: Double-Breasti ng Voice in Ireland

BritCo is a large, Briti sh-owned multi nati onal that employs 3,000 workers 
across the island of Ireland. In Northern Ireland (NI), BritCo has always 
recognised trade unions for employee voice, with extensive collecti ve 
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The Growth in Direct Forms of Voice

In the absence or decline of union voice, an increase in the use of 
direct voice methods seems to have emerged. In the mid-1990s, 
Gunnigle (1995) and Roche and Geary (1996) observed how quality 
circles, communication schemes and attitude surveys were widely 
used in foreign-owned fi rms. This was held to be underpinned by 
an employer preference for dealing directly with workers rather 
than through any representative structure. Indeed, Gunnigle (1995) 
proposed that the use of these direct communications in non-union 
companies was an attempt on the part of employers to ‘individu-
alise’ the employment relationship and ensure their union-free 
status. Williams et al. (2004) also noted a high presence amongst 
private sector companies of direct involvement arrangements, 
whilst Gunnigle et al. (2001) and Geary and Roche (2001) pointed 
towards the increasing use of autonomous work groups, briefi ng 
groups, attitude surveys and suggestion schemes, particularly 

bargaining and over 90 per cent union density among workers. This 
remains the same today in its NI operati ons. In the Republic of Ireland (RoI) 
however, BritCo opted for a non-union voice regime. In short, BritCo has 
‘double-breasti ng’ voice with union representati on in NI and non-union 
involvement in RoI. The reasons for this dual employee voice approach are 
complex and varied, although much has to do with opportunisti c circum-
stances rather than rati onal strategic choice. To begin with, BritCo in RoI 
is the result of a series of corporate mergers which heralded the arrival of 
the multi nati onal in Ireland. In this light, the non-union fi rms acquired had 
their non-union voice status maintained. This was made easier as there is 
no statutory union recogniti on legislati on in the RoI that is comparable to 
union recogniti on laws in NI. In additi on, the minimalist way the Irish gov-
ernment transposed the European Employee Informati on and Consultati on 
Directi ve provided the scope to design a non-union employee representa-
ti ve forum along with direct individualised employee voice mechanisms. 
Indeed, while there was a union organising drive at the company, the use 
of the company non-union forum, known as Vocal, helped managers avoid 
union recogniti on. However, when the union threat subsided, employee 
sati sfacti on with the non-union side of the double-breasti ng voice arrange-
ment waned. Management interest in the committ ee became less and, as a 
result, employee enthusiasm diminished. The type of issues considered by 
employees at the Vocal forum also reduced in scope to minor rather than 
the more substanti ve employment relati ons concerns. 

Source: Cullinane et al. (2012)
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within non-union companies. Consistent with this trend was 
Dundon et al.’s (2006) fi nding from a cross-section of fi rms which 
found a strong employer preference for direct communication and 
information channels rather than consultative-type mechanisms. 

How do direct methods fare as channels for employee voice? As 
an instrument of employee voice, direct communications, particu-
larly if of the ‘one-way’ formula, are often shallow in depth and 
narrow in scope (see Figure 4.1). Indeed, it is probably inaccurate to 
label them as a form of voice at all since they do not allow workers 
to have a say and their growing popularity may have more to do 
with their usefulness for employers rather than as a genuine form 
of employee voice. Autonomous work groups are perhaps the most 
imprecise of direct voice mechanisms. Since many of these groups 
tend to deal mostly with immediate, work-related matters, they are 
essentially a method of direct involvement. Moreover, they can be 
very narrow in scope and shallow in depth, and have little to do 
with the sharing of power or decision-making in the fi rm. The same 
might be said of attitude surveys and suggestion schemes: in Pate-
man’s (1970) terms they represent pseudo participation, because they 
fall short of allowing employees a full voice while at the same time 
leaving the power structures of a fi rm untouched. Such criticisms 
of course do not imply they have no benefi t; it is not implausible 
that they can foster a degree of bottom-up decision-making on 
particular problems and issues and this could release some of the 
creative talents of employees that may sponsor a more positive 
psychological exchange.

The Decline in Indirect Forms of Voice

It might be interpreted that the emergent trend of non-union, direct 
forms of voice simply refl ects the preference of the modern Irish 
worker. It is not unsurprising that this is an argument some Irish 
employers are apt to make (Irish Business and Employers’ Con-
federation, 2003). Yet the argument that workers in Ireland are 
disinclined towards union voice is not particularly convincing. 
Geary (2007) reported data from over 6,000 Irish employees which 
found that in non-union workplaces, the willingness amongst 
non-union workers to join a union was highly robust, and was 
especially marked in situations where employers offered their 
support for union voice. In such circumstances, almost two-thirds 
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of respondents (64 per cent) indicated they would join a union if 
asked. However, this fi gure dropped substantially to 28 per cent 
in situations where the employer was not prepared to support a 
union role for employee voice. Overall, Geary’s (2007) analysis 
highlighted a signifi cant voice gap in Irish workplaces, with many 
employers establishing new operations that are at best indifferent, 
and at worst hostile, to union forms of voice. In such circumstances, 
many employees do not feel secure in seeking union representation 
and many can fear managerial power. 

Further evidence of this dynamic is apparent in the work of D’Art 
and Turner (2005), where a study of union offi cials’ experiences of 
organising non-union workplaces uncovered a number of typical 
employer actions. The majority of reported employer responses 
were claimed to be actively hostile to union organising. More than 
half were claimed to have resisted initial union approaches for rec-
ognition by denying offi cials access to the workplace or claimed to 
have actively discouraged workers opting for union membership. 
Employers in these instances were also claimed to frequently brief 
workers against unions, victimise union activists and hire union-
avoidance consultants. Also, in the aftermath of a recognition 
campaign, union offi cials reported that many employers moved 
to discourage further attempts at unionising by establishing either 
a union substitute, such as an in-house participation scheme, or 
by improving pay and conditions to minimise worker concerns. 
Employers were also reported to adopt more coercive approaches, 
either by threatening closure or by acting illegally and sacking 
union activists. 

Whilst legislation was developed to enable unionised workers 
in non-union workplaces to exercise voice over the terms and 
conditions of their employment in the form of the Industrial 
Relations (Amendment) Act 2001 and Industrial Relations (Miscel-
laneous Provisions) Act 2004, its effectiveness has been hamstrung 
by employer resistance and problematic legislative loopholes 
(O’Sullivan and Gunnigle, 2009). As such, it is not so surprising that 
some employers exhibit such distaste for union forms of voice. Of 
all the voice mechanisms discussed, union voice, through collective 
bargaining, is most likely to be the most extensive form in terms of 
depth, scope and level. It offers employees a degree of independ-
ence and power not found with other voice forms. Thus, it is with 
some validity that it has been argued to be an extremely practical 
form of democracy applied to the workplace (Clegg, 1974). 
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Opportuniti es for Indirect Voice?

Despite the collapse of national-level partnership in Ireland, as 
noted earlier, the practice of workplace partnership might offer 
a new platform for indirect employee voice under the agenda of 
‘mutual gains’. However, the scope of formal workplace partner-
ship seems rather disappointing given recent Irish evidence. In 
surveys for the National Centre for Partnership and Performance 
(NCPP), only 16 per cent of private sector employers reported 
the presence of ‘formal partnership committees’ in 2009, with 34 
per cent saying they have some ‘informal’ partnership arrange-
ment at enterprise level. Meanwhile, with regard to the NCPP 
employee survey conducted in 2009, just over 21 per cent of all 
employees reported the presence of formal partnership institutions 
at their workplaces. Such partnership committees were much more 
common in the public sector, where over 40 per cent of employees 
reported their presence, than in the private sector, where only 16 
per cent report their presence. The fi ndings show that employees 
are more likely to be involved in formal partnership committees 
in large organisations, with such practices much more common 
within the public sector. Employees are least likely to be involved 
in partnership committees in hotels and restaurants, fi nancial and 
other business activities, construction, and small fi rms. Overall, 
only about 4 per cent of all employees are personally involved in 
such forms of employee representation (O’Connell et al., 2010). (See 
Box 4.3 for a study of formal partnership representation.)

Box 4.3: Employee Disillusionment with Enterprise Partnership

Manufacturing Inc has always had a healthy union–management rela-
ti onship. It is a company that has grown over the Celti c Tiger years, now 
employing around 1,600 people. There is strong union membership and the 
two unions that represent workers – the Services, Industrial, Professional 
and Technical Union (SIPTU) and the Technical, Engineering and Electrical 
Union (TEEU) – have always had access to senior managers when bar-
gaining over employee issues. The company decided to follow the policy 
wishes of the Irish state by seeking to replicate nati onal partnership at the 
workplace level. Several new staff  forums and employee focus groups were 
created, along with a partnership committ ee. However, when the company 
wanted to alter the terms of the pension scheme, workers felt the new deal 
was signifi cantly inferior to what had previously been negoti ated. When 
employees wanted to complain, they felt the issue had been closed off  to 
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Given the decline in union membership, the limited diffusion of 
enterprise partnership arrangements and the collapse of national-
level social pact agreements, it might be argued that representative 
voice is no longer dependent on trade unions. Indeed, it can be 
mooted that indirect voice exists in other situations that do not 
involve unions, for instance in European Works Councils (EWCs) 
and non-union company committees. There is a tendency to view 
representative non-union voice as shallow and ineffective, without 
fully evaluating the scope, level and depth of such voice mecha-
nisms. However, the evidence is nonetheless usually disappointing. 
One study of a non-union employee representation scheme in 
Ireland (Donaghey et al., 2012) concluded that such structures are 
likely to be ineffectual unless supported by legislation; left to their 
own devices many employers introduce weak forms of employee 
voice, of which workers in turn may be sceptical. This chimes with 
international evidence, which fi nds, on balance, that the depth and 
scope of non-union representative voice is at best variable, and at 
worst little more than a form of indirect employee involvement 
(Butler, 2005). 

European Infl uences on Employee Voice

Whilst mention was made of legislation relating to union voice, 
there is also a raft of European directives affecting Irish legisla-
tion about employee voice, such as collective redundancy laws, 
transfer of undertakings, European Works Council requirements 
in large European Union (EU) multi-site fi rms, and employee 

them as managers initi ally suggested the pension scheme was not appro-
priate for the partnership agenda. In response the workers insisted that the 
union take a stand. Aft er threats of strike acti on and numerous unsati sfac-
tory discussions with management, the issue was eventually referred to 
the Labour Court. It was not long before the workers at Manufacturing Inc 
became very disillusioned with the idea of an integrati ve partnership voice 
system. Manufacturing Inc demonstrates that, even with partnership, there 
are inevitably some issues that are confl ictual in the employment relati on-
ship that  a new partnership approach may not be capable of resolving. 
The union conti nues to represent workers’ interests through adversarial 
collecti ve bargaining, and management seems happy for things to remain 
that way. 

Source: Ritt au and Dundon (2010)
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information and consultation rights and obligations. Although it 
is beyond the scope of this chapter to detail every European devel-
opment in relation to employee voice, one possible development 
worth acknowledging is the Employees (Provision of Information 
and Consultation) Act 2006. This legislation arose from European 
Directive EC/14/2002, which required member states of the EU to 
establish a permanent and statutory framework for employees to 
receive information and to be consulted on matters affecting them 
at work. Formally, the implications of the framework had poten-
tially far-reaching consequences when fi rst announced, as Ireland 
had no existing statutory framework for employee voice. The direc-
tive thus provided Irish workers with a legal right to be informed 
and consulted on business and employment matters. The scope, 
depth and level of required voice is potentially extensive arising 
from the legislation, detailing three specifi c areas in which man-
agers can be obliged to consult workers: the economic situation of 
the fi rm; the structure and probable development of employment; 
and decisions likely to lead to changes in work organisation or con-
tractual relations.

However, the requirement for an employer to inform and 
consult does not happen automatically and there is a trigger mech-
anism for these legal rights to be enacted, either through a formal 
request by at least 100 employees in the fi rm (or 10 per cent of the 
workforce), or by an employer notifi cation to start the process and 
negotiate a new information and consultation agreement. Nor is the 
legal right a universal one, as it can only be triggered by workers 
who are employed in fi rms with 50 or more employees. In other 
words, those employed in very small or micro fi rms are excluded. 
A further problem with these employee voice regulations is the 
disjuncture between Directive EC/14/2002, which states that the 
form in which information and consultation takes place should 
be of an indirect nature by specifying the existence of employee 
‘representatives’, and the Irish legislation which allows for direct 
‘individualised’ voice methods. In other words, communication 
memos, quality circles or team-based voice mechanisms could 
be used to serve as an information and consultation (I&C) forum 
when the European intention was clearly to support mechanisms 
for deeper collective-type consultation. 

The extent of the change arising from the European directive in 
Ireland has not been as far-reaching as might have been anticipated 
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had the legislation provided for automatic and universal rights for 
employee voice. It appears that many employers have been ideo-
logically opposed to collective and stronger forms of legal voice. 
Given that groups of workers have to trigger the rights contained 
in the Act, and that the law also provides substantial scope for 
direct methods of information and consultation, a continuation of 
what is already happening in the employment relations sphere in 
Ireland can more or less be expected. Meanwhile, unions in Ireland 
have been unsure whether to view I&C bodies as an opportunity 
or a threat to the existing channel of union representation through 
collective bargaining, a factor exacerbated by their disenchantment 
with the current legislation and what they see as its minimalist 
nature.

Conclusion

As argued at the start of this chapter, ‘employee voice’ is an enduring 
feature of work and employment relationships. Nonetheless, how 
voice is interpreted can oscillate over time between variants of voice 
as ‘participation’ and voice as ‘involvement’. These different vari-
ants can further impact the scope, depth, level and form of voice in 
actual practice. The evolution of employee voice in an Irish context 
was considered and shown to be punctuated by a historical shift 
away from indirect, union forms of voice to a more pronounced 
pattern of direct, non-union forms. Much of the research evidence 
has examined multinational behaviour as innovators in this regard, 
although there is clearly a predilection amongst Irish employers to 
follow a similar trajectory. Employer resistance to robust forms of 
employee voice appears to lie at the very heart of the debate on 
voice in the Irish context. Indeed, the developments that we have 
seen in this fi eld appear to have been conducive to creating a ‘voice 
gap’ in Irish workplaces. Notably, attempts to re-pattern the process 
of voice dynamics in Ireland, whether in the form of workplace 
partnership or through  European-inspired directives, have had a 
rather tepid, if not negligible, impact. Furthermore, national-level 
partnership collapsed in 2009 amidst global economic pressures. 
This has had practical implications for the exercise of employee 
voice, at least in unionised environments: with the end of national 
partnership deals, local bargaining has become more important. 
Unions at workplace level have had to respond to this dynamic 
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and revitalise their structures for members’ voice (Millar, 2012). 
The success of unions in  regenerating local level voice structures 
and any attendant implications for employers would seem a perti-
nent issue for further research investigation. Ultimately, the future 
of Irish employee voice will remain an arena of contention and 
controversy. This should not be unexpected, for as long as the inde-
terminate relations between workers and their employers continue 
to prevail, then the processes and methods for employee voice will 
remain an area fraught with tension.
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CHAPTER 5

Pay and Performance Management in 
Multi nati onal Companies in Ireland

Patrick Gunnigle, Thomas Turner, Jonathan Lavelle and 
Anthony McDonnell1

Introducti on

Pay and performance management represents a central tenet 
of organisational approaches to human resource management 
(HRM). Indeed, the idea that pay and performance management 
policy and practice strategically impact on organisational perfor-
mance emerges as a major and often controversial theme in the 
strategic management and HRM literatures, particularly since the 
1980s (Lawler, 2003; Armstrong, 2012). The normative proposition 
underpinning much of this work is that matching business strategy 
with pay and performance management policy improves organisa-
tional performance and competitiveness. 

This chapter considers management practice with regard to 
pay and performance management in multinational compa-
nies (MNCs) in Ireland, focusing particularly on variation in the 
types of practices employed. Arguably, the strategic signifi cance 
accorded to pay and performance management considerations is 
likely to be most evident among MNCs, many of whom compete in 
a highly competitive international business environment. The Irish 
economy is particularly reliant on its cohort of MNCs, many of 
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which are US owned, and MNCs are often regarded as pay leaders 
in their respective industrial sectors (Central Statistics Offi ce, 2008) 
and have traditionally been seen as innovators in human resource 
(HR) practice, notably in the use of performance-related pay (PRP) 
systems and performance appraisal (Mooney, 1989; Gunnigle et al., 
1998). This chapter builds on previous Irish research in this area 
(Kelly and Monks, 1997; Heffernan et al., 2008; Roche, 1999). 

We begin by reviewing some of the relevant literature. We then 
present and analyse empirical data on pay and performance man-
agement practices in MNCs in Ireland. Here we consider the main 
factors impacting on variation in reward systems across MNCs, 
especially differences related to ownership, sector and size. 
Finally, we summarily outline the main fi ndings and implications 
of our work.

Pay and Performance Management: Theory and Practi ce 

Organisational reward systems generally comprise two basic com-
ponents, namely pay and benefi ts. Pay refers to the wage or salary 
that employees receive, and as Grace and Coughlan (1998: 205) 
observe, it ‘… remains the common currency of exchange at work’. 
Benefi ts encompass indirect fi nancial rewards (e.g. pensions) and 
other types of rewards such as holiday entitlements and illness 
benefi ts. In the following analysis we concentrate on three specifi c 
theoretical debates, namely (i) strategic HRM and its implications 
for pay and performance management, (ii) contingent versus fl at-
rate pay systems and (iii) industrial relations dimensions of pay 
and performance, notably the infl uence of trade unions. 

Strategic HRM and Pay and Performance Management

At the core of the concept of strategic HRM is the premise that 
organisations should better align HRM with overall business 
strategy as this will yield a premium in terms of enhanced organisa-
tional performance (Beer et al., 1984; Fombrun et al., 1984; Huselid, 
1995; Guest, 1987). Since pay and performance management 
systems represent a central aspect of HRM, achieving greater ‘fi t’ 
with business strategy is viewed as an important means through 
which organisations can more strategically manage compensation 
and realise a performance premium through, for example, higher 
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levels of worker motivation or increased productivity (Milkovich 
et al., 2013). This strategic perspective is also based on the fact that 
organisations differ in their approach to pay and performance man-
agement, notably in the extent to which pay and benefi ts are used 
to attract and retain employees, and also to infl uence employee 
behaviour and performance ‘on the job’. The so-called high commit-
ment HR model (often labelled ‘high performance work systems’) 
places a strong emphasis on linking rewards to employee perfor-
mance, while also focusing on providing various other rewards 
to employees, such as tenure commitments, share ownership and 
profi t-sharing schemes, in return for high levels of job performance 
(Pfeffer, 1994; MacDuffi e, 1995). 

Performance management is normally seen as a strategic man-
agement process which seeks to ensure that employees focus on 
explicit goals or targets which are directly and explicitly linked to 
organisational goals (Sparrow and Hiltrop, 1994). It is a process 
which has evolved from Drucker’s (1954) ‘management by objec-
tives’ (MBO) and emphasises the need for workers to focus on 
achieving performance targets (results). It thus requires the 
establishment of explicit job targets which, in turn, are related 
to development objectives to ensure employees have the req-
uisite knowledge and skills to achieve their targets. Normative 
models of performance management generally outline a step-
by-step approach premised on the idea that performance targets 
for employees are directed and driven by corporate objectives 
(McDonnell and Gunnigle, 2009) which are in turn translated into 
team/sectional targets and ultimately to individual job targets 
(see Figure 5.1).

As Figure 5.1 indicates, setting targets and evaluating employee 
performance are viewed as integral components of a performance 
management system. Performance appraisal is seen as a central 
pillar in the evaluation process, representing a formal system-
atic process for evaluating employee performance which, in turn, 
informs decisions on pay, promotion, training and development. It 
normally involves a formal annual review of individual employee 
performance conducted by line managers. However, considerable 
variation can occur in both the frequency of appraisals and in those 
responsible for the conduct of appraisal (e.g. other higher-level 
managers may be involved, while 360 degree appraisals, possibly 
involving peers or ‘customers’, may also be used). 
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Figure 5.1: The Performance Management Loop

Source: Gunnigle, Heraty and Morley, Human Resources in Ireland (Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 
2011), p. 190. Reproduced with permission.

Related and important aspects of pay and performance manage-
ment are external competitiveness and the need for external pay 
equity. External competitiveness, or the pay levels offered relative 
to those of competitors, is an important infl uence on the organisa-
tion’s capacity to attract and retain labour. Firms normally seek to 
maintain pay competiveness through establishing intelligence on 
pay norms and movement (e.g. pay surveys), the economic climate, 
state of the labour market (e.g. over or under supply of labour) and 
pressure from trade unions. 

Conti ngent/Performance-Related Pay

Organisations are also concerned about the need to establish and 
maintain internal pay equity. This involves two dimensions. First is 
the creation of differential pay rates for various jobs within the fi rm 
to refl ect variation in job demands and content. This goal is com-
monly pursued through analyses of job content and generally leads 
to the creation of some form of grade hierarchy (see Armstrong and 
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Stephens, 2005; Gunnigle et al., 2011; Armstrong, 2012). The second 
dimension relates to the choice of payment system. Clearly the range 
of options here is substantial yet ultimately a fundamental factor is 
whether the level of pay received by employees is contingent upon, 
or independent of, employee performance (Lawler, 2003; Arm-
strong and Stephens, 2005). The amount of pay employees receive 
may be based on a ‘fl at rate’ (e.g. a fi xed hourly, weekly or annual 
rate) and is therefore independent of job performance, meaning 
that all workers in a particular grade or category receive similar 
pay regardless of variations in the levels of individual performance. 
Alternatively, many organisations use contingent pay, where the 
payment varies based on some measure of employee performance. 

Performance-related pay (PRP) broadly describes systems which 
aim to pay more for high levels of job performance than for average 
performance (cf. McBeath and Rands, 1989). Though generally 
viewed as an integral element in strategic HRM, PRP has numerous 
critics (McDonnell and Gunnigle, 2009). For example, Kessler and 
Purcell (1992) argue that the deployment of PRP involves a fun-
damental restructuring of the employment relationship, which 
often results in greater managerial control over workers and work 
systems. However, support for PRP is predicated on the idea that 
it is fair and logical to reward employees differentially, based on 
some measure, or combination of measures, of performance (Arm-
strong and Stephens, 2005: 233). For example, Bowey and Thorpe 
(1986) point to the correlation between individual performance and 
incentive payments leading to improvement in costs and quality, 
while also noting its potentially adverse effects on attitudes to 
work and industrial relations. Indeed, the major source of concerns 
about PRP lies not in the principle but rather in its operationaliza-
tion. These problems include the limited criteria used to measure 
performance (e.g. work-study), inconsistencies in performance 
measurement techniques (e.g. performance appraisal), and bias 
and inequity in evaluating employee performance. This means 
contingent pay systems may not necessarily deliver higher levels of 
motivation and performance. 

Despite these reservations, merit/incentive pay systems often 
comprise part of the remuneration packages in the private sector in 
Ireland (Watson et al., 2010). Previous Irish-based research identifi es 
increased utilisation of PRP systems through the 1990s, particularly 
among US-owned MNCs (Morley and Gunnigle, 1997). However, 
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pay and performance management has been identifi ed as a domain 
where Irish organisations have fared rather poorly in regard to the 
implementation of sophisticated practices (Roche, 1999; Heffernan 
et al., 2008). Traditionally, PRP systems have been more commonly 
used among managerial and professional categories (cf. Heffernan 
et al., 2008).

A related but important issue is the industrial relations problems 
that may arise from employee resentment towards the exercise of 
managerial control via more intense performance measurement 
and more generally to the greater individualisation of the employ-
ment relationship as a result of unilateral determination of pay 
increases by management (Ferner and Almond, 2013).

Industrial Relati ons Considerati ons

Collective bargaining has traditionally been the primary means of 
determining pay increases in Ireland (Wallace et al., 2013). Despite 
growing union avoidance, especially in the MNC sector, it remains 
a key institution with regard to the determination of pay and 
working conditions. Negotiations between worker and employer 
representatives over pay and conditions of employment tend to 
be ‘distributive’ in nature, characterised by a sequence of claims, 
offers, bluff, threats, compromise, movement, agreement or confl ict 
where invariably a favourable settlement for one party means an 
element of loss for the other (Walton and McKersie, 1965; Gunnigle 
et al., 2011). While this adversarial approach has its critics, a crucial 
benefi t is that it allows workers, through trade unions, the opportu-
nity to actively engage with employers on pay and related matters, 
while also redressing the disparity in bargaining power that gen-
erally exists between employers and individual employees. It also 
means that decisions on pay increases achieved through collec-
tive bargaining generally apply ‘across the board’ to all relevant 
employee categories. 

In contrast, many forms of PRP decisions, especially those based 
on reviews (appraisals) of individual employee performance con-
ducted by higher-level managers (only), mean that worker input 
into pay decisions is greatly reduced and collective voice often 
absent (Gunnigle et al., 1998). Moreover, the pay received will 
vary between individual employees as opposed to collective bar-
gaining where a standard increase applies equally to all relevant 
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employee categories. Yet PRP systems may also be subject to joint 
regulation through collective bargaining (Heery, 1997; Roche and 
Turner, 1994). Indeed, traditional forms of PRP (e.g. measured day 
work – see Kessler, 1998) were based on quantitative evaluations 
of employee performance and normally the subject of collective 
bargaining. However evidence to date suggests that PRP systems 
linked to appraisals of individual employee performance are much 
more common in non-union fi rms, with unionised fi rms far less 
likely to use PRP based on appraisals (Gunnigle et al., 1998). The 
infl uence of MNCs, particularly US-owned MNCs, represents an 
important factor in accounting for the increased incidence of PRP. 
The available evidence points to variation in the application of PRP 
between employee categories and also according to ownership and 
trade union presence (cf. Almond, 2006; Heery, 1997). With regard 
to the former, it seems that PRP linked to performance appraisal 
is more common among managerial and other higher-level 
employees (Lepak and Snell, 1999). The reasons here seem fairly 
straightforward. First, there are smaller numbers so the process 
of conducting appraisals is confi ned in terms of scale. Second, the 
impact of senior-level employees on organisation performance is 
arguably greater and therefore it makes logical sense to more closely 
monitor their performance and to reward better performers differ-
entially. Finally, managerial and related categories are less likely 
to be unionised and thus opposition, if any, to PRP regimes will be 
more muted. In contrast, we fi nd a lower incidence of PRP-based 
formal performance appraisals of individual employee perfor-
mance among non-managerial/professional/related categories. 
The reasons here may relate to scale since undertaking individual 
performance reviews among the largest occupational groups in an 
organisation represents a major logistical undertaking requiring 
extensive managerial resources. As these categories are also more 
likely to be unionised the introduction of PRP systems based on 
performance appraisals of individual workers may well encounter 
trade union opposition. 

HRM Practi ces in MNCs: Research Challenges

This section examines pay and performance management prac-
tices using data from a highly representative large-scale survey 
of MNCs in Ireland (for details see McDonnell et al., 2007; Lavelle 
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et al., 2009).2 The fi eldwork involved the completion of struc-
tured face-to-face interviews with the most senior HR director or 
manager able to answer for all of the Irish operations. A total of 260 
interviews were completed, giving a response rate of 63 per cent. 
The survey sought information on HR practice as it related to three 
specifi c groups of employees, namely the ‘largest occupational 
group’ (LOG) among the employees in the ‘headcount’ in Ireland’, 
‘managers’ and the ‘key group’, i.e. employees identifi ed as critical 
to a fi rm’s organisational learning and core competence. 

Pay Levels Relati ve to Market Comparators

We fi rst address company strategy with respect to basic pay levels, 
specifi cally whether MNCs in Ireland sought to pay above, at or 
below the market average for their sector. As Table 5.1 indicates, 
responses were categorised into positioning pay levels in either 
the top quartile, second quartile, at the median/midpoint or below 
the median/midpoint, for the three groups of employees outlined 
above. 

Table 5.1: Pay Levels Relati ve to Market Comparators

Largest Occupati onal 
Group (LOG)

Managers Key Group

 Top quarti le 18% (45) 23% (56) 31% (39)

Second quarti le 21% (51) 29% (71) 29% (37)

Median/midpoint 60% (146) 48% (119) 40% (51)

Below the median/midpoint 1% (3) 0% 0%

The majority of MNCs (60 per cent) aim to set pay levels for the 
LOG at the average for the sector, though pay levels above the 
average were evident among a substantial proportion of MNCs in 
Ireland (39 per cent). However, managers and the key group were 
far more likely to be paid above the market average when com-
pared to the LOG. Almost one-third of MNCs that recognised a 
key group of employees aimed to set their pay levels in the top 
quartile. Arguably, this refl ects a managerial perspective which 
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sees such key groups as playing a more important role in contrib-
uting to organisational performance when compared to the LOG. It 
may equally refl ect greater labour market diffi culties in recruiting 
employees in this category and the consequent need to offer higher 
levels of pay. A similar trend is evident for managers. Just over half 
of the MNCs (52 per cent) aimed to set managerial pay above the 
market average. 

Turning to factors impacting on the setting of pay levels, 
we initially fi nd evidence of differences between foreign- and 
Irish-owned MNCs. In regard to the LOG, a greater proportion 
of Irish-owned MNCs (68 per cent) aim to set pay levels at the 
market average (median/midpoint). Consequently, a smaller pro-
portion of Irish MNCs (32 per cent) aimed to set pay levels for the 
LOG above the median/midpoint. However, this pattern changes 
when we look at pay levels for managers and the key group. Some 
55 per cent of Irish MNCs aimed for pay levels above the market 
average for managers compared to 50 per cent of foreign-owned 
MNCs. For the key group of employees, 65 per cent of Irish MNCs 
aimed to set pay levels above the median/midpoint whereas the 
equivalent fi gure among foreign-owned MNCs was 59 per cent. 
Overall, we fi nd that very few MNCs aimed for pay levels below 
the market average across all three employment categories (see 
Table 5.2)

Table 5.2: Pay Levels in MNCs by Country of Ownership

Country of Ownership

Employment Category UK US
Rest of 
Europe Ireland

Rest of 
World

Pay above the midpoint for LOG 56% 37% 44% 32% 14%

Pay above the midpoint for managers 65% 43% 59% 55% 36%

 Pay above the midpoint for key group 75% 52% 61% 65% 57%

Finally we considered the impact of sector on pay levels (see Table 
5.3). Here we fi nd a pattern whereby MNCs in the services sector 
were more likely to aim for pay levels above the market average 
across all three employment categories. 
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Table 5.3: Pay Levels in MNCs by Industry/Sector

Employment Category Manufacturing Services Multi -Sector

Pay above the midpoint for 
LOG 35% 43% 30%

Pay above the midpoint for 
managers 45% 59% 35%

Pay above the midpoint for 
key group 

59% 64% 36%

Conti ngent Pay 

As noted earlier, the extent to which pay is contingent upon, or 
independent of, employee performance varies considerably 
between organisations. Our fi ndings demonstrate that PRP enjoys 
a high level of utilisation among all employee categories in MNCs 
but is most prominent among managers and the ‘key group’. Cov-
erage levels among managers were particularly high, averaging 
over 90 per cent. The take up of PRP was greatest in US-owned 
MNCs, although utilisation levels were quite high across MNCs of 
varying national origin as shown in Table 5.4. We found no great 
differences in the use of PRP by sector.

Table 5.4: PRP Coverage by Country of Origin

Country of Ownership

Employment Category UK US Rest of Europe Ireland Rest of World

LOG 63% 70% 67% 60%   79%

Managers 91% 91% 92% 87% 100%

Key group 71% 88% 89% 83% 100%

Performance Management and Performance Appraisal

The incidence of formal periodic performance appraisals among 
two categories of staff (LOG and managers) in MNCs in Ireland by 
country of origin is outlined in Table 5.5. As expected, utilisation 
levels are much higher for managerial groupings than for the LOG. 
This is related to a number of factors, particularly the ‘weight of 
numbers’, as noted earlier. Generally speaking, fi rms will employ 
far smaller numbers of managers than most other categories of 
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employees and therefore the burden of conducting regular formal 
appraisals among a comparatively small group of managers is less 
onerous. In addition, trade union membership tends to be much 
higher among lower occupational groupings and unions have 
traditionally harboured concerns about performance appraisals 
(especially linked to variable pay decisions). We also fi nd a lower 
take-up of formal performance appraisal among Irish than among 
foreign MNCs, particularly for the LOG. This may in part be 
explained by the higher levels of union recognition among Irish 
MNCs. US-owned MNCs report the highest level of utilisation of 
formal appraisals. Overall, our data show a high level of utilisation 
of formal appraisal schemes: 94 per cent of foreign-owned MNCs 
report the use of formal appraisal among managerial staff and 75 
per cent among the LOG. This compares to a level of 87 per cent of 
managers and 60 per cent of the LOG in Irish-owned companies. 

Table 5.5: Performance Appraisal Coverage by Country of Origin

Country of Ownership

Employment Category UK US Rest of Europe Ireland Rest of World

 LOG 71% 82% 65% 60% 79%

Managers 91% 97% 90% 87% 93%

Conventional performance appraisals normally involve line 
managers reviewing the performance and development needs 
of subordinates. Table 5.6 reports the use of two differentiated 
schemes of performance appraisal, namely ‘forced distribution’ and 
‘360 degree/peer appraisal’. A forced distribution scheme requires 
appraisers to place a fi xed proportion of appraisees in different 
performance categories or grades in order to avoid ‘bunching’ into 
‘average’ or higher-performance categories (see McDonnell and 
Gunnigle, 2009). In 360 degree or multi-rater appraisal schemes 
feedback on employee performance is gathered through collating 
perceptions of employee performance from sources such as sub-
ordinates/direct reports, peers/colleagues and supervisors. Thus 
360 degree (or peer appraisal) is novel in so far as it utilises the 
perspectives of numerous stakeholders (Nowack, 1993; Toegel and 
Conger, 2003; Latham et al., 2005) rather than relying solely on line 
managers. Table 5.6 summarises the diffusion of both forced dis-
tribution and 360 degree appraisal in MNCs in Ireland. We fi nd 
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substantial variation between foreign and Irish MNCs, with both 
these formats of appraisal more common among foreign MNCs. 
In foreign-owned MNCs, 28 per cent used forced distribution for 
the LOG and 25 per cent used 360 degree appraisal for this group. 
In contrast, just 8 per cent of Irish MNCs used forced distribu-
tion and 23 per cent used 360 degree appraisal for the LOG. With 
regard to managerial categories we fi nd a broadly similar picture 
with foreign MNCs using both methods far more extensively than 
their Irish-owned counterparts. Forced distribution and 360 degree 
appraisal are more commonly used by US-owned MNCs than those 
of other national origin.

Table 5.6: Methods of Performance Appraisal by Country of Origin

 Country of Ownership

Performance Appraisal Method UK US
Rest of 
Europe Ireland

Rest of 
World

LOG – forced distributi on 9% 41% 15% 8% 27%

LOG – 360 degree appraisal 20% 28% 16% 23% 60%

Managers– forced distributi on 16% 44% 14% 13% 33%

Managers – 360 degree appraisal 53% 61% 40% 8% 42%

Profi t Sharing and Employee Share Opti ons

‘Profi t sharing’ is a generic term embracing systems through which 
a portion of company profi ts are distributed to employees via an 
additional variable payment linked to profi tability or some other 
measure of company performance. Profi t sharing can take a variety 
of forms and can be paid in cash, shares or via designated employee 
funds (Poutsma, 2001; Lavelle et al., 2012). Share option schemes 
represent a particular form of profi t sharing whereby employees 
have an option to buy company shares under favourable terms. 
Since the early 1980s, profi t sharing in general and employee share 
ownership schemes in particular have become more common-
place in Ireland, with particularly strong growth in the incidence 
of such schemes during the 1990s (D’Art and Turner, 2006). This 
was largely driven by legislative provision (notably the Finance 
Acts 1982, 1984, 1986), which incentivised the use of such schemes 
via the taxation system, though more recent legislative changes 
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combined with the severe economic downturn is likely to have 
severely dampened the appetites of both employers and workers 
for such schemes.

The overall incidence of profi t sharing and share ownership in 
Ireland remains low. In 1996 the Employee Direct Participation in 
Organisational Change survey found that just 8 per cent and 4 per 
cent of Irish workplaces reported the presence of profi t sharing 
and share ownership respectively (Sisson, 1996). The more recent 
European Company Survey conducted in 2009 reported that 11 per 
cent of private sector Irish companies had a profi t-sharing scheme, 
a fi gure slightly below the European average of 14 per cent, though 
the incidence of such schemes rose in line with company size (Euro-
pean Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working 
Conditions, 2010). Generally speaking, the specifi c tax legislation 
and related regulations in place at any point in time strongly infl u-
ence the incidence of employee share options.

Our survey examined the incidence of three specifi c types of 
schemes in MNCs operating in Ireland: 

• Approved employee share ownership schemes (whereby 
the organisation establishes a trust which acquires shares on 
behalf of employees) 

• Profi t sharing 
• Share options 

As outlined in Table 5.7, our overall fi ndings indicate that approxi-
mately one-third of MNCs use share ownership and profi t sharing, 
while the use of share options is higher among the key group and 
managers. 

Table 5.7: Share Ownership, Profi t Sharing and Share Opti ons in MNCs 
in Ireland

Employee Share Ownership Profi t Sharing Share Opti ons

LOG 30% 27% 24%

Managers 32% 34% 49%

Key group 35% 35% 40%

The incidence of these various schemes by ownership is outlined 
in Table 5.8. This shows that such schemes are most commonly 
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found among US MNCs, particularly when it comes to employee 
share ownership, a fi nding which fi nds resonance in previous Irish 
and international research (Morley and Gunnigle, 1997; Björkman 
and Furu, 2000). It seems that MNCs, particularly US MNCs, have 
traditionally sought to apply a form of so-called ‘shareholder capi-
talism’ to increase employee identity and commitment to the fi rm 
through profi t sharing and share ownership schemes (Dore et al., 
1999). At a broader level, deregulation of fi nancial and capital 
markets from the 1980s and the increased credence attributed to the 
concept of ‘shareholder value’ further boosted the deployment of 
profi t sharing and share options as a means of linking the rewards 
of managers in particular to company fortunes (O’Sullivan, 2000). 
The onset of the current global fi nancial crisis and particularly the 
banking crisis has now severely curbed this tendency and forced 
a review of the structures and characteristics of executive remu-
neration practices, involving greater analysis of the extent to 
which executive pay is correlated to performance (Bebchuk and 
Fried, 2006).

Table 5.8: Financial Schemes for Employees by Country of Origin

Country of Origin

UK US
Rest of 
Europe Ireland

Rest of 
World

LOG

Employee share ownership scheme  29% 40% 17% 30%   7%

Profi t sharing 33% 31% 21% 26%   8%

Share opti ons 25% 27% 23% 14% 33%

Key group

Employee share ownership scheme 25% 50% 22% 33% 17%

Profi t sharing 31% 42% 26% 41% 14%

Share opti ons 31% 45% 35% 35% 67%

Managers

Employee share ownership scheme 32% 44% 16% 35%   8%

Profi t sharing 50% 34% 28% 34% 25%

Share opti ons 36% 66% 29% 44% 64%
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Determinants of Pay Reward and Performance Schemes 
in MNCs

In Table 5.9 multivariate analysis is used to determine the factors 
that infl uence the presence and nature of certain pay and perfor-
mance management practices and policies in MNCs (see Lavelle et 
al., 2012 for a more detailed review). Each of the different pay and 
performance management variables were treated as a dependent 
variable (e.g. use of performance appraisal among the LOG), while 
country of origin, sector, size and unionisation were used as the 
independent (predictor) variables. For each of the regression anal-
yses a number of statistical tests were run to ensure this type of 
analysis was suitable.3 

The results from Table 5.9 generally support the previous 
descriptive analysis. Looking fi rst at the impact of sector it appears 
that several important pay and performance practices are more 
likely to be present in MNCs operating in the service sector as 
opposed to manufacturing. This is especially the case in regard 
to the use of formal performance appraisal, forced distribution 
and peer/360 degree appraisal for the LOG. On the infl uence of 
ownership we fi nd that British, European and Irish MNCs differ 
signifi cantly from their US counterparts with regard to several 
pay and performance practices, most notably in their lower levels 
of utilisation of formal performance appraisals among managers 
and (especially) the LOG, forced distribution and peer/360 degree 
appraisal, especially among managers. The size of the MNC (in 
terms of numbers employed) did not emerge as signifi cant in deter-
mining the use of pay and performance schemes. This may be 
related to the fact that we used a minimum size threshold and thus 
excluded smaller MNCs, thereby ensuring that all of the MNCs 
we surveyed employed a relatively large number of employees. 
Finally, we fi nd that while trade union presence negatively and 
signifi cantly impacted on the use of variable pay and performance 
appraisal among the LOG, its impact was quite limited in regard to 
most other pay and performance practices.

Conclusion

Pay and performance management represents a key strategic 
aspect of organisational management. The average wage for 
workers employed in foreign fi rms compared to domestic fi rms 

HRM-Final.indb   110HRM-Final.indb   110 28/01/2014   14:25:0528/01/2014   14:25:05



Pay and Performance Management in Multi nati onal Companies in Ireland 

111

has increased substantially in recent years (Central Statistics Offi ce, 
2008). This is confi rmed by our data which indicate that the vast 
majority of MNCs aim to have pay levels at or above the median/
midpoint for all employees. Given the centrality of MNCs in Irish 
industry, the use of various reward schemes may have an infl u-
ence or spill-over effect on domestic Irish fi rms. With regard to the 
incidence of formal performance appraisal, this now appears to be 
in common usage in MNCs, though the traditional gap in utilisa-
tion between managerial and lower level occupational categories 
remain with particularly high levels of utilisation of formal perfor-
mance appraisal among managerial categories. We also found a 
lower, though sizeable, proportion of MNCs using more ‘advanced’ 
forms of performance evaluation (forced distribution and peer 
appraisal) which would seem to indicate increasingly sophisti-
cated performance management in MNCs at least. A largely similar 
picture emerges with regard to the incidence of PRP schemes 
whereby the overall level of utilisation in MNCs was quite high but 
again the uptake was greatest among managers. Overall, the use of 
profi t sharing and share ownership schemes in MNCs was above 
the average for Irish organisations (cf. European Foundation for 
the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2010). This 
arguably points to increased sophistication with regard to pay and 
performance management. This might also be interpreted as part 
of a process signalling the greater individualisation of the employ-
ment relationship in the MNC sector. However, it is also likely that 
such incentive schemes exist in parallel with established standard 
pay systems, at least for routine employees. 

In looking at potential explanatory factors, while there are 
some differences due to sectoral location (manufacturing or ser-
vices), country of ownership has a more substantial impact. US 
MNCs are more likely than other MNCs to use regular perfor-
mance appraisal and the various other reward mechanisms that we 
investigated. Overall our fi ndings point to a comparatively high 
take-up of what might be viewed as more modern pay and per-
formance management practices in MNCs, though predictably we 
fi nd variation, particularly with regard to occupational category 
and also related to the characteristics of the MNC itself (notably 
ownership). We should note that survey data of this nature cannot 
accurately capture information on the operation of pay and per-
formance management systems (i.e. process issues) nor indeed can 
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it provide insights into how managers and employees experience 
the operation of such systems. With regard to future research, it 
would clearly be benefi cial to compare our work in MNCs with 
other Irish research on different sectors of the economy, such as 
the small and medium enterprise (SME) sector or indeed the public 
sector (McCarthy et al., 2011), which has been the subject of much 
recent focus in terms of securing enhanced levels of performance 
and productivity, or ‘getting more from less’ in modern parlance.

Notes
1 The authors wish to acknowledge fi nancial support provided by the 

Labour Relations Commission, the Irish Research Council for the 
Humanities and Social Sciences, the University of Limerick Research 
Offi ce and the European Commission’s International Research Staff 
Exchange Scheme (FP7 IRSES-GA-2008-230854 - INTREPID). Addi-
tional and more in-depth information on this topic is available in a 
recent paper by Lavelle et al. (2012) in the International Journal of Human 
Resource Management, while the overall survey fi ndings are reported in 
Human Resource Practices in Multinational Companies in Ireland: A Con-
temporary Analysis by Lavelle et al. (2009) – full citations are provided 
in the list of references.

2 In so doing we distinguished between foreign- and domestic-owned 
MNCs and established a size threshold as follows: (i) Foreign-owned 
MNCs were defi ned as wholly or majority foreign-owned organi-
sations with 500 or more employees worldwide and 100 or more 
employed in Ireland; (ii) Domestic-owned MNCs were defi ned as 
wholly or majority Irish-owned organisations with 500 or more 
employees worldwide and at least 100 employed abroad.

3 For example, all of the independent variables used were tested for 
multicollinearity, whilst the Hosmer and Lemeshow Goodness-of-Fit 
Test, a robust test for overall fi t in a logistic regression model, was also 
employed. Each of the tests showed up as satisfactory.
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CHAPTER 6 

Learning and Knowledge1

Claire Gubbins and Jennifer Kennedy

Introducti on

The organisational learning (OL) and organisational knowledge 
(OK) literatures have long recognised the strategic importance of 
learning and knowledge for providing sustainable competitive 
advantage (Crossan et al., 1995; Anand et al., 2010). While these 
literatures exist within two oftentimes academically and commer-
cially competing domains, the underpinning concepts are similar 
and there is evidence of gradual convergence (Vera and Crossan, 
2005). This convergence is grounded in the basic recognition that 
learning occurs fi rst and foremost at the individual level and that it 
is the process of learning that develops current or new knowledge 
for both individuals and organisations. 

In this chapter we begin by conceptualising learning and ori-
entations of the learning process. We illustrate, using empirical 
evidence from an Irish context, how theory informs practice in the 
design of individual and organisational learning initiatives. We 
then explore the concept of knowledge, which is both an input 
into, and a product of, learning. Then we elucidate the relationship 
between learning and knowledge and outline the debates sur-
rounding the processes through which individual learning relates 
to organisational learning. The chapter concludes with a review 
and critique of the most notable frameworks on OL and knowledge 
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creation and presents some evidence from the Irish context which 
illustrates components of these frameworks. 

Learning

Defi nitions of learning are numerous and vary based on the disci-
pline of study (see Sadler-Smith, 2006). Smith (1982) argues that the 
diffi culty in defi ning learning is due to its multiple uses: learning 
refers to the acquisition and mastery of what is already known, the 
extension and clarifi cation of meaning from one’s experience or an 
organised, intentional process of testing ideas relevant to problems. 
Essentially it is at the same time a product, a process and a function. 
While learning is often defi ned simply as a change in behaviour, 
such a view is critiqued for failing to capture all the complexi-
ties involved in learning (Hill, 2002). Yet the notion of change or 
potential to change still underlies most defi nitions (Merriam et al., 
2007). A defi nition which synthesises several views is that learning 
is a process that brings together cognitive, emotional and envi-
ronmental infl uences and experiences for acquiring, enhancing or 
making changes in one’s knowledge, skills, values and worldviews 
(Illeris, 2000). 

Learning, when viewed as a process rather than a product, relates 
to what happens when learning takes place. There are a plethora 
of theories concerned with elucidating this process and Marquardt 
and Waddill (2004) have categorised these into fi ve orientations of 
learning: behaviourist, humanist, cognitivist, social cognitivist and 
constructivist. 

Behaviourist

The behaviourist orientation of the learning process is grounded 
in the work of Thorndike (1913), Pavlov (1927) and Skinner (1974). 
It holds three assumptions: the focus is on observable behav-
iour rather than internal thought processes; what one learns is 
infl uenced by elements in the environment rather than the indi-
vidual; and repeated stimulus and response events are central 
to the learning process. These assumptions inform the design of 
learning initiatives by emphasising a focus on measurable changes 
in behaviour that are to be exhibited by a learner and can be tied 
to the intervention, and rewards, reinforcement and altering the 
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environmental stimuli should be used to encourage learning. There 
is evidence from the Irish context to illustrate how these assump-
tions operate in practice. A Chartered Institute of Personnel and 
Development (CIPD) study (Garavan et al., 2008) found that 74.3 
per cent of organisations evaluated their human resource develop-
ment (HRD) activities but the process was largely informal. It 
concluded that the use of more structured and valid evaluation cri-
teria that quantifi ably measure learning and learning transfer was 
negligible or ad hoc. Similarly, O’Connor et al. (2006) concluded 
that though Kirkpatrick’s (1976) model suggests evaluating HRD 
initiatives in terms of reaction, learning, change in behaviour and 
results for the business, in practice only some Irish organisations 
evaluated management development initiatives in relation to job 
performance and impact on the business. The more likely scenario 
was where organisations conducted evaluations of reactions or 
learning. Gubbins et al. (2006) investigated various dimensions 
of the strategic integration of HRD as perceived by management 
and non-management personnel including technical, administra-
tive and nursing staff in an Irish health services organisation. They 
concluded that managers play a relatively limited role in making 
systematic evaluations of employee performance post-training and 
the majority of evaluations conducted were informal.

Humanist

The humanist orientation rejects the behaviourists’ view of human 
nature as controlled by the environment or the subconscious. It 
argues that human beings can control their own destiny and that 
people possess unlimited potential for growth and development 
(Rogers, 1983; Maslow, 1970). Two assumptions underlying this 
orientation are (i) the value of experience and that perceptions are 
centred in experience, and (ii) that people possess freedom and 
responsibility to become what they are capable of becoming and 
thus learning is self-directed (Merriam et al., 2007). This orienta-
tion illustrates that in the design of learning initiatives the primary 
responsibility for learning is with the learner and initiatives must 
focus on learner-identifi ed learning needs and learner motivations 
to learn. 

In relation to learning needs, Reinl and Kelliher (2010) investi-
gated an Irish Tourism Learning Network (TLN) development 
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programme and reported that participants did not see the value 
of completing a learning needs analysis before the start of the pro-
gramme. A possible means of helping learners more clearly see the 
value of needs analysis before partaking in learning programmes 
may be located in McCarthy and Garavan’s (1999) study of par-
ticipants from an Irish fi nancial institution. Participants evaluated 
the value of the Myers Briggs Type Inventory and 360 degree 
feedback for increasing self-awareness. They concluded that both 
instruments were effective in enhancing self-awareness and that 
subsequently participants were more aware of their developmental 
needs. Participants also found the 360 degree feedback helpful in 
identifying development needs and making plans for development. 

With regard to learner motivation to learn, a CIPD survey 
(Garavan and Carbery, 2003) of 750 employees working in 250 
Irish organisations who had undertaken training in the twelve 
months prior to the survey concluded that participants were in 
general motivated to engage in learning initiatives and that there 
was evidence to indicate that individuals who were motivated to 
learn took a more active part in voluntary training and develop-
ment activities. The factors identifi ed as driving learning included 
a desire to learn as much as possible, to improve skills, to develop 
skills for their current jobs and a belief that learners could learn. 

Cogniti vist 

The cognitivist or information processing orientation argues that, 
contrary to the behaviourist orientation, the human mind does not 
simply receive stimuli and send out the appropriate response but 
engages in thinking to interpret sensations and give meaning to 
events that impinge upon its consciousness (Grippin and Peters, 
1984). Two assumptions underpinning this orientation are that the 
memory system is an active organised processor of information and 
that prior knowledge plays an important role in learning (Gredler, 
1997). A difference between cognitivists and behaviourists is in 
their views about the locus of control for learning; cognitivists 
believe it lies with the individual learner whereas behaviourists 
position it in the environment. This orientation is concerned with 
the organisation of the information to be learned, the learner’s prior 
knowledge, the processes involved in perceiving, comprehending 
and storing information (Gredler, 1997), the nature of schemata, 
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memory systems, the development of cognitive skills, and ways of 
aiding understanding and learning (Di Vesta, 1987). 

Social Cogniti vist 

The social cognitive orientation combines elements of both the 
behaviourist and cognitivist orientation and is based on the 
assumption that people learn from observing others in social set-
tings (Lefrancois, 1999). Miller and Dollard (1941) drew on the 
behaviourist stimulus–response and reinforcement theory and 
argued that, for learning, behaviour must be imitated and rein-
forced. Bandura (1986) drew on the cognitive orientation and 
argued, conversely, that one could learn without imitation, obser-
vation, modelling others, mentoring or shadowing.

This orientation advises that learning initiatives simulate the 
context where individuals must apply their learning, or the knowl-
edge already possessed by the learner. For example, through 
on-the-job or workplace-based learning initiatives. A 1995 study of 
HRD methods in use in Irish organisations (Heraty and Morley, 
2000) revealed that the least popular mechanisms were those of 
mentoring and coaching. However, evidence from the CIPD surveys 
of training and development in Ireland (Garavan et al., 2003, 2008) 
concluded that there was considerable consistency in the learning 
methods in use over this timespan (Garavan et al., 2008). The most 
frequently used, and also cited as the most effective, methods 
included face-to-face training, on-the-job training, formal educa-
tion programmes, and coaching and mentoring. Another practice 
cited as effective, though used less frequently, was shadowing.

Constructi vist

The constructivist orientation maintains that learning is a process 
of constructing meaning; it is about how people make sense of 
their experiences. Beyond this basic assumption, constructivists 
adopting the individual view of learning argue that experiences 
must encourage learners to question their knowledge schemes and 
develop new ones based on their experiences (Driver et al., 1994: 6). 
Conversely, the social constructivist view argues that when individ-
uals engage socially and talk about shared problems and tasks they 
learn about culturally shared ways of understanding and talking 
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about the world (Vygotsky, 1978). This orientation emphasises dia-
logue, collaboration, cooperation, inquiry, self-direction, refl ection 
and experiences as evidenced in approaches such as refl ective prac-
tice and communities of practice (Merriam et al., 2007). 

For example, Reinl and Kelliher (2010), in investigating the TLN 
initiative, used Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle, a constructivist theory, 
to explore the initiative’s impact on participants’ learning processes. 
Observations related to the Kolb cycle stage of active experi-
ence included participants’ preferences for drawing on previous 
experience and knowledge. However, the quality and accuracy 
of the group’s own information and experience were not always 
conducive to effective learning and needed to be managed. The 
conceptualisation stage was enabled through cooperative learning 
strategies such as peer discussion and cooperative refl ection. 
Finally, during the action stage, participants had the opportunity 
to relate learning to action-focused goals and gain valuable outside 
perspectives from other participants. However, their refl ections did 
not necessarily lead to action, thus suggesting a need for further 
supports to enable action. 

Research on action learning can illustrate all fi ve learning ori-
entations in tandem. Marquardt and Waddill (2004) devised an 
approach to action learning composed of: 

• A problem of importance to the group 
• A process that emphasises questions and refl ection 
• The power to take action on strategies developed
• A commitment to learning 
• A coach who focuses the intervention

An action learning intervention in the Irish context is outlined in 
Box 6.1 and is illustrative of the benefi ts obtainable from this type 
of initiative (see also O’Hara et al., 2001 for an action learning study 
in the North Western Health Board in Ireland).

Box 6.1: Acti on Learning at CMW

Coghlan and Coghlan (2003) investi gated the practi ce, learning and 
changes accruing to CMW, an Irish headquartered company that designs 
and manufactures electrical systems, as a result of parti cipati ng in an 
inter-organisati onal acti on learning programme from 1998 to 2000. CMW 
management realised that maintaining existi ng levels of practi ce and 
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The Product of Learning: Knowledge

The defi nitions of learning illuminate the products of learning as 
knowledge, skills, values and worldviews. The literature from the 
fi elds of OL and OK have traditionally failed to acknowledge each 
other’s domains, with those in the OL fi eld neglecting to mention 
‘knowledge’ and those in the OK fi eld neglecting to mention 
‘learning’, though efforts to integrate the domains is emerging 
(Vera and Crossan, 2005). 

The defi nition of knowledge is much debated in the knowledge 
management (KM) literature, traditionally with an emphasis on 
differentiating knowledge from data and information (Zack, 1999). 
‘Data’ represents observations or facts out of context and ‘infor-
mation’ places data in some meaningful context. The construct of 
knowledge is further deconstructed. Zack (1999) identifi es three 
forms of knowledge: declarative, procedural and causal. These 
forms of knowledge have also been described as tacit and explicit 
knowledge (Davenport and Prusak, 1998; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 
1995). In essence, knowledge ‘about’ something is defi ned as 
declarative or explicit. ‘Explicit’, ‘articulated’ (Saint-Onge, 1996), 
‘objective’, ‘articulable’, ‘verbal’ and ‘declarative’ are all terms 
utilised to refer to the same form of knowledge (Ambrosini and 
Bowman, 2002). ‘How to’ knowledge can be described as proce-
dural or tacit. Tacit knowledge is diffi cult to express, comes from 
experience, is often unconscious, is tied to senses, intuition and 
unarticulated mental models (Polanyi, 1966; Nonaka and von 
Krogh, 2009), and is practical knowledge demonstrated in ‘know 

performance did not sustain competi ti veness. They saw acti on learning as 
a vehicle for change. The acti on learning initi ati ve applied the steps of self-
assessment, analysis of the issues, taking acti on and refl ecti ng on the acti ons 
taken. The management reported improvements in performance indicators 
such as external customer focus and sati sfacti on, vendor appraisal system, 
staff  turnover and quality of working life. These improvements came about 
through changes in operati onal practi ces such as product design, processes 
and external supplier management. Coghlan and Coghlan (2003) concluded 
that though CMW may have worked to address these issues independently, 
parti cipati on in the acti on learning initi ati ve provided rigour, discipline, 
access to others and conceptual material for ideas. It also developed own-
ership in the organisati on and made completi on of tasks or the cessati on of 
ineff ecti ve tasks more likely.
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how’, action, procedures and routines. The concept of ‘tacit knowl-
edge’ is a cornerstone of OK theories as it overcame mainstream 
theory’s tendency to equate knowledge with information (Nonaka 
and von Krogh, 2009), and it constitutes a unique organisational 
competitive advantage. 

Making the link between information, knowledge and learning, 
Davenport and Prusak (1998) defi ne knowledge as information 
acquired through implicit or explicit learning means and in the 
process combined with experience, context, interpretation and 
refl ection. Similarly, Sadler-Smith (2006:183) states that ‘the root of 
knowledge creation is learning’. 

Organisati onal Learning and Organisati onal Knowledge

While the learning orientations are informative in exploring the 
processes behind the learning–knowledge link at the individual 
level, extensive literatures from the OK and OL fi elds focus on 
translating this to the organisational level. There are various defi -
nitions of OL mirroring the learning orientations. Some adopt the 
cognitive orientation and argue that only individuals can learn 
and therefore OL refers to individual learning in the context of the 
organisation (e.g. March and Olsen, 1976; Simon, 1991). Conversely, 
others argue that an organisation is an entity capable of learning on 
a collective basis (e.g. Cook and Yanow, 1993). Shared learning out-
comes are realised when change takes place for two or more people 
(Sadler-Smith, 2006) and the results are explicit. For example, 
where a group solves a problem and develops new insights that 
affect the group’s working process (Mittendorf et al., 2006), leading 
to outcomes that are embedded in the organisation’s structure and 
culture (Snyder and Cummings, 1998). While both the OL and OK 
fi elds recognise these multiple levels of learning and knowledge, 
they vary with respect to what their models emphasise as funda-
mental to the learning and knowledge creation process. 

Nonaka (1994), coming from the OK perspective, developed a 
theory of organisational knowledge creation to build a model of 
how organisations learn. This model focuses on the content of 
learning more so than the learning process and as such is focused 
on forms of knowledge and knowledge conversion. This socialisa-
tion, externalisation, combination and internalisation (SECI) model 
of knowledge creation argues that ‘knowledge is created through 
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the interaction between tacit and explicit knowledge’ (Nonaka 
and Takeuchi, 1995: 62). Despite criticisms of the model (Freyens 
and Martin, 2007; Gourlay, 2006), it is widely cited in research and 
acknowledged in practice.

Socialisation refers to the conversion of tacit knowledge to new 
tacit knowledge through the informal sharing of feelings, emotions, 
experiences and mental models through communication (Nonaka 
and Takeuchi, 1995). Externalisation is the process of converting tacit 
knowledge into explicit knowledge through refl ective dialogue and 
writing. This is seen as a vital step in knowledge creation (Nonaka 
and Takeuchi, 1995) but it rests on the assumption that tacit knowl-
edge can be codifi ed or articulated. There are divergent arguments 
as to whether tacit knowledge can be codifi ed. Nonaka and von 
Krogh (2009) discuss explicit and tacit knowledge as existing along 
a continuum of knowledge and argue that some tacit knowledge 
must be the basis for explicit knowledge. Similarly, Ambrosini and 
Bowman (2002) discuss the possibility of tacit knowledge codifi ca-
tion through high to low degrees of tacitness. However, authors 
within the OL fi eld differ and argue that explicit and tacit knowl-
edge are complementary (Subashini, 2010). Tsoukas (2003) claims 
that the capability to know is possessed by people and always stays 
with the subject and so tacit knowledge cannot be converted into 
explicit knowledge and ‘managed’. 

Combination is the process of creating explicit knowledge by 
combining existing explicit knowledge to form a new basis of knowl-
edge. This can be achieved through conversations, meetings or 
memos, and can be sorted and categorised (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 
1995). Internalisation is the process of converting explicit knowledge 
into tacit knowledge. It is learning ‘by doing’ and involves individ-
uals internalising their experiences and changing their perceptions, 
beliefs and activities through practising new approaches. While the 
SECI framework only implies that individual knowledge is trans-
formed into OK, this claim is made explicit in Nonaka’s (1994: 20) 
spiral of organisational knowledge creation. 

The prescriptive or practice implications of the SECI model 
refer to KM. A survey of KM practices in a sample of Irish public 
and private sector organisations involved in ongoing business 
improvement through the use of a business excellence model 
investigated knowledge embodiment and dissemination (McAdam 
and Reid, 2000). The data analysis of 97 questionnaires revealed 
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that knowledge was systematically captured at senior management 
level and to a lesser degree at all other levels. The capture of tacit 
elements such as individuals’ daily experiences, benchmarking 
data and competitor fi ndings were all low. Tacit knowledge was 
captured mainly through informal discussions and also, particu-
larly for the public sector, formal discussion. Overall, the study 
found a lack of systematic knowledge capture and assigned 
responsibility, indicating that KM was an emergent rather than 
an established system. In terms of knowledge embodiment, the 
majority of respondents agreed that their organisations facilitated 
dialogue and that employees took responsibility for their learning. 
In relation to dissemination, the key methods for knowledge 
sharing included discussion forums, workshops and training needs 
analysis. However, these methods were not used systematically, 
again refl ecting the lack of maturity in KM.

Irish evidence of KM practices is also identifi able from studies 
which focus on methodologies that enable socialisation, externalisa-
tion, combination or internalisation. Such studies, for example those 
on action learning outlined in Box 6.1, were discussed previously. 
Additionally, Basri and O’Connor (2011), in a study of Irish small 
and medium enterprises, examined the practices of communicating, 
learning and documentating past knowledge/experience. These 
concepts can be related to the processes of socialisation, externalisa-
tion and combination as outlined in Nonaka’s (1994) SECI model. 
Of note here are the results that revealed that, in terms of commu-
nication, the organisations had clear communication processes and 
channels but had no regular formal meetings. Instead, communica-
tion was informal in the form of face-to-face, informal discussion, 
online communication, informal internal feedback or ‘on-the-job’ 
training processes. Equally, the learning and sharing activities were 
informal in the form of self-learning or informal sharing among the 
team. The documentation process was formal when related to busi-
ness and technical processes but individual knowledge, experience, 
lessons learnt and activities were not properly documented or were 
documented informally at a personal level.

There is also evidence of some emerging Irish research in this 
area. The Leadership, Innovation and Knowledge (LInK2) Research 
Centre, based in Dublin City University, is involved in two research 
projects of note. First, a project on knowledge-intensive fi rms in 
Ireland and the UK examined HRM practices and outcomes such 
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as knowledge sharing and skill levels (see Chapter 9). Second, a 
project on the dynamics of knowledge creation and diffusion in 
university research centres focused on the ways in which team 
processes facilitate the successful sharing of knowledge (Buckley 
and Chughtai, 2013). Third, the Irish Centre for Manufacturing 
Research (ICMR3) a university–industry collaboration, also con-
nected to LInK, is implementing a project on tacit knowledge 
learning. This project is directly concerned with processes outlined 
in the SECI and 4I models, the resultant outcomes for knowledge 
processes and the tacit-to-explicit conversion process as discussed 
by Nonaka (1994) and outlined in Box 6.2 (Gubbins et al., 2012). 
The Centre for Research in Innovation, Knowledge, Organisation 
and Networks (RIKON4) in Waterford Institute of Technology has a 
number of in-house publications on its website addressing learning 
and knowledge sharing from a socialisation perspective in terms of 
networks and interpersonal relationships. 

Box 6.2: Tacit Knowledge Sharing and Conversion Initi ati ve

 A division of a large multi nati onal manufacturing organisati on in Ireland 
employed engineers with tacit ‘know-how’ about their jobs. Management, 
concerned about the loss of this tacit know-how should the engineers 
leave the organisati on, were interested in initi ati ves to enable tacit knowl-
edge sharing and its conversion to explicit forms. The study implemented 
an experimental procedure which fi rst required experienced engineers to 
att empt to ‘capture’ their tacit know-how in words and images in a docu-
ment. Secondly, the inexperienced engineers att empted to conduct the 
task with the aid of the document and no other knowledge source. 

The experiment found that some know-how was converted from being 
tacitly held (Ambrosini and Bowman, 2002) by experienced engineers to 
being codifi ed, shared and transferred to inexperienced engineers so they 
could conduct the task. However, challenges also emerged with the tacit-
to-explicit knowledge conversion process. These included:

• Diff erences in how ‘codes in use’ in the documents of experienced 
engineers were interpreted and meaning att ributed by the less 
experienced engineers. The inexperienced engineers made incor-
rect inferences about the informati on presented in the document 
based on their prior knowledge. 

• The experienced engineers could not codify some elements of 
the task in words or images, such as how much force to exert on a 
machine part – a psychomotor component of tacit knowledge – as it 

HRM-Final.indb   127HRM-Final.indb   127 28/01/2014   14:25:0628/01/2014   14:25:06



Strategic HRM: Research and Practi ce in Ireland

128

From the OL perspective, which focuses on the process of learning 
rather than the content, Crossan et al. (1999) proposed the 4I frame-
work of organisational learning. It consists of four related (sub)
processes – intuiting, interpreting, integrating and institutional-
ising – that occur at individual, group and organisational levels. 
Intuiting is the preconscious recognition of the pattern and/or pos-
sibilities inherent in a personal stream of experience (Weick, 1995: 
25; see also Sadler-Smith, 2010). Interpreting is explaining, through 
words and/or actions, an insight or an idea to oneself or others. Inte-
grating is the process of developing shared understanding among 
individuals and taking coordinated action through mutual adjust-
ment. Institutionalising is the process of embedding individual and 
group learning into the organisation’s systems, structures, pro-
cedures and strategy (Crossan et al., 1999: 525). The framework 
recognises that overlap within these levels can occur at the indi-
vidual, group or organisational level. 

In terms of prescription, this framework emphasises the creation 
of a learning organisation. With respect to Irish sites implementing 
practices to enable the development of a learning organisation, a 
1999 study conducted on 126 multinational organisations (O’Keeffe 
and Harrington, 2001) concluded that 56 per cent of them had 
undertaken, were implementing or had plans in the near future to 
implement a learning programme to enable a learning organisation. 
McDonnell et al. (2010), in their study of multinational corpora-
tions (MNCs) based in Ireland, reported that approximately half of 
all MNCs have a formal OL policy. 

More specifi c to the process of learning as outlined in the 4I 
framework, a study by Buckley and Monks (2008) showed how 
learning theory can inform and shape the design of an execu-
tive education programme to result in multi-level learning. For 

required physical illustrati on. They resorted to the use of metaphors 
such as ‘wiggle’, which can facilitate arti culati on but can also add 
new meaning if taken too literally (Goatly, 1997). 

• The experienced engineers’ att empts to ‘capture’ their know-how 
required that they recall what was relevant for an inexperienced 
engineer. However the experienced engineers ‘forgot’ to share 
some knowledge because they were no longer consciously aware 
of its use. 

Source: Gubbins et al. (2012)
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example, residential weekends, team projects, orienteering, drama 
workshops and action learning were used to encourage group 
learning and all participants reported acquiring a new language, 
concepts and ideas from the academic content of the programme. 
At an organisational level, action learning sets were used to resolve 
a work-based change management problem. In addition, non-
participants, when working with participants who completed 
the programme, referred to the new language, new behaviours 
and new ways of thinking participants brought back from the 
programme. Roche’s (2002) study illustrates multiple learning 
processes in action in an Irish manufacturing company, through 
implementation of a ‘business excellence model’ and continuous 
improvement initiatives. These included a variety of learning per-
spectives in action: the psychological perspective was evident from 
individual and team learning; the management science perspective 
was evident where individuals and teams engaged in a process 
of knowledge acquisition, information distribution and interpre-
tation; the organisation perspective was evident as structures, 
procedures and processes were modifi ed; and the cultural perspec-
tive was evident as efforts were made to create a culture embracing 
learning. This study is illustrative of the methods that may enable 
the processes of integrating and institutionalising outlined in the 4I 
framework. 

Conclusion

The strategic importance of individual and organisational learning 
and knowledge for providing sustainable competitive advantage 
to organisations is well established. The importance of knowledge 
embedded in people alongside a focus on how this knowledge 
is shared and retained in organisational memory is emphasised 
as a national priority for Ireland’s future economic development 
(Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, 2008). Fur-
thermore, the management of knowledge and ‘know-how’ are 
perceived as necessary to ensure the continued contribution and 
market position of the Irish manufacturing industry (Expert Group 
on Future Skills Needs, 2007). 

This review illuminates some important implications for practices 
and future research to enhance learning and knowledge manage-
ment in Irish organisations. First, the most frequently implemented 
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learning practices in Ireland are more traditional in nature, such 
as face-to-face training (Garavan et al., 2008), despite recognition 
in both learning theory and Nonaka’s (1994) SECI model that non-
traditional practices such as mentoring, socialisation and action 
learning may be more effective. Second, research also suggests that 
it is diffi cult to decipher the true levels of effectiveness of any inter-
vention in enabling learning and knowledge creation as evaluation 
in Irish organisations is lacking (O’Connor et al., 2006). Third, it 
seems that additional organisational supports such as facilitators 
of learning needs analyses (Reinl and Kelliher, 2010) and action 
learning sets (O’Hara et al., 2001) are required to motivate learning 
in participants. Fourth, though there was evidence of practices in 
Irish organisations conducive to effective knowledge management, 
these were informal and not used systematically and thus it may be 
concluded that there is a general lack of maturity in KM (McAdam 
and Reid, 2000). Thus, more in-depth research (see Gubbins et al., 
2012; Basri and O’Connor, 2011; Reinl and Kelliher, 2010; Buckley 
and Monks, 2008; Roche, 2002) is required to investigate the more 
complex processes proposed in the SECI and 4I frameworks rather 
than simply auditing and describing the practices in use. For 
example, when studies refer to learning methods, OL policies and 
KM, the more important questions are: 

• What practices are contained within these that illustrate the 
SECI or 4I components in action? 

• To what extent and level of effectiveness are Irish organi-
sations engaged in practices that facilitate socialisation, 
externalisation, combination, or intuiting, integrating and 
institutionalising? 

• What are these practices?
• How do they work? 

Without such research, Irish organisations will be unable to deter-
mine how best to facilitate learning and knowledge creation 
processes for the competitive advantages that are obtainable. 

Notes
1 Jennifer Kennedy acknowledges PhD scholarship funding provided 

by the Higher Education Authority (HEA) under the Programme for 
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Research in Third Level Institutions (PRTLI) Cycle 4 as part of the Irish 
Social Sciences Platform (ISSP) stream on Knowledge, Economy and 
Society.

2 LInK – see http://link.dcu.ie/?page_id=136.
3 ICMR – see http://www.icmr.ie/current-research/tacit-knowledge-

management.html.
4 RIKON – see http://www.rikon.ie/academic_projects.
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CHAPTER 7 

Internati onal Human Resource Management

Jonathan Lavelle, Anthony McDonnell and 
Patrick Gunnigle

Introducti on

International human resource management (IHRM) is a relatively 
new fi eld, emerging largely due to the pressures of globalisation 
and growth of companies operating internationally. A commonly 
used defi nition defi nes IHRM as ‘the HRM issues and problems 
arising from the internationalisation of business and the HRM 
strategies, policies and practices which fi rms pursue in response to 
the internationalisation process’ (Scullion, 1995: 352). This chapter 
focuses on how multinational companies (MNCs) manage human 
resource management (HRM) in Ireland. The chapter commences 
by reviewing international evidence concerning the role and sig-
nifi cance of MNCs. It then explores some key theoretical debates, 
namely the debate between country of origin and host country 
effects. The chapter explores how this debate has been played out in 
an Irish context before considering more recent empirical evidence 
relating to the role of MNCs in Ireland. The chapter concludes by 
discussing key implications. 
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The Signifi cance and Role of MNCs 

The issue of how MNCs manage their foreign operations has been 
a long-standing area of academic debate and research (Collings, 
2008). The rapid growth in globalisation and the role of MNCs in 
the process drives much of this interest (Ferner and Quintanilla, 
1998). In its World Investment Report (2009), the United Nations 
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) identifi es 
approximately 82,000 MNCs worldwide that, in turn, operate 
some 810,000 affi liates, employing 77 million people (UNCTAD, 
2009). The scale of MNC activity is illustrated by the fact that of the 
world’s largest 150 economic entities, 76 (51 per cent) are MNCs 
(Butler, 2006). The signifi cance of MNCs within a host country is 
nowhere more evident than in Ireland. Inward foreign direct invest-
ment (FDI) stocks as a percentage of gross domestic product (GDP) 
in Ireland were estimated at 73.6 per cent in 2007, compared to a 
27.9 per cent world average (UNCTAD, 2008). The proportion of 
employment in foreign-owned companies, as a percentage of total 
international trade related employment in Ireland, is the highest in 
the world (UNCTAD, 2007). A more recent and equally signifi cant 
development in the Irish economy has been the surge in outward 
FDI (UNCTAD, 2006, 2007, 2008). Over the last number of years 
outward FDI has more than rivalled inward FDI, with FDI out-
fl ows exceeding infl ows in 2004, 2005 and 2006 (UNCTAD, 2007). 

Given their scale and signifi cance, it is unsurprising that foreign-
owned MNCs have long been a focus of investigation for HRM 
researchers (Gennard and Steuer, 1971; Rosenzweig and Nohria, 
1994; Fenton-O’Creevy et al., 2008; Edwards and Ferner, 2002; 
Ferner and Quintanilla, 2002; Almond and Ferner, 2006; Pudelko 
and Harzing, 2007; Brewster et al., 2008). Gennard and Steuer 
(1971) noted that it is the ‘foreignness’of these MNCs that matters 
to employee relations. Indeed, Ferner and Quintanilla (2002: 245) 
argue that foreign-owned MNCs ‘act as agents of change by intro-
ducing innovations into their subsidiaries and thence into the host 
business system’. It is this ‘foreignness’ and ability to innovate and 
ultimately impact on the host HRM system that drives much of 
the HRM research on MNCs. A key debate within the Irish litera-
ture, and similarly in the broader IHRM literature, is the question 
of whether foreign-owned MNCs adopt their own HRM poli-
cies and practices in host countries, or do they adopt those of the 
host country?
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Internati onal HRM: Country of Origin and Host Country Eff ects

The country of origin effect is well exploited in the literature as an 
important source of potential variation in HRM policy and prac-
tice. It is claimed that the country in which the MNC originates 
exerts a distinctive effect on the way labour is managed (Ferner, 
1997). A range of sources indicate that even the largest MNCs retain 
strong roots in their home country. For example, the majority of 
sales, assets, employment, fi nancial resources, and research and 
development activity are likely to be located within the country of 
origin (cf. Rees and Edwards, 2011). Furthermore, individuals from 
the country of origin are likely to hold the most senior manage-
rial positions within the company. These strong roots in the home 
country mean that senior managers at the company headquarters 
(HQ) may seek to transfer HRM practices to their foreign subsidi-
aries. The result of such a transfer of HRM practices mean that 
foreign subsidiaries’ HRM practices resemble those of their parent 
company. There is strong evidence in the literature that the country 
of origin infl uences management practice within foreign subsidi-
aries (Ferner, 1997; Almond and Ferner, 2006; Edwards et al., 2007; 
Lavelle et al., 2009). 

The host country, the country in which the foreign subsidiary 
operates, can have a signifi cant infl uence on the transfer of HRM 
practices. Indeed, the host country context may provide con-
straints and/or opportunities for the transfer of HRM practices. 
For example, there are a number of aspects of the host country’s 
national business system which can limit the scope of MNCs’ 
transference of HRM practices. These include employment legisla-
tion, labour market institutions (such as trade unions and works 
councils), cultural barriers and lack of specifi c skills or aptitudes. 
It is important to note the strength of these host country effects as 
in some cases the limitations provided by the national business 
system may only be partial. For example, it may be a case that 
HRM practices are tweaked or adapted so that they can be suc-
cessfully implemented as they may be malleable to the infl uence of 
large MNCs, particularly MNCs from dominant economies. MNCs 
operating in highly regulated business systems such as Germany 
may fi nd it more diffi cult to transfer home country HRM policies 
and practices than they do in countries such as the UK (Almond 
and Ferner, 2006).
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The Irish Evidence

With Ireland being described as one of the world’s most MNC-
dependent economies (Gunnigle et al., 2005), it is of no surprise that 
there is a plethora of literature investigating HRM issues within 
MNCs operating in Ireland (Kelly and Brannick, 1985; Turner et al., 
1997a, 1997b; Geary and Roche, 2001; Gunnigle et al., 2005; Collings 
et al., 2008). Edwards and Rees (2006) suggest that Ireland repre-
sents the best illustration of where the debate around country of 
origin and host country effects has been pursued. It is possible to 
identify two contrasting perspectives within this literature. First, 
an early body of literature on HRM in MNCs laid the founda-
tions for the so-called ‘conformance thesis’ (Kelly and Brannick, 
1985; Enderwick, 1986). Proponents of this argument suggested 
that HRM practices of foreign-owned MNCs operating in Ireland 
conformed to the prevailing traditions of larger Irish companies, 
notably in conceding trade union recognition and in relying on 
adversarial collective bargaining as the primary means of handling 
employment relations matters. For instance, Kelly and Brannick 
(1985: 109) found that ‘in general, MNCs are regarded as no dif-
ferent as Irish fi rms and the trend seems to be one of conformity 
with the host country’s institutions, values and practices.’ Ender-
wick (1986), in reviewing the impact of MNCs on HRM in Ireland, 
identifi ed a number of theoretical propositions as to why foreign-
owned MNC subsidiaries might utilise different HRM practices to 
those prevailing in indigenous organisations. However, his empir-
ical appraisal found no supporting evidence (see also Roche and 
Geary, 1996). Consequently, this early body of research pointed 
towards a dominance of host country effects whereby foreign-
owned companies largely conformed to the HRM model prevailing 
among indigenous companies. 

However, a countervailing perspective has since emerged which 
argues that a ‘new orthodoxy’ now characterises Irish HRM. The 
argument put forward under this perspective is that foreign-owned 
MNCs no longer conform to prevailing local HRM practices, 
pointing towards a ‘country of origin effect’ (Roche and Geary, 
1996; Turner et al., 1997a, 1997b; Geary and Roche, 2001; Collings 
et al., 2008). Though there is some debate around the reasons, this 
literature broadly posits that foreign-owned MNC operations have 
increasingly adopted HRM approaches more refl ective of their 
own (home country) policies and practices. This evidence is most 
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pronounced in the union avoidance strategies of United States (US) 
MNCs in Ireland, particularly those that have established opera-
tions since the 1980s. Indeed, US companies operating in Ireland 
appear much more likely to adopt HRM practices that are different 
to those of indigenous companies (Gunnigle, 1995; Gunnigle et al., 
1997; Geary and Roche, 2001; Collings et al., 2008). Whilst acknowl-
edging differences between foreign MNCs and Irish companies, 
Geary and Roche (2001) suggest that we may witness a spill-over 
effect from foreign MNCs, predicting that the convergence of HRM 
is more likely to be from indigenous companies towards foreign 
MNCs’ HRM practice.

However, whilst the intense focus on MNCs as the unit of anal-
ysis in the Irish literature is unsurprising, the ability of this research 
to provide a representative picture of what is happening within 
these organisations is quite alarming (McDonnell et al., 2007). A 
cursory review of the existing MNC literature in Ireland identi-
fi es this lack of representativeness. For example, existing empirical 
research has generally either relied upon small-scale surveys of 
MNCs (cf. Kelly and Brannick, 1985), extracting fi ndings on MNCs 
from larger surveys or consultancy reports (cf. Gunnigle et al., 
1994, 1997; Geary and Roche, 2001; National Centre for Partnership 
and Performance, 2004); or case study based research (cf. Dundon 
et al., 2004, 2006; Gunnigle et al., 2005). This gap in the literature 
is not just confi ned to the Irish context but to the management lit-
erature more generally (cf. Collinson and Rugman, 2010; Edwards 
et al., 2007). 

Two key issues emerge from the extant literature on MNCs oper-
ating in Ireland. First, much of this research relies on small sample 
numbers and indeed some do not set out to look specifi cally at 
MNCs. Second, this empirical research has generally excluded 
two key categories of MNCs: (i) foreign-owned MNCs that are not 
assisted or aided by the main industrial promotions agencies, and 
(ii) Irish-owned MNCs. These omissions are likely to bias fi nd-
ings on key aspects of the practice and behaviour of MNCs. For 
example, Whitley (1999: 128) argues that ‘the more dependent are 
foreign fi rms on domestic organisations and agencies, both within 
and across sectors, the less likely are they to change prevalent pat-
terns of behaviour.’ This could potentially be signifi cant as it may 
suggest that those fi rms which have tenuous links to state agencies 
may be less restricted in implementing practices which are at odds 
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with host traditions. Therefore, there is a strong need for a repre-
sentative picture of MNCs’ HRM policies and practices in Ireland. 
Box 7.1 provides details of the methodology from a recent project 
conducted at the University of Limerick (McDonnell et al., 2007; 
Lavelle et al., 2009) which has attempted this task. 

Box 7.1: Towards a Representati ve Picture of HRM in MNCs 
Operati ng in Ireland

In order to address the defi ciencies of existi ng Irish research examining 
MNCs and to off er a bett er assessment of the landscape, a representati ve 
survey of MNCs was conducted by a team at the University of Limerick (cf. 
McDonnell et al., 2007; Lavelle et al., 2009). In order to provide defi niti onal 
clarity a disti ncti on was made between foreign and domesti cally owned 
MNCs as follows:

• All foreign-owned MNCs operati ng in Ireland, with 500 or more 
employees worldwide and 100 or more in their Irish operati on.

• All Irish-owned MNCs with 500 or more employees worldwide and 
at least 100 overseas.

With respect to developing a total MNC populati on, a series of sources were 
consulted. These included the Industrial Development Agency of Ireland 
(IDA Ireland); Forfás; a private consultancy fi rm, Bill Moss Partnership; 
Enterprise Ireland; Kompass; Major Companies of Europe 2005 (a directory 
of companies in Europe); company websites; and the Irish Times top 1,000 
companies. Strati fi ed sampling was then employed which led to the selec-
ti on of a total of 414 MNCs. A total of 260 MNCs parti cipated in the survey, 
representi ng a response rate of 63 per cent. This compares most favourably 
with organisati onal-level surveys of this type (Baruch and Holtom, 2008). 
The questi onnaires focused on fi ve substanti ve areas of human resource 
management/employment relati ons (the HR functi on; pay and perfor-
mance management; employee representati on and consultati on; employee 
involvement and communicati on; and training, development and organisa-
ti onal  learning), as well as encompassing a secti on on company background 
and other key att ributes. 

Once collected and inputt ed, the data were analysed by means of 
descripti ve and binary logisti cal regression analysis. Employing binary logis-
ti cal regression analysis allows the predicti on of the presence or absence 
of a parti cular characteristi c based on the values of a set of independent 
variables. For each of the regression analyses, a number of stati sti cal tests 
were run to ensure this type of analysis was suitable. For example, all of 
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Findings from the University of Limerick study indicate that there 
are a number of differences between Irish-owned, US-owned and 
other foreign-owned MNCs with respect to human resource (HR) 
practices. An overview of key descriptive results using cross tabu-
lations is presented in Table 7.1. Differences are most pronounced 
in the areas of performance management and industrial relations. 
In the area of rewards, we fi nd signifi cant differences between 
Irish, US and other foreign MNCs in relation to a policy of paying 
managers above the median (in comparison to market compara-
tors), employee share ownership schemes for both managers and 
the largest occupational group (LOG), and share options for man-
agers. In the area of performance management we fi nd signifi cant 
differences between Irish, US and other foreign MNCs across all 
measures, with the exception of the use of 360 degree feedback. 
US MNCs were much more likely to report the use of performance 
appraisal for both groups, the use of forced distribution for both 
groups and 360 degree feedback for managers. These differences 
are most pronounced in relation to the use of forced distribu-
tion, with US MNCs differing considerably from Irish and other 
foreign MNCs. Similarly, there are a number of differences in 
relation to industrial relations within Irish, US and other foreign 
MNCs. US MNCs are less likely to recognise a trade union, less 
likely to report high levels of union density within the MNC, more 
likely to recognise just a single trade union, more likely to have 
a non-union structure of collective representation and also more 
likely to report the presence of a European Works Council. In 
relation to involvement and communication there are fewer dif-
ferences between Irish, US and other foreign MNCs. Nonetheless, 
US MNCs are more likely to report the use of problem-solving 
groups, attitude or opinion surveys, systematic use of the man-
agement chain to cascade information and a company intranet. 
Finally, with regard to training and development within MNCs, 
US MNCs are more likely to report the use of management devel-
opment programmes.

the independent variables used were tested for multi collinearity, whilst the 
Hosmer–Lemeshow Goodness-of-Fit Test, a robust test for overall fi t of a 
logisti c regression model, was also employed. Each of the tests showed up 
as sati sfactory. 
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Table 7.1: Descripti ve Results of University of Limerick MNC  Survey

Irish 
Owned

US 
Owned

Other 
Foreign 
Owned

N

Rewards

Pay policy above the median (LOG) 31.7% 37.1% 43.9% 245

Pay policy above the median (managers) 54.8% 42.9% 57.9% 247

Follow the nati onal level wage agreements 
for managers

60.0% 43.5% 57.1%   85

Follow the nati onal level wage agreements 
for LOG

77.8% 57.6% 69.7% 171

Variable pay (LOG) 60.0% 70.0% 67.0% 257

Variable pay (managers) 87.0% 91.0% 92.7% 255

Employee share ownership (LOG) 30.4% 40.2% 19.8% 254

Employee share ownership (managers) 34.8% 43.9% 20.2% 253

Profi t sharing (LOG) 26.2% 30.8% 23.3% 236

Profi t sharing (managers) 34.1% 34.1% 34.6% 236

Share opti ons (LOG) 14.3% 27.4% 25.0% 241

Share opti ons (managers) 44.4% 65.6% 35.0% 244

Performance management

Performance appraisal (LOG) 60.0% 82.0% 68.8% 257

Performance appraisal (managers) 87.0% 97.0% 91.1% 259

Forced distributi on (LOG) 7.7% 40.7% 14.7% 182

Forced distributi on (managers) 12.8% 43.8% 17.0% 235

360 degree feedback (LOG) 23.1% 27.5% 23.3% 179

360 degree feedback (managers) 38.5% 61.1% 44.4% 233

Industrial relati ons

Trade union recogniti on 80.9% 41.6% 69.6% 260

Multi ple unions 72.2% 47.6% 54.5% 155

Single union 27.8% 52.4% 45.5% 155

Low union density 43.2% 58.5% 42.3% 156

(Conti nued)
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Table 7.1: (Conti nued)

Irish 
Owned

US 
Owned

Other 
Foreign 
Owned

N

High union density 29.7% 9.8% 34.6% 156

Non-union representati ve structures 25.5% 41.0% 27.7% 259

European Works Council 17.0% 42.9% 46.7% 252

Employer associati on 89.4% 94.1% 91.1% 260

Involvement and communicati on

Formally designated teams 47.6% 53.1% 57.7% 251

Problem-solving groups 61.9% 83.8% 70.3% 252

Atti  tude or opinion surveys 32.6% 84.0% 67.0% 258

Suggesti on schemes 44.4% 59.0% 54.5% 257

Regular meeti ngs between senior managers 
and the workforce

63.6% 90.0% 69.1% 254

Team briefi ngs 97.8% 98.0% 98.2% 257

Newslett ers or emails 89.1% 94.0% 95.5% 256

Systemati c use of the management chain to 
cascade informati on

69.6% 89.0% 88.2% 256

Company intranet 66.7% 84.8% 77.5% 255

Project teams 60.0% 66.1% 53.4% 172

Training and development

Training spend 16.7% 26.7% 22.4% 226

Succession planning 61.7% 72.0% 62.2% 258

Management development programme 57.8% 80.0% 69.6% 257

Organisati onal learning policy 27.9% 59.4% 49.1% 245

The descriptive results illustrate the value of a nuanced, repre-
sentative understanding of the nature of MNCs, highlighting 
important differences between Irish, US and other foreign MNCs. 
These can be considered in a more in-depth and robust fashion 
by logistical regressions. This enables tests for differences across 
all variables whilst also being able to control for issues such as 
employment size, sector, the main occupation of the LOG and trade 
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union recognition in the case of a certain number of variables. As 
reported in Table 7.2, the vast majority of differences reported in 
the descriptive fi ndings remain in the logistical regression analysis, 
with some additional insight. In relation to rewards, the fi ndings 
point towards little difference between Irish, US and other foreign 
MNCs, with the exception of the following policies and practices: 
paying the LOG above the median and variable pay for managers 
(other foreign) and employee share ownership scheme for the LOG 
(US). Where there are signifi cant differences, these tend to be sig-
nifi cant at the weaker 10 per cent level.

Again it is with regard to performance management that there 
are signifi cant differences between Irish, US and other foreign 
MNCs. Here the fi ndings indicate signifi cant differences between 
Irish- and US-owned MNCs in relation to performance appraisal 
for both managers and the LOG, the use of forced distribution 
for both managers and the LOG, and the use of 360 degree feed-
back for managers. For example, US MNCs are ten and four times 
more likely to have performance appraisal for managers and the 
LOG respectively and almost eight and six times more likely to 
have forced distribution for the LOG and managers respectively. 
Similarly, there are signifi cant differences in relation to industrial 
relations. Predictably, US MNCs are less likely than Irish MNCs 
to recognise a trade union and report high levels of union density. 
We fi nd that US MNCs, when compared to Irish-owned MNCs, 
are eight times more likely to report the incidence of a European 
Works Council, over four times more likely to be a member of an 
employer association and almost three times more likely to have a 
non-union structure of collective employee representation

Table 7.2: Logisti cal Regression Results

US Owned Other Foreign 
Owned

N

Rewards

Pay policy above the median (LOG) 2.242* 244

Pay policy above the median (managers) 246

Follow the nati onal level wage agree-
ments for managers

  85

(Conti nued)
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Table 7.2: (Conti nued)

US Owned Other Foreign 
Owned

N

Follow the nati onal level wage agree-
ments for LOG

170

Variable pay (LOG) 255

Variable pay (managers) 2.939* 253

Employee share ownership (LOG) 2.155* 254

Employee share ownership (managers) 252

Profi t sharing (LOG) 236

Profi t sharing (managers) 236

Share opti ons (LOG) 240

Share opti ons (managers) 242

Performance management

Performance appraisal (LOG) 4.017*** 255

Performance appraisal (managers) 10.301** 257

Forced distributi on (LOG) 7.764** 181

Forced distributi on (managers) 5.928*** 234

360 degree feedback (LOG) 178

360 degree feedback (managers) 2.853** 232

Industrial relati ons

Trade union recogniti on -0.136*** 260

Multi ple unions 154

Single union 154

Low union density 4.012** 155

High union density (-0.180)** 155

Non-union representati ve structures 2.765** 256

European Works Council 8.365*** 8.463*** 250

Employer associati on 4.660** 257

Involvement and communicati on

Formally designated teams 250

Problem-solving groups 3.829*** 251

(Conti nued)
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Table 7.2: (Conti nued)

US Owned Other Foreign 
Owned

N

Atti  tude or opinion surveys 14.792*** 6.235*** 256

Suggesti on schemes 255

Regular meeti ngs between senior man-
agers and the workforce

3.860*** 252

Team briefi ngs 255

Newslett ers or emails 254

Systemati c use of the management chain 
to cascade informati on

5.522*** 5.099*** 254

Company intranet 4.024*** 2.636** 253

Project teams 170

Training and development

Training spend 223

Succession planning 2.732** 255

Management development programme 6.294*** 3.267*** 254

Organisati onal learning policy 4.714*** 3.012** 243

Reference category: Irish-owned 
 Controls: LOG occupati on, employment size, sector and union recogniti on 
Levels of signifi cance: *** 1%, ** 5% and * 10%

There are some differences between Irish, US and other foreign 
MNCs in relation to involvement and communication practices. 
Specifi cally, there are differences in relation to the use of problem-
solving groups, attitude or opinion surveys, regular meetings 
between senior managers and the workforce, systematic use of the 
management chain to cascade information and a company intranet. 
In some instances the differences are vast, for example US MNCs 
are almost fi fteen times more likely and other foreign MNCs six 
times more likely to report the use of attitude or opinion surveys 
compared to Irish-owned MNCs. Finally, in relation to training and 
development the results indicate signifi cant differences on three 
out of the four measures. For example, US MNCs are almost three 
times more likely than Irish MNCs to report the use of succession 
planning and six times more likely to have a management develop-
ment programme in place.
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Analysis and Insights

As noted above, signifi cant debate has developed in Ireland over 
the last 30 years in relation to whether foreign-owned MNCs 
adapted to the local HRM traditions. The earlier literature pointed 
towards foreign-owned MNCs conforming to the prevailing HRM 
traditions. The more recent literature, however, referred to the 
development of a ‘new orthodoxy’, whereby foreign-owned MNCs 
no longer conformed to the prevailing traditions, but rather intro-
duced HRM policies and practices that were different to those 
existing in indigenous companies – pointing and referring to the 
growing dominance of ‘country of origin’ effects. The evidence pre-
sented in this chapter has contributed to this debate by presenting 
fi ndings from a study which has comprehensively examined HRM 
policies and practices in foreign- and also Irish-owned MNCs. In 
so doing it provides a clear profi le of HRM within foreign- and 
Irish-owned MNCs via a carefully selected methodology which has 
sought to address traditional defi ciencies when examining MNCs’ 
activity in Ireland (McDonnell et al., 2007). 

The fi ndings of this chapter provide support for the contention 
that foreign-owned MNCs do behave differently to Irish-owned 
MNCs (Roche and Geary, 1996; Geary and Roche, 2001; Gun-
nigle et al., 2005; Collings et al., 2008; Lavelle, 2008). Indeed, quite 
a number of signifi cant differences between Irish, US and other 
foreign MNCs were found to exist across HR domains – out of 
the 40 HR measures explored, signifi cant differences occur in 22 
of those measures. Where we fi nd differences between MNCs, it 
was by and large between US and Irish MNCs – pointing towards 
country of origin effects among US MNCs. Differences are particu-
larly pronounced between Irish and US MNCs, and with respect to 
the practice areas of performance management and industrial rela-
tions. This would fi nd support within more general research, which 
has found conservatism amongst Irish fi rms in the domains of per-
formance management, in part due to institutional context (Roche 
and Turner, 1998). For example, US MNCs are more likely to have 
performance appraisals, use forced distribution in appraisals, offer 
high levels of direct communication and participation practices, 
and are less likely to recognise a trade union (Almond and Ferner, 
2006).

Furthermore, our data point to strong evidence that there is no 
convergence of HRM practices among MNCs operating in Ireland. 

HRM-Final.indb   151HRM-Final.indb   151 28/01/2014   14:25:0828/01/2014   14:25:08



Strategic HRM: Research and Practi ce in Ireland

152

In a recent review of US, German and Japanese MNCs, Pudelko 
and Harzing (2007) found evidence of a convergence of HRM prac-
tices around US-style HRM. However, despite the predictions of a 
convergence towards US-style HRM practices or a global standard 
HRM style, we fi nd no evidence to support this contention (Brew-
ster et al., 2008). Indeed, our fi ndings illustrate the utility of using 
home and host country effects to explain variation within MNCs 
and their HRM practices. 

Finally, Geary and Roche (2001) predicted that there would 
likely be a spill-over effect from MNCs to Irish-owned companies, 
suggesting that host country practices would converge towards 
foreign MNCs’ practices. If this was to occur, we would most likely 
see this convergence occurring between Irish- and foreign-owned 
MNCs. Yet our results showed little evidence of this spill-over 
effect from foreign-owned MNCs to Irish-owned MNCs, with 
many distinct differences as to how HRM appears in their respec-
tive organisations. 

Conclusions

This chapter has examined the HRM practices that MNCs pursue 
in response to the internationalisation process (Scullion, 1995). 
In so doing it has highlighted the theoretical and methodological 
complexities of research in an area where HRM contributions have 
been surprisingly underrepresented (Morley et al., 2006). The fi nd-
ings indicate clear distinctions between the HRM practices of Irish 
MNCs and those of US and foreign MNCs. However, it is important 
to avoid overly simplistic claims of either convergence or diver-
gence, or host country versus country of origin effects. Arguably, 
there are a range and interplay of effects to be explored, so that 
infl uences may not be mutually exclusive – for example Belanger et 
al. (2013) point toward the need to account for a broader set of rela-
tionships both inside and outside the operations of foreign MNCs. 
Likewise, there may be host country or country of origin patterns 
in the combinations of practices deployed as opposed to the inci-
dence of individual practices (Ferner and Almond, 2013). From a 
practitioner standpoint, this chapter highlights the importance of 
being attentive to key infl uences and the broader cultural fi t of spe-
cifi c HRM practices. It also suggests that best practice HRM may 
equate to universal principles, whereas the specifi cs of practice 
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will respect local contingencies. Ultimately, key insights are likely 
to come from longitudinal survey research which can examine 
key trends over time, complemented with in-depth case analysis 
to explore why and how key international infl uences take effect. 
Both lines of research are of importance as the power of MNCs, 
coupled with the reality of emerging markets, means this is an area 
of ongoing signifi cance. 
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CHAPTER 8 

HRM in Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises (SMEs)

Brian Harney and Ciara Nolan

Introducti on

While it is increasingly acknowledged that human resource man-
agement (HRM) is critical to competitive success, debate has rarely 
extended to encompass small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs). This neglect is surprising given that SMEs dominate the 
industrial landscape, contributing to over 55 per cent of gross 
domestic product (GDP) and 65 per cent of total employment in 
high-income countries (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation 
and Development, 2005). This chapter examines HRM in SMEs in 
Ireland. The chapter begins by exploring defi nitions of SMEs and 
examining the signifi cance of SMEs as the forgotten backbone of 
economic and social development. The chapter then draws on 
international evidence to consider the key characteristics of SMEs 
and the implications these have for the type of HRM practices they 
employ. With this understanding, the chapter then turns to existing 
Irish research on HRM in the SME context. The chapter concludes 
by examining key implications and mapping out pathways for 
future research. 

HRM-Final.indb   157HRM-Final.indb   157 28/01/2014   14:25:0828/01/2014   14:25:08



Strategic HRM: Research and Practi ce in Ireland

158

Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises: Defi niti on and 
Signifi cance 

Reaching a consensus on what constitutes an SME is not without 
diffi culty. The most basic common denominator is that SMEs are 
‘clearly not large’ (Storey, 1994: 8). A key point is that not all SMEs 
equate to entrepreneurial start-up fi rms; many simply inherit or 
replace existing, proven forms of small business. It follows that the 
respective contexts of either newness or smallness will each yield 
specifi c human resource (HR) challenges (Cardon and Stevens, 2004). 
Even in the event of greater conceptual clarity, the task of offering 
a rigorous defi nition of what actually lies behind the label ‘SME’ is 
an onerous one. The typical response has been recourse to numbers 
employed as the most relevant measure of size (Kalleberg and Van 
Buren, 1996). One central problem with employment-based, numer-
ical defi nitions is that actual categories used to distinguish between 
large and small fi rms can be somewhat arbitrary and may vary across 
sectors. There are also distinct national differences, with United 
States (US) studies defi ning small as up to 500 employees (Raby and 
Gilman, 2012). Within the European Union (EU) a consensus has 
emerged which serves as useful framing device. The EU defi nition 
disaggregates between micro fi rms (fewer than ten employees), small 
businesses (10–49 employees) and medium-sized enterprises (50–249 
employees). In addition, this defi nition uses eligibility dimensions 
concerning annual turnover and ownership which ensure that the 
status of fi rms as non-subsidiary and independent is also invoked 
(see European Commission, 2005). Ultimately, however, size is a 
continuous as opposed to a discrete variable (Storey, 1994). Equally, 
formal criteria of ‘numbers employed’ can prove diffi cult where 
there is a transient, casual or undeclared workforce. 

Irrespective of the precise defi nition that is applied, the numer-
ical and economic signifi cance of SMEs cannot be overstated. In 
Ireland SMEs account for 99.8 per cent of enterprises, 69 per cent 
of private sector employment, and 51 per cent of gross value added 
(Central Statistics Offi ce, 2012). However, there are dangers in 
using fi gures in a homogenous and deterministic way. Under the 
umbrella of SMEs live a huge variety of organisations. Moreover, 
in Ireland 40 per cent of all SMEs are not actually ‘companies’ but 
rather ‘sole proprietorships’ with no other employees (Enterprise 
Strategy Group, 2004), while it estimated that the majority of SMEs 
are family owned (Birdthistle and Fleming, 2007). Overall, the SME 
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sector is described as a ‘vital fulcrum’ of job creation in Ireland 
with its fate recognised as having ‘major national economic impli-
cations’ (Expert Group on Future Skills Needs, 2006: 25). More 
indirectly, SMEs also serve to disperse wealth and employment 
and can play a critical role as part of the supply chain and networks 
of larger fi rms. Allied to this is an ideological argument which sees 
SMEs as key mechanisms to counter the dominance of big business, 
thereby sustaining notions of competition and affording space for 
innovation and risk taking. As captured by the Irish Small Business 
Forum (2006: 4), ‘the health of the small business sector is both an 
indicator of the condition of the whole economy and a determinant 
of that condition.’ In more recent times, the indigenous SME sector 
is regarded as an important catalyst to sustainable economic and 
employment recovery (Lawless et al., 2012). 

Characteristi cs of SMEs: Small Is?

SMEs have a number of unique characteristics that are likely to have 
specifi c HR implications. These include the role of concentrated 
ownership, proximity to external environmental forces, a hierar-
chically contracted structure which means close relations between 
management and employees, and a large degree of informal prac-
tice (Dundon et al., 2001). Much work in this area has taken these 
characteristics and collapsed them to represent opposite ends 
of a spectrum. Early work proposed a ‘small is beautiful’ thesis 
whereby jobs in SMEs were seen to be characterised by personal-
ised authority relationships and informal job rotation yielding job 
enrichment and intrinsic satisfaction (Bolton, 1971; Ingham, 1967). 
SMEs were thought to exhibit better communication and greater 
fl exibility as well as little bureaucracy. In contrast, from the ‘small 
is bleak house’ perspective informality and fl exibility were judged 
as conductors of uncertainty resulting in employee insecurity and 
instability (e.g. Curran and Stanworth, 1981). This argument held 
that it was overly simplistic to equate low unionisation and lack 
of industrial disputes with confl ict-free relations. Instead, SMEs 
were seen to be characterised by authoritarian regimes, job insecu-
rity and exploitation of workers via limited voice and poor pay and 
conditions (Rainnie, 1989). 

The legacy and ideological baggage of the beautiful/bleak house 
stereotype means that it still forms a key referent for research 
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on SMEs (e.g. Wiesner and Innes, 2010). However, over time the 
dichotomy has been exposed as an overly simplistic reading. For 
example, a paternalistic managerial style may just as easily be a 
vehicle facilitating silent exploitation of workers (Wilkinson, 1999). 
Family ideology and low absenteeism may refl ect exploitation and 
fear as much as unwavering commitment and employee buy-in. 
In terms of bleak house assessments, ethnographic research by 
Ram (1994) found that, even in extremely competitive conditions, 
employment relations in SMEs were mediated by familial, ethnic 
and gender relations so that employees were able to infl uence the 
dynamic of the effort–reward bargain in their favour. Overall, 
while conceptually elegant, the ‘small is’ polarisation forces a false 
homogeneity upon SMEs while assuming that the impact of certain 
characteristics (e.g. informality, paternalistic style) can be neatly 
read. In addition, it offers limited insight into the nature of HR 
practices actually in place in SMEs (whether formal or informal), 
and the key contextual factors that may shape these, e.g. strategy, 
sector and labour market (Saridakis et al., 2013). 

HRM in SMEs

The labour-intensive nature of SMEs, coupled with their resource 
poverty, means that they offer a fruitful context in which to 
examine HRM interventions (Barrett and Mayson, 2008). However, 
it is evident from the brief review of the characteristics of SMEs 
that they are complex and heterogeneous organisations. Research 
examining HRM in SMEs has tended to pursue one of two broad 
approaches. The fi rst tends to ‘denature’ SMEs, judging them as 
indistinct from larger fi rms. This involves taking the sophisticated 
HRM practices found in larger fi rms and assessing their impact on 
performance in the SME context. By contrast, the second approach 
acknowledges SME ‘specifi city’ (Curran, 2006) and explores how 
the dynamics of the SME context may result in unique HRM chal-
lenges and practices. 

Indicative of the denaturing approach, studies by Way (2002) 
and Hayton (2003) surveyed ‘high performance work systems’ 
(HPWS) in US small fi rms and found that embracing self-directed 
teams, group-based performance pay and formal training led to 
benefi cial performance outcomes. Another study examining the 
diffusion of HPWS in Spanish fi rms concluded that ‘adoption is 
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likely to vary neither on the size nor on the age of the fi rm’ (Ordiz-
Fuertes and Esteban, 2003: 522). Similarly, SMEs have been found 
to be innovative in HRM and have largely similar HR practices to 
their large fi rm counterparts (Golhar and Deshpande, 1997). Others 
more cautiously highlight the merits of investment in sophisticated 
HRM in specifi c circumstances, such as facilitating growth trajecto-
ries (Kotey and Slade, 2005). 

The denaturing stream of research has been important as it 
has extended traditional HRM research to embrace the neglected 
context of SMEs. However, it is not without limitation. First, the 
treatment of size is problematic. Research frequently selects the 
generous upper limit of 500 employees, while there is a tendency 
to omit those fi rms employing less than 100 (e.g. Hayton, 2003; 
Ordiz-Fuertes and Esteban, 2003). Second, the actual fi nancial 
cost of introducing HRM practices (e.g. sophisticated recruitment 
practices) and their pragmatic viability (e.g. formal communica-
tion mechanisms) in the SME context is not considered. Finally, the 
dominant method of survey research is limited in a context where 
informal practices prevail. Overall, the denaturing argument holds 
that HRM practices as traditionally conceived have a universal 
relevance. Consequently, studies abstain from theoretical refl ec-
tion and perpetuate a HRM large fi rm bias by either uncritically 
deploying established research instruments and/or by casting the 
smaller fi rm as lacking or defi cient if it fails to meet the normative 
ideals. 

The alternative stream of research acknowledges SME ‘speci-
fi city’ by critically examining how HR practices actually operate in 
this context, e.g. recruitment (Behrends, 2007), workplace learning 
(Kitching, 2007) and employee involvement (Wilkinson et al., 2007). 
Key fi ndings include the limited diffusion of best practice ideals, 
diffi culties in meeting legislative requirements and a prevalence of 
informal practice. In many cases sophisticated HR practice was not 
a prerequisite for desired outcomes. This is exemplifi ed by Drum-
mond and Stone’s (2007) research on the Sunday Times (2007: 196) 
‘50 best small companies to work for’ where each fi rm ‘adopted a 
distinct bundle of workforce related practices, based upon its own 
perceived needs and priorities’. It is also clear from research that 
size per se is not the sole determinant of HR practice. Drawing upon 
the extensive British Work Employment Relations Survey, Bacon 
and Hoque (2005) found that the nature of the workforce and value 
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chain relations – either developmental or exploitative – were espe-
cially likely to predict the nature of HRM in place in SMEs.

Research has also explored key contingencies related to HRM 
in SMEs in more depth. Formality has been found to be important 
in enabling growth beyond, although research has found limited 
fi t with stage models of growth (Rutherford et al., 2003). Owner-
ship is also a dimension that has been found to impact signifi cantly 
upon HR. A study of high-tech start-ups in the US found that the 
‘the founder’s blueprint’ had a lasting imprint on how people were 
managed, irrespective of the age, strategy or growth trajectory of 
the fi rm (Baron and Hannan, 2002). This work is refl ective of recent 
attempts to build typologies of SMEs to better understand not only 
the characteristics that may render them distinct from large fi rms 
but also those that capture diversity across SME types (Edwards 
et al., 2006).

Overall, discussions concerning HRM in SMEs are broadly 
informed by assumptions related to denaturing or SME specifi city. 
An important basis for advancing understanding may come from 
studies of employees working in SMES. Here it has been found 
that although employees are generally subject to less sophisticated 
HR practices, lower pay and poorer terms and conditions, they 
typically exhibit greater levels of trust, engagement and satisfac-
tion compared to their larger fi rm counterparts (Forth et al., 2006). 
Indeed, research has indicated that up to certain size thresholds, 
formal HR practices can actually decrease satisfaction (Tsai et al., 
2007). 

HRM in SMEs: The Irish Evidence 

Irish research on HRM has experienced something of an ‘MNC 
bias’ (Geary, 1999: 872). While a number of Irish studies do include 
SMEs as part of their overall research sample, it is rare that SMEs 
form a dedicated focus of research. This section will fi rst draw on 
macro-level survey data and insights from policy reports to shed 
some broad empirical light on the extent of diffusion of HR practice 
to SMEs. Grounded by this understanding, the review will then 
explore organisational-level research which has been able to offer 
greater insight into the operation and determinants of HRM in Irish 
SMEs. This progression broadly mirrors the logic of denaturing 
and specifi city. 
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Macro-Level Insights 

Following a series of SME focus groups and stakeholder inter-
views, the Expert Group on Future Skills Needs (2006: 31) noted 
‘a distinct weaknesses in the sphere of human resource manage-
ment’. Drawing on evidence from 2,668 private sector employers, 
the National Employer Survey conducted by the National Centre 
for Partnership and Performance (NCPP) (Watson et al., 2010) 
found that, relative to large and foreign-owned fi rms, Irish SMEs 
exhibited limited co-working practices (team-working) and were 
especially defi cient in human capital development (staff training, 
formal performance reviews). However, SMEs were more likely 
than larger fi rms to have employee involvement practices (direct 
involvement in decisions, discretion in carrying out work). Exam-
ining the impact of bundles of practices, the NCPP data indicates 
that SMEs which adopt combinations of all three of these employ-
ment practices see benefi ts in terms of innovation, albeit not as 
great as for medium to large fi rms, suggesting a lower costs–benefi t 
ratio for SMEs (Watson et al., 2010). Closer examination of the data 
also reveals signifi cant variance within the SME category, both with 
respect to the diffusion of HR practices and likely outcomes. One 
concern related to the NCPP data is that it does not distinguish 
between SMEs that have multiple sites and/or may be part of a 
larger fi rm and independent SMEs, nor does it examine the age of 
the fi rm. 

Details of independent status, numbers employed and age 
are provided by fi rms responding to the Heffernan et al. (2008) 
survey examining HRM practice in Ireland, resulting in 51 of the 
165 respondents being allocated as SMEs. These SMEs had a mean 
age of 43.7 years, with only one established in the last fi ve years, 
so the HR issues identifi ed will be refl ective of ‘smallness’ rather 
than ‘newness’. Despite the small sample, examination of the dif-
fusion of HR practices amongst the SME respondents is generally 
consistent with analysis of United Kingdom Workplace Employ-
ment Relations Survey (WERS) data (Forth et al., 2006). The most 
common practice was access to a formal grievance/complaint 
resolution policy (85.24 per cent) with the least common being 
administered employment tests (15 per cent) and options to obtain 
shares (6 per cent). With respect to the implementation of bundles 
of practices, evidence also points to limited diffusion with SMEs 
scoring an average HRM index of 36.9 (s.d. 16.24) out of a possible 

HRM-Final.indb   163HRM-Final.indb   163 28/01/2014   14:25:0928/01/2014   14:25:09



Strategic HRM: Research and Practi ce in Ireland

164

100 in comparison to 51.50 (s.d. 15.88) for large fi rms (Harney, 2010). 
This echoes earlier fi ndings from the University of Limerick/Cran-
fi eld surveys, which incorporated SMEs and similarly found that 
diffusion and formalisation of HR were positively correlated with 
organisational size (Gunnigle et al., 1994; MacMahon, 1995). Other 
research has usefully surveyed the impact of ownership, fi nding 
that family fi rms typically lag behind their non-family counterparts 
in implementing HRM, favouring informal, internal and less costly 
interventions (Birdthistle and Fleming, 2007; Reid et al., 2002). 

Organisati onal Level Research

Empirical evidence from Ireland was early in countering overly 
simplistic ‘small is beautiful’ claims. Gunnigle and Brady’s (1984: 
23) study of 25 small manufacturing fi rms found minimal incidents 
of strike activity but argued that this was ‘not necessarily indicative 
of good industrial relations’. A strong unitarist frame of reference 
has been frequently associated with owner-managers of SMEs who 
are often hostile to trade unions, collective bargaining and regu-
lation because they feel that these impinge on their freedom to 
manage. This is one reason why trade union infl uence and presence 
is largely diluted in SMEs (Gunnigle and Brady, 1984). D’Art and 
Turner (2006) present details of an SME where attempts at union 
recognition to address grievances related to communication and 
conditions were de-railed by intimidation tactics and the isolation 
of union activists. Cullinane and Dundon’s (2012) SME-rich sample 
yielded little evidence of paternalism or diffusion of sophisticated 
HR practices. Their interpretation echoes that of earlier case study 
work by MacMahon (1995), where it was argued that the ‘social 
harmony’ thesis neglects the wider context of SMEs and the impact 
of external variables. Box 8.1 similarly illustrates the complexity of 
employment relations in SMEs. 

Box 8.1: Dynamics of Paternalism at Packaging Co.

Packaging Co. is an independent manufacturer and printer of packaging for 
the food industry which currently employs 67 people. Packaging Co. has 
a simple structure of an acti ve owner-manager who conti nues to oversee 
all acti viti es, although he is supported by long-serving staff  in the form 
of a sales director, producti on manager and fi nancial controller. There is 
litt le emphasis on formal rules regulati ng work acti viti es. For example, in 

HRM-Final.indb   164HRM-Final.indb   164 28/01/2014   14:25:0928/01/2014   14:25:09



HRM in Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises

165

With respect to HRM practices in Irish SMEs, Harney and Dundon’s 
(2006) study of six SMEs found that HRM was not the coherent set 
of practices typically identifi ed in the literature, but rather was fre-
quently informal and emergent. Other research which has focused 
on single practices, most notably training and development, has 
similarly found a preference for informal interventions (Garavan 
et al., 2004; MacMahon and Murphy, 1999). Nolan (2002: 95) exam-
ined the service-intensive and densely SME populated hospitality 
sector and concluded that ‘a formal approach to HRD may be 
inappropriate’ with on-the-job training and multi-skilling across 
functional roles likely to leverage as much benefi t. The Small Firms 
Association refers to the ‘scale advantages’ that come from small 
fi rm size, including more fl exible jobs and multi-skilling and less 
‘pigeon holing’ than might be found in larger fi rms (Small Firms 
Association, 2008). Likewise, MacMahon (1995) found informal 
communication to be more viable in this context.

HRM decisions in SMEs are typically the remit of the owner- 
manager or family members (Harney and Dundon, 2007). The 
result is that owner-managers can impose objectives directly and 
personally determine the adoption of practices. O’Dwyer and 
Ryan’s (2000) study of micro fi rms indicates how owner-managers 
resisted the idea of management development, understanding it 
to be a large fi rm phenomenon of little relevance. MacMahon and 
Murphy (1999: 33) unearthed a paradox in that owner- managers 
may complain of being spread too thin, but not delegate activities, 

terms of recruitment, Packaging Co. relies on local labour markets, typi-
cally sourcing candidates through contacts of its existi ng workforce. The 
owner-manager at Packaging Co. retains control over key decisions, and his 
paternalisti c and informal style has engendered a certain degree of loyalty. 
Of the 67 employees, over half have over fi ft een years’ experience working 
for the organisati on and many who leave to gain experience elsewhere 
eventually return. However, the appearance of organisati onal harmony 
is also accompanied by an authoritarian streak evident in the owner- 
manager’s asserti on that ‘the buck stops with me’ and his nickname of ‘The 
General’. The long-term nature of working relati ons has also expanded the 
scope for personal control. The nature of control, and the impact of harsh 
competi ti ve realiti es and lower pay, is in some respects ameliorated by the 
work atmosphere and informal relati ons that enable a certain amount of 
‘banter’ and ‘give and take’. 

Source: Harney (2010) 
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Box 8.2: Informality as Advantage at Design Co.

Design Co. operates in the creati ve space of industrial design, designing 
consumer products for mass producti on. The organisati on describes itself 
as a 45-person ‘multi disciplinary team’ working from an open-plan offi  ce. 
Design Co. is a relati vely large-sized company for the industry and has a 

or alternatively view problems as externally imposed (e.g. dif-
fi culty in recruitment) when the root cause may be more internal 
(e.g. retention). In examining the role of the owner-manager, 
Keating and Olivares (2008) replicated the Baron and Hannan 
(2002) ‘founder’s blueprint’ study amongst 55 Irish high-tech 
start-ups. In the main there were signifi cant degrees of formalisa-
tion (e.g. job descriptions and performance evaluations), thereby 
aligning the fi rms studied with Baron and Hannan’s (2002) engi-
neering typology. This suggests that, in addition to internal factors, 
HRM is likely to be informed by sector, the diffusion of standards, 
levels of state agency and legislative intervention.

This point is picked up in research which has deployed a 
more integrative and holistic approach in exploring the multiple 
factors likely to shape HR in SMEs (MacMahon, 1995; Harney 
and Dundon, 2006). The proximity of SMEs to the external envi-
ronment means that HRM will invariably be informed by key 
dimensions such as industrial sector, value chain pressures and 
legislation. McMahon’s (1995) research on small manufacturing 
fi rms found that relations between small and large companies have 
a major bearing on employment practices in the former. Harney 
and Dundon (2006) found that size was not the key determinant 
of HRM, rather a complex interplay of external structural factors 
and internal dynamics shaped HRM in each of the SMEs studied. 
The sophistication and relative formality of HRM in some SMEs 
could only be adequately appreciated by reference to their com-
petitive environments and the nature of their service offering, as 
well as managerial structure. Similarly, the nature of informality 
at a number of fi rms was not indicative of the substance of HRM 
but rather informality was dynamic, refl ecting unique responses to 
the structural forces that shaped the parameters of feasible HRM 
options. Informality is a variable rather than a fi xed characteristic 
and, as with formality, can be a means of legitimising authority and 
behaviour to meet key requirements (Gunnigle and Brady, 1984: 
23). This is illustrated in Box 8.2. 
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HRM in SMEs: Analysis and Insights

This chapter has provided an overview of key themes emerging 
from international evidence examining HRM in SMEs, coupled with 
an exploration of the relatively limited Irish evidence available. A 
number of issues emerge. First, survey evidence suggests a gener-
ally limited diffusion of sophisticated HRM to SMEs. One reading 
of this might echo the sentiment of the Expert Group on Future 
Skills Needs (2006: 20) that SMEs ‘have made relatively limited 
progress towards the adoption and implementation of modern 
HRM practices’. However, this is where the denaturing argument 
fi nds limitation as deviation from large fi rm ideals might not auto-
matically imply HR defi ciency. Case study evidence suggests that 
some formal practices may not be viable or necessary in the SME 
context; SMEs are likely to be natural work groups (Geary, 1999: 
881) and adopt direct employee involvement practices, including 

fl at structure with people management shared evenly across the directors. 
The managerial style deployed at Design Co. is open and parti cipatory with 
employees aff orded a high degree of autonomy. This has been shaped by 
the collaborati ve and non-routi ne nature of work tasks, and the desire to 
foster creati vity. Employees face pressure to deliver not from formal, mana-
gerially determined rules but rather from vocati onal norms, peer pressure 
and a personal desire to ‘exceed client expectati ons’. 

People management at Design Co. centres on ‘nurturing talent’ through 
empowerment. Design Co. relies on extremely talented and creati ve indi-
viduals with very specifi c experti se, and so uti lises specialist channels 
(online forums) and occupati onal networks to source staff . Staff  are highly 
educated, technically competent and immersed in the values of the profes-
sion. One consequence is that training takes the form of informal mentoring 
by more senior staff . Whilst pay is relati vely high at Design Co., employees 
also gain intrinsic sati sfacti on from design acti viti es and the realisati on of 
ideas. From the perspecti ve of the directors, nurturing talent through the 
‘intangible stuff ’ of personal recogniti on and affi  rmati on is deemed criti cal. 
Refl ecti ve of this, performance appraisals are conducted on a six-monthly 
basis. Nonetheless, there are no formalised criteria for these appraisals. In 
regard to communicati ons, an informal weekly meeti ng is held for all staff  
every Friday. Design Co. has litt le desire to grow or introduce more formal 
practi ces; this is in part due to the belief that creati ve output is a functi on 
of its size and unique culture.

Source: Harney (2010) 
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discretion in carrying out work (Watson et al., 2010). Thus, while 
one explanation for the limited adoption of HRM may point to the 
resource poverty inherent to SMEs, this should be accompanied by 
consideration of the possibility that it may be strategically sensible 
not to adopt certain practices. The NCPP employee workplace data 
fi nd employees in SMEs likely to be more satisfi ed and committed 
(O’Connell et al., 2010), suggesting less of a requirement for formal 
practice to induce or reinforce these outcomes. Arguably, when it 
comes to HRM in SMEs, comparisons with large fi rm ideals should 
form the beginning, rather than the end, of analysis. 

Another key point concerns defi nitions. If SMEs are to be accom-
modated, a broader, more inclusive defi nition of HRM is required. 
Useful here is an analytical defi nition of HRM which ‘takes account 
of the way that management actually behaves and therefore privi-
leges understanding and explanation over prediction’ (Boxall et al., 
2007: 4). Boxes 8.1 and 8.2 illustrate the dynamic nature of infor-
mality as a basis for control, empowerment or accommodation, 
emphasising that its operation should be understood in context. 
Relatedly, research needs to better differentiate within the SME cat-
egory. The SMEs in Harney and Dundon’s (2006) study are better 
described as medium-sized fi rms, while the SMEs in the research 
of Reid et al. (2002) are closer to small organisations. Similarly, a 
line of research has begun to explore the learning needs of micro 
fi rms (Reinl and Kelliher, 2010). In addition, there is rich scope for 
differentiation between the respective contexts of smallness and 
newness, growth and stability, single and multi-site SMEs, etc. This 
is likely to lead to more focused and useful lines of enquiry, and 
consequently more sensitive and targeted policy advice. 

Conclusions 

This overview has indicated both the complexity and value of 
exploring HRM in SMEs. Arguably, greater attention to SMEs 
may have pre-empted areas only recently fi nding prominence 
in HRM, including the importance of management philosophy, 
local commitment and factors facilitating employee engagement. 
For research to advance in this area it will be important to avoid 
premature conceptual closure; rather than simply focusing on 
the form that HRM takes in SMEs per se, research should explore 
explanations for why it takes that particular form. This would allow 
for the seemingly confl icting evidence on the nature and form 
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of HRM adopted in SMEs, providing one way out of the barren 
choice between support for the universal applicability of HRM (cf. 
denaturing) or being over-simplistic in declaring its irrelevance (cf. 
specifi city) (Curran, 2006). 

The current Irish focus on training and learning interventions 
would benefi t from being complemented by research which exam-
ines recruitment and performance management in SMEs. Linked 
to this is the requirement for greater analytical depth and sys-
tematic research to explore the relevance of various typologies 
(Edwards et al., 2006) for particular types of SMEs, operating in par-
ticular contexts. Critically, research has paid little direct attention 
to exploring employee experiences of work and working in SMEs. 
This risks leaving those likely to have the greatest insights outside 
the research frame (Sheehan, 2013). Allied to this is an absence of 
research pursuing more in-depth ethnographic approaches which 
might better illuminate the dynamics and complexities of HR in 
this context (e.g. Ram, 1994).

Finally, in terms of practice there is much value to be leveraged 
from networks and forums where owner-managers can refl ect on 
current HR practice and future challenges (Garavan and Ó Cin-
néide, 1994). Local and sector-specifi c learning networks are likely 
to offer demand-driven targeted advice or tools. This exposes 
the fl aws of universal supply-side solutions which are drawn 
exclusively from large fi rms and/or assume SMEs to constitute a 
homogenous sector.
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CHAPTER 9 

HRM in Knowledge-Intensive Firms 

Kathy Monks, Edel Conway, Grainne Kelly and Na Fu

Introducti on

This chapter examines human resource management (HRM) 
in knowledge-intensive fi rms (KIFs) in Ireland. We fi rst draw 
on international evidence to consider the nature of KIFs and the 
knowledge workers they employ before examining research that 
has considered the operation of HRM within these knowledge-
intensive contexts. We then turn our attention to research that has 
been undertaken within Ireland and evaluate this research against 
the backdrop of the international evidence. Finally, we conclude by 
considering some of the issues that have emerged from our anal-
ysis as well as their research and practice implications. 

Knowledge-Intensive Firms 

In defi ning a knowledge-intensive fi rm (KIF), it is useful fi rst of 
all to consider classifi cations of different types of organisations. 
Lowendahl (1997: 21, cited in McGrath, 2005) suggests that there 
are three broad types of organisations: labour-intensive, capital-
intensive and knowledge-intensive. Knowledge-intensive fi rms 
are subdivided into three types: (i) professional services (e.g. con-
sulting), (ii) non-professional services (e.g. gourmet restaurants, 
schools) and (iii) products (e.g. computer software). Even this broad 
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classifi cation is fraught with diffi culties as some kinds of larger 
organisations might display characteristics of one or more of these 
broad types within their overall remit. For example, while organi-
sations such as consultancy fi rms, advertising agencies, high-tech 
companies, law or accountancy fi rms, or fi rms engaged in research 
and development (R&D) might generally be classifi ed as KIFs 
(Swart et al., 2003), at the same time many individuals within such 
fi rms may also be engaged in routine work. Thus, such fi rms may 
have pockets of knowledge-intensive activity in areas such as R&D, 
while other areas could more correctly be described as labour-
intensive. Other insights are offered by Starbuck (1992: 716–719), 
who suggests that the terms ‘capital’, ‘labour’ and ‘knowledge’ 
may be used to describe either the inputs or the outputs of fi rms. 
In his analysis of how KIFs might be differentiated, he suggests 
that it is ‘exceptional and valuable expertise’ that will predominate, 
rather than ‘commonplace knowledge’. He goes on to distin-
guish ‘an expert from a professional and a knowledge-intensive 
fi rm from a professional fi rm’ while also differentiating between 
‘a knowledge-intensive fi rm’ and ‘an information- intensive fi rm’. 
Finally, he sees ‘knowledge as a property of physical capital, social 
capital, routines, and organizational cultures, as well as individual 
people’ (Starbuck, 1992: 736). While the KIF is viewed as a modern 
concept, McGrath (2005) presents an alternative perspective in his 
fascinating comparison of the structure and functioning of con-
temporary KIFs, as exemplifi ed in professional services fi rms, with 
those of early Irish monastic communities. 

Knowledge Work and Knowledge Workers

Within KIFs, the principal resource is identifi ed as the compe-
tence of the workforce (Alvesson, 1993, 1995, 2000) and knowledge 
and expertise are seen as ‘trading assets which they seek to sell to 
their clients’ (Swart et al., 2003: 1). This ‘knowledge work’ is seen 
by Frenkel et al. (1995: 773) as a shift towards ‘people-centredness 
characterised by an emphasis on theoretical knowledge, creativity 
and the use of analytical and social skills’. Benson and Brown (2007: 
125) develop this distinction further by suggesting that knowledge 
work has three distinct but interrelated attributes: ‘variation and 
the dynamic nature of the work undertaken (Scarbrough, 1999)’; 
‘the degree of reciprocal interdependence of work with other tasks 
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being performed in the organisation (Cortada, 1998; Scarbrough, 
1999)’; and ‘the degree of autonomy employees have in carrying 
out their work (Kubo and Saka, 2002)’. They also suggest that 
‘knowledge workers will need to make numerous judgements 
about a variety of job-related issues and it is this uncertainty in 
the decision-making process that is a key characteristic of know-
ledge work’ (Mohrman et al., 1995: 17, cited in Benson and Brown, 
2007: 125). Other insights into the nature of knowledge work are 
provided by Alvesson (1993), who notes that the work of knowl-
edge workers is more aptly characterised as ambiguity-intensive 
rather than knowledge-intensive. There is general agreement that 
knowledge workers are well educated, with Starbuck (1992: 719) 
defi ning the notion of ‘well-educated’ quite precisely in stating that 
employees within KIFs must comprise at least one third ‘experts’ 
and that an ‘expert’ denotes ‘someone with a formal education and 
experience equivalent to a doctoral degree’. 

HRM in KIFs

It is apparent from this short overview of the nature of KIFs that 
they are complex organisations that require highly educated indi-
viduals to undertake the demanding nature of the work. Given 
this complexity, it is not surprising to fi nd that researchers of KIFs 
have moved away from traditional ways of viewing the opera-
tion of HRM as the series of functional activities that is depicted in 
standard textbooks. Studies that have been designed to capture the 
nature of HRM in KIFs have focused on issues such as job design 
(Benson and Brown, 2007; Foss et al., 2009); individual and organi-
sational learning (Kang and Snell, 2009; Swart and Kinnie, 2010); 
and knowledge creation, exchange and combination (Collins and 
Clark, 2003; Collins and Smith, 2006). Studies have also focused 
on viewing people management issues from perspectives such 
as human, relational and organisational capital and ‘knowledge 
assets’ (Swart and Kinnie, 2003, 2012). 

Despite the differing approaches used in researching HRM 
within KIFs, there is still the need for a human resource (HR) 
function as well as a set of practices to manage knowledge 
workers. In the case of the HR function, research indicates that HR 
departments within these types of organisation may not operate 
according to standard models. For example, Finegold and Frenkel 
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(2006: 2–3), in their analysis of HRM in eight United States (US) and 
Australian biotech start-up fi rms, suggest that ‘HR managers play 
a strategic role as knowledge brokers, advisors and change agents 
in constantly moving the organization forward to the next best 
practice frontier’ and that HR professionals need to be ‘at the centre 
of the organization, analysing, building and reinforcing a corporate 
culture and core competencies’ as ‘knowledge creation, knowledge 
sharing and learning become keys to future success’. In the case of 
HR practices, the factors that have been identifi ed as important in 
the management of knowledge workers include high levels of pay; 
the intrinsic nature of the work itself such as the challenge it presents 
and the opportunities it provides for learning and the development 
of transferable skills; as well as promotion options, the opportu-
nity to infl uence work decisions and relationships with co-workers 
(May et al., 2002). Other factors that have been identifi ed include 
development interventions that allow access to challenging projects 
that will enhance and expand skill sets and performance manage-
ment systems (Swart et al., 2003). These practices, which may be 
broadly labelled ‘high commitment’, are believed to ‘foster social 
climates that facilitate the development of employee-based capabil-
ities – such as the ability to combine and exchange information to 
create new knowledge – that in turn create competitive advantage 
(Bowen and Ostroff, 2004; Collins and Clark, 2003)’ (Collins and 
Smith, 2006: 546). At the same time, such approaches to HRM have 
to be tempered by the reality that many knowledge workers’ loyal-
ties will lie with their profession rather than their organisation and 
that extensive training and development may enhance transferable 
skills that are enticing to other employers (Swart, 2007). 

HRM in KIFs: The Irish Evidence

Several studies of HRM in KIFs have been undertaken in Ireland 
over the last number of years. The studies follow the trend within 
the international literature discussed above of viewing KIFs and 
the knowledge workers they employ as distinctive types of entities, 
and the issues of learning, knowledge sharing, human capital, HR 
system design and the management of knowledge workers emerge 
as key themes. Most of the research to date has been focused at an 
employee level but there are also some industry-level and fi rm-level 
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studies that provide insights into facets of HRM within KIFs. These 
three levels of analysis are therefore used as an organising frame-
work for presenting the fi ndings from the various studies which 
must also be viewed against the backdrop of the dramatic and often 
devastating changes in the economic climate that have occurred in 
Ireland in recent times. 

Industry Level

A multi-level study of KIFs was undertaken in both Ireland and the 
United Kingdom (UK) between 2008 and 2010. This was funded 
by research agencies in both Ireland (Irish Research Council for 
Humanities and Social Sciences (IRCHSS)) and the UK (the Eco-
nomic and Social Research Council (ESRC))1 and explored how 
Ireland and the UK differ in their approaches to industrial policy 
and labour market planning and the impact of these differences on 
HRM policies and practices at the level of the fi rm. At an industry 
level, Hannon et al.’s (2011) analysis shows how the approach to 
industrial policy that has been adopted by the Irish government 
and its various development agencies has led to a strategic focus 
on the pharmaceutical industry. This, in turn, has led to large-scale 
investment at government level in doctoral-level programmes 
in science, technology and engineering to support an ongoing 
pipeline of knowledge workers for the sector. At the same time, 
knowledge workers who were interviewed in the four companies 
that are described in Hannon et al.’s work indicated that although 
their job descriptions demanded master’s or PhD level qualifi ca-
tions, in many cases they were unable to utilise this expertise in 
their everyday work, leading to feelings of job dissatisfaction. This 
can largely be explained by the fact that the companies for which 
they were working were engaged mainly in manufacturing rather 
than in the R&D which would have provided more opportunities 
to use their education and training. The fi ndings demonstrate how 
industrial policy can shape HR strategies through its impact on the 
availability and utilisation of skills in the sector. At the same time, 
they also illustrate how tensions may occur when government-
level strategies to promote a knowledge economy by investment in 
postgraduate education are not matched with a widespread avail-
ability of knowledge-based job opportunities. 
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Firm Level

At a fi rm level, the IRCHSS/ESRC study indicated the existence of 
two quite different types of HR systems (productivity based and 
commitment based) operating within the information and com-
munications technology (ICT) fi rms that formed part of the sample 
of KIFs. Here it was found that HR practices were designed and 
delivered to reinforce an overarching philosophy of how people 
might be managed (Monks et al., 2013). However, in the fi rms with 
 productivity-based HR systems, the outcomes of such practices 
were not necessarily positive for the knowledge workers at the 
receiving end (see Box 9.1).

Box 9.1: Producti vity-Based HRM in an ICT Firm

ICT2 employs 90 staff  and is primarily engaged in soft ware soluti ons. 
Performance permeates all aspects of the HR system, from the ways in 
which the jobs are designed through to the processes through which the 
HR practi ces are delivered. With regard to job design, the emphasis is on 
standardisati on of tasks and acti viti es and there is litt le discreti on allowed 
in relati on to how jobs are performed. The work is intensive and closely 
monitored and high levels of output are demanded. The focus on perfor-
mance in the delivery of HR practi ces is exemplifi ed in the HR manager’s 
descripti on of the performance management system as the ‘key HR prac-
ti ce’ within the fi rm. This system encompasses both rewards and training 
with the  performance-related pay system having a dual role in both 
rewarding, when performance is high, and punishing (by withdrawing pay 
or threatening dismissal) when underperformance occurs. Training is used 
to reinforce the high performance, results-based culture, and is designed to 
ensure that employees can deliver soluti ons to specifi c customer problems 
rather than to enhance the skill set of the employees themselves. Commu-
nicati on is top-down and centres on encouraging producti vity. There is litt le 
involvement on the part of employees in the design of work processes. 

Employee reacti ons to these practi ces include job dissati sfacti on and low 
morale. They also experience stress as a result of the intensive and compet-
iti ve work environment and express frustrati on at the lack of opportuniti es 
to contribute new ideas or to engage in broader skills-based training or 
career development. 

Source: Monks et al. (2013 )
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Another fi rm-level study undertaken in 120 professional service 
fi rms (Fu et al., 2013) applied concepts from the literature on 
high performance work systems (HPWS) to explore the linkages 
between HR practices and high performance. There was evidence 
in these fi rms of the adoption of high performance work practices 
that included selective recruitment, internal promotion, regular 
and multiple-source-based performance appraisal, above market 
levels of remuneration, information sharing, continuous training 
and mentoring. The study’s fi ndings suggest that HPWS infl uence 
performance by helping to build the fi rm’s resources of human, 
social and organisational capital, which create value for the fi rm 
when they are effectively utilised. 

Employee Level 

Research within Ireland has been focused in particular at employee 
level and has concentrated on how HR practices are used in the 
management of knowledge workers. In the late 1990s an employee-
level study of 402 knowledge workers was undertaken of eleven 
organisations in the high technology, manufacturing and fi nancial 
services sectors in Ireland (Flood et al., 2001). The study examined 
the relationship between knowledge workers and their employers 
through the lens of the psychological contract and concluded 
that for knowledge workers, ‘equitable rewards affect whether 
their expectations have been met which, in turn, affect the com-
mitment of employees towards their organization’ (Flood et al., 
2001: 1163). The perception by knowledge workers that employers 
are fulfi lling their part of the psychological contract meant that 
they are more likely to remain committed and less likely to leave 
the company, even when offered better employment conditions 
elsewhere. 

Flood et al.’s (2001) study was conducted at a time when Ireland’s 
economy was booming and issues of retention were problematic 
for all types of fi rms. More recent employee-level research has been 
undertaken in a very different economic environment where job 
opportunities are scarce and employers are focused much more 
on cost-cutting and retrenchment. The fi ndings from these studies 
present a more mixed picture of the nature of the relationship 
between employers and knowledge workers. 
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In 2007, an in-depth ethnographic study was undertaken of 
knowledge workers employed by a multinational corporation 
operating in Ireland that is a world-renowned provider of high tech-
nology, knowledge-based, premium price products and services. 
Part of the study focused on exploring the relationship between HR 
practices, commitment, work and employment relations (Cushen 
and Thompson, 2012: 79–90) and was undertaken from a critical 
management perspective. The research revealed an interesting 
dichotomy between fi rm-level and employee-level perceptions of 
HR practices. On the one hand, the fi rm believed that ‘in its search 
for committed, high-performing employees it was doing every-
thing “by the textbook”’ as it had invested in ‘the brand, vision and 
extensive communication mechanisms, the bundles of interrelated, 
best practices; and an HR department at the core of its strategy 
and operations’ (p. 89). Yet, the research found that ‘the outcome 
was scepticism and often barely disguised contempt from the kind 
of employees we are told are particularly open to the charms of 
soft, culture-led practices’ and ‘knowledge workers’ commitment 
to and engagement with the company was low’ (p. 89). However, 
this scepticism did not translate into low levels of performance; 
indeed underperformance was of no concern within the fi rm. Thus 
‘anger at the company did not produce (at least overt) resistance 
or prevent positive attitudes to work performance’ (p. 90) and the 
researchers suggest that ‘skilled technical workers in knowledge-
intensive fi rms can be uncommitted, angry and high-performing at 
the same time’ (p. 79).

The contradictions that emerge from the Cushen and Thompson 
(2012) study of knowledge workers also surface in the IRCHSS/
ESRC study. Here the employee-level analysis provides insights 
into careers within both the pharmaceutical and ICT sectors. In 
the pharmaceutical sector (Kelly et al., 2011), the study focused on 
understanding the richness and complexity of specialist and gen-
eralist human capital and its relevance for organisational learning. 
It also explored the experiences of knowledge workers within 
the pharmaceutical sector in relation to the training and develop-
ment which has been identifi ed as an important HR practice in the 
management of knowledge workers (e.g. Swart et al., 2003). It was 
apparent from the knowledge workers who were interviewed that 
there were wide variations in both the access they had to training 
and development and the ways in which they utilised opportunities 
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that did arise and how their careers varied as a result (see Box 9.2). 
A later analysis of male and female careers across both the phar-
maceutical and ICT sectors (Truss et al., 2012) showed that these 
training and development opportunities were gender-bound. It 
was found that while male and female knowledge workers held 
similar qualifi cations and work experience, female knowledge 
workers were more likely to hold lower-level positions than their 
male colleagues. This suggests that female knowledge workers 
in KIFS fi nd themselves in a vicious circle as organisations are 
more likely to provide generalist training for knowledge workers 
holding more senior roles and individuals in these roles are more 
likely to be able to display the innovative behaviour necessary for 
career advancement. 

Box 9.2: Specialist and Generalist Careers in a Pharmaceuti cal Firm

Pharma1 is a large multi nati onal pharmaceuti cal company involved in 
manufacturing and R&D with sites and business units spread throughout 
the UK, Europe and the US. It employs knowledge workers in a range of 
scienti fi c, technical and managerial positi ons that require the use of both 
specialist and generalist knowledge and skills. The company operates a 
graduate training scheme and att racts graduates with bachelor’s, master’s 
or PhD degrees in disciplines such as chemistry or engineering. Many of the 
graduates then work in the company’s laboratories or manufacturing plant 
where they uti lise their discipline-based, specialist experti se. The company 
provides training and development for these graduates in a number of 
ways. First, it provides on-the-job skills training in specifi c techniques, par-
ti cularly in areas that relate to the highly regulated environment within 
which the pharmaceuti cal sector operates. Second, it supports the gradu-
ates’ att endance at external scienti fi c conferences or seminars that further 
enhance their specialist knowledge. Third, as part of the graduate training 
scheme, some graduates are identi fi ed as potenti al ‘stars’ (Groysberg and 
Lee, 2009) and are singled out for the types of educati on, training and 
development that will prepare them for future higher-level management 
roles. This process may involve these graduates studying for additi onal 
qualifi cati ons in diff erent specialist areas to those of their original degrees; 
for example obtaining a qualifi cati on in engineering if they graduated in 
chemistry. This focus on cross-disciplinary experti se refl ects the com-
plexity of the manufacturing and R&D processes within the pharmaceuti cal 
industry and the need for senior management to understand the processes 
underpinning its operati on. In additi on, these graduates obtain manage-
ment experti se through involvement in the organisati on-wide management 
development programme and/or through obtaining an MBA qualifi cati on.  
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Further evidence of the fact that there may be a lack of fi t between 
the HR systems designed to manage knowledge workers and the 
knowledge workers’ high levels of education and specialist knowl-
edge is found in a study undertaken by Harney et al. (2011). This 
study undertook research on 40 university research scientists 
working across fi ve university research centres in Ireland. Most 
employees of these centres were educated to doctoral level and 
thus epitomise Starbuck’s (1992) notion of a knowledge worker. 
Knowledge workers are generally considered ‘core’ employees as 
they ‘possess valuable and fi rm-specifi c human capital’ (Kang et al., 
2007: 243). Yet the study found that many of the scientists working 
in these centres were only employed on contract, with contracts 
ranging from one to fi ve years, and were dependent for the renewal 
of these contracts on the income that the centre might be able to 
raise from research grants. Given that knowledge work has gener-
ally been regarded as a ‘core’ rather than a peripheral activity, these 
researchers experienced what the study describes as a ‘Cinderella-
like’ status as university employees (Ackers and Oliver, 2007). Their 
contract status meant that they had no access to university-level HR 
practices such as promotion, performance management or career 
development. Yet these types of practices have been seen as vital in 
the management of knowledge workers (Collins and Smith, 2006; 
Swart et al., 2003) and were crucial to any career progression expec-
tations that the research scientists might have. 

This multi -faceted approach to educati on, training and development pro-
motes the development of generalist experti se in this cadre of graduates. 

The focus on the creati on of either specialist or generalist experti se 
has a number of outcomes at both individual and company levels. For the 
graduates who became specialists, the outcome at a personal level is a 
limiti ng of promoti on possibiliti es to a scienti fi c career track while at an 
organisati onal level their increasing specialisati on leads to diffi  culti es in 
sharing knowledge with those working in other areas. For the graduates 
who become generalists, the types of responsibiliti es that the management 
roles demand are someti mes a source of frustrati on as these knowledge 
workers are increasingly divorced from the scienti fi c acti vity with which 
they had originally engaged. However, from an organisati onal perspecti ve, 
their generalist experti se leads to increased opportuniti es for knowledge 
creati on and sharing not simply across their own company but across the 
organisati on as a whole. 

Source: Kelly et al. (2011)
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HRM in KIFs: Analysis and Insights

This chapter has focused on providing a brief overview of the 
international literature on HRM in KIFs, as well as insights into 
the recent Irish research in the area. Several interesting issues 
emerge from this review. First, it is becoming evident from some 
of the more recent research that while high commitment HRM 
may have at one stage been the system of choice for many fi rms 
in their approach to managing their knowledge employees (e.g. 
Collins and Smith, 2006), this is no longer necessarily the case. 
There is evidence both internationally and within Ireland (Kang 
and Snell, 2009; Monks et al., 2013) that what have been labelled 
‘productivity-based’ HR systems are also used in the management 
of such employees. In addition, there is also evidence that knowl-
edge workers might be managed on the type of contract system 
that has been more usually assigned to peripheral workers (Harney 
et al., 2011). These approaches seem very much at odds with the 
previously accepted wisdom on the nature of knowledge work and 
the high levels of education that are held by knowledge workers. 
However, explanations of these trends can fi rst of all be sought in 
the recent worldwide economic downturn that has created the need 
for fi rms to reduce costs and therefore rethink all aspects of man-
agement within their fi rms. The impact of this downturn has been 
particularly severely felt within Ireland, and in Chapter 2 of this 
book Roche examines this in detail. It is also the case that the prior 
focus in HRM research on high commitment systems may have 
neglected the more pervasive impact of HR philosophy in deter-
mining approaches to the management of knowledge workers. In 
addition, the Irish research also points to the potential of small, 
university-based research centres as interesting research sites. Such 
sites, while encapsulating all the dimensions of a KIF as well as 
being populated nearly entirely by highly educated knowledge 
workers, have been somewhat neglected in prior analysis.

Second, the contradictions that have recently emerged with 
regard to the management of knowledge workers raise issues 
about synergy and fi t in HR systems that have been the focus of 
considerable attention within the wider HRM literature (see Kepes 
and Delery, 2007 for an overview). Fit issues have been concen-
trated within fi rm-level research with limited attention paid to the 
impact on employees that contradictions or lack of fi t might cause. 
However, the Irish research studies indicate the ways in which lack 
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of fi t may be created at an industry level and how this may then 
fi lter down to employee levels where it is exhibited in low levels of 
job satisfaction or high levels of discontent. This highlights tensions 
between the pursuit of high commitment and high productivity 
which have not been adequately captured to date. 

Conclusions 

The exploration of HRM in KIFs has indicated the complexity of both 
the organisations themselves and the approaches to HRM that are 
used in the management of the types of workers they employ. This 
complexity is mirrored in the approaches that have been adopted 
in researching and understanding HRM in KIFs. While these new 
approaches have provided a more nuanced understanding of HR 
issues, of knowledge workers and of the KIFs themselves, there are 
still avenues for additional research. 

First, while defi nitions of the term ‘knowledge worker’ exist 
(e.g. Benson and Brown, 2007) there is perhaps a need to elabo-
rate these defi nitions not only by reference to the type of work that 
is undertaken but also by the particular context within which it 
takes place. For example, Irish research has shown that individuals 
with doctoral level qualifi cations are not necessarily enjoying the 
access to employment opportunities that their skills levels might 
be expected to command or which fi t with accepted wisdom on 
the working conditions that provide a motivating environment to 
engage in knowledge work. There may be a need for more research 
that focuses on particular types of KIF with the aim of providing a 
more nuanced understanding of the nature of KIFs, their knowl-
edge workers and their HR systems. 

Second, the interrelationships between the different levels of 
analysis that emerged from this Irish research suggests that the 
understanding of HRM in KIFs might benefi t from more multi-level 
analyses that integrate industry, fi rm and employee level perspec-
tives. Such an approach is in line with research that emphasises the 
need for attention to be paid to the contextual factors that infl uence 
HRM (e.g. Paauwe, 2004).

Finally, at a practice level, our analysis suggests that there are 
challenges for fi rms in designing HR systems to meet the needs of 
knowledge workers. There is evidence that high commitment HR 
systems, although not resulting in reductions in performance, may 
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not necessarily be welcomed by knowledge workers (Cushen and 
Thompson, 2012). At the other end of the spectrum, where knowl-
edge workers are exposed to productivity-based HR systems, 
performance may be maintained but in this case through a series 
of controls. The issue for KIFs is how a balance might be struck 
between the costs of these different types of HR system. There 
are employer-level costs of investment in high commitment HR 
systems and employee-level costs of experiencing a performance-
driven system that creates widespread job dissatisfaction. In the 
latter case this may also translate into employer-level costs should 
economic conditions improve and employees decide to look for 
alternative employment. Overall, it is evident that many challenges 
remain for KIFs in the design and delivery of the HR systems that 
are crucial to their successful operation. 

Notes
1 The fi nancial support of the IRCHSS and the ESRC (RES-062-23-1183) 

in funding the research project is gratefully acknowledged. 
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CHAPTER 10 

HRM in Healthcare: A Focus on the Hospital Sector

Aoife M. McDermott and Mary A. Keating1

HRM in Healthcare: Saving Lives, Saving Cost

Why are healthcare organisations so diffi cult to manage? Few if 
any countries are satisfi ed with their health systems (Glouberman 
and Mintzberg, 2001). As a result, reforms are being contemplated 
worldwide to make health organisations more responsive to user 
needs as well as more fi nancially accountable. A growing body of 
research has drawn attention to the potential of human resource 
management (HRM) to address these issues. HRM can help enhance 
the performance of health services, by impacting on the effi ciency 
and effectiveness of patient care delivery. In theory, imperatives 
to reduce the costs of service provision and improve the quality of 
care, combined with the human-capital-intensive, high-skilled and 
high-impact nature of health service delivery, make healthcare an 
ideal context in which HRM can make a contribution.

The potential for HRM to infl uence effi ciency is illustrated in 
the scale and centrality of the health sector to the Irish economy. 
According to the Department of Health (2011), total health expend-
iture accounted for 11.4 per cent of Irish gross national income in 
2009, sixth highest of twenty-seven Organisation for Economic 
Co-Operation and Development countries. More than 107,000 
whole-time-equivalent staff were employed by the health service 
in September 2011, with salary costs accounting for up to 70 per 
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cent of hospital expenditure. Beyond the effi ciency concerns 
engendered by the scale of the sector, hospitals need to provide 
a good quality, safe service through the recruitment, retention 
and management of high calibre employees. This is challenging 
– and made more so by an increasingly globalised market for 
healthcare professionals. However, good people management is 
paramount. De Vries et al. (2008) have established that between 3.8 
per cent and 16.6 per cent of all hospital in-patients internationally 
suffer avoidable harm during their care. Such harm ranges from 
 healthcare-acquired infections to wrong or delayed diagnoses and 
medication errors, and is often rooted in people-related activities. 
This harm has personal, social and economic implications, with the 
United Kingdom’s (UK) National Audit Offi ce (2005) estimating 
that preventable adverse events cost approximately £3.5 billion per 
annum within the UK. The dual imperatives of saving lives and 
saving cost have led to sustained efforts to improve the delivery, 
effi ciency, quality and safety of healthcare services through effec-
tive human resource management.

In this chapter we focus our attention on the provision of HRM 
in the hospital sector, although we note that similar challenges 
may be faced throughout the health service as a whole. We draw 
on Irish and international research throughout the remainder of 
this chapter. Having detailed the rationale for focusing on HRM in 
healthcare, we proceed to consider the role of the hospital human 
resource (HR) function and delivery structures; collate evidence 
on the relationship between HR and performance in hospitals; 
identify the structural, coordination, and union-related challenges 
to managing people in hospitals; and consider how current theo-
retical debates suggest these challenges might be addressed. We 
conclude by offering a critical commentary on the future of HRM 
in healthcare.

HRM in Hospitals: A Challenging and Constrained Imperati ve

HRM is concerned with the management of individuals and collec-
tives of people at work. It delivers value to organisations at three 
levels: operational, managerial and strategic. At the operational 
level, HRM supports the effi cient operation of an organisation by 
enabling the implementation of policies and standard HR practices 
on a daily basis. At the managerial level, these HR activities are 
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managed and overseen by a HR management function. Finally, at 
the strategic level, HRM involves the planning and development of 
a HR strategy to underpin the delivery of an organisation’s mission 
and strategy. We now focus on the managerial level and identify 
contextual challenges for hospital HRM before reviewing research 
on how the HR function supports the management of employees in 
hospitals. 

Hospitals operate in complex political, structural and eco-
nomic environments, where people management decisions and 
practices are constrained and impacted by a wide range of stake-
holders. Decision-making regarding core HR practices, including 
pay, terms and conditions of employment, and certain aspects 
of union engagement, are centralised through the Health Service 
National Partnership Forum. Furthermore, professional repre-
sentative bodies, including the Irish Medical Organisation and the 
Irish Nurses and Midwives Organisation, infl uence the training 
and development requirements for clinical staff and subsequent 
recruitment and selection criteria for posts. 

The co-existence of multiple staff cohorts creates additional com-
plexity for hospital HRM. Employee groups (e.g. doctors, nurses, 
allied health professionals (AHPs), porters, estates services and 
managerial employees) differ in terms of their uniqueness and 
value to the organisation (McDermott and Keating, 2011). As a 
result, despite working within the same hospital, employees within 
these groups have different employment relationships, union rep-
resentation and collective agreements. The sector is therefore aptly 
described by Denis et al (2001: 809) as a ‘classic pluralistic domain 
involving divergent objectives … and multiple actors’. The indus-
trial relations context of the health sector in Ireland, as in Britain, 
is characterised by a multiplicity of unions and high union density. 
This context requires the HR function to provide support to, manage 
and cooperate with a range of employees and their representatives. 

Lastly, we note that hospitals are predominantly professional 
organisations. They rely on the standardisation of skills among 
their operational core of clinical employees (doctors, nurses and 
allied health professionals) to deliver their services. The profes-
sional nature of clinical work raises issues regarding the legitimacy 
of HR practitioners in managing clinical staff. As a result, hospital 
HR managers require strong relationships with professionally 
trained managers to ensure that performance issues are identifi ed 
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and addressed. HR managers may need direct input from profes-
sionally trained colleagues, such as the medical director or director 
of nursing, to inform decisions regarding professional practice 
issues such as how clinically safe a work practice is, or whether an 
employee requires discipline or training after an adverse event. 

In summary, HRM faces signifi cant challenges and constraints 
in efforts to manage a complex array of external and internal 
stakeholders and support high quality service delivery. The 
decision-making capability and infl uence of the hospital HR man-
agement function is signifi cantly constrained by national policy and 
centralised decision-making, the broad remit of professional bodies 
and the multi-union nature of the employee relations environment. 

The Hospital HR Functi on

Refl ecting these complexities, although HRM as a management 
practice has potential to contribute to organisational performance 
and patient outcomes, evidence from Ireland (McDermott and 
Keating, 2011; Conway and Monks, 2010) and the UK (Hyde et 
al., 2006) suggests that many hospital HR management functions 
are underdeveloped and lacking capacity. A core limitation is that 
aspects of HR (e.g. pay) are centrally controlled and managed. 
In Ireland, in spite of efforts to the contrary, many hospital HR 
functions play a marginal role, engaging in reactive strategising 
(McDermott and Keating, 2011) and acting as regulators of HR 
activities (e.g. absenteeism) (Conway and Monks, 2010). 

In practice, the hospital HR function is driven by policy, admin-
istrative, industrial relations and compliance roles. The generation 
of clear managerial guidelines on how to implement specifi c HR 
practices, the translation of legislation and the generation of ‘user-
friendly’ HR resources does add value for middle and line managers 
undertaking HR roles (Conway and Monks, 2010). However, hos-
pital HR is still predominantly characterised by an administrative 
focus. It provides routine administrative and local industrial rela-
tions services and support to non-core, non-professional workforce 
groups. It struggles to play a strong role in the proactive manage-
ment of professionals, or in the creation of strategy, planning or 
the implementation of change. The frustrations of one hospital HR 
manager in this regard are illustrated in Box 10.1. 
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Although the HR function struggles to engage proactively in stra-
tegic management, hospitals do effectively provide large volumes 
of services and actively engage in service improvement, all of which 
necessitates the management of staff. Therefore, at the operational 
level, HRM as ‘the management of people’ is successfully practised 

 Box 10.1: A HR Manager’s Frustrati on at the Role of a Hospital HR 
Functi on

This example illustrates one HR manager’s perspecti ve on the role of the 
hospital HR functi on. The opinions were expressed in an interview that 
formed part of a multi -site study of the role of the hospital HR functi on. 

The hospital HR manager expressed frustrati on at the diffi  culty of gaining 
external or internal support for his strategically oriented acti viti es. His initi al 
att empts to engage in strategic HR planning entailed detailed inputs into 
the hospital service plan. However, he had become disenchanted with the 
centralised nature of decision-making and a lack of feedback. Within the 
hospital, he also felt constrained. While he aimed to undertake strategic 
acti viti es, he felt that HR doesn’t ‘have the clout, if you want to put it that 
way. It isn’t seen as the role.’ As a consequence, he described the role of 
the HR functi on as ‘local, dealing with local small issues. … The macro issues 
tend to be over your head.’ 

The acti viti es of this HR functi on were therefore limited to a functi onal 
expert role. This included HR-related administrati on and implementi ng 
basic HR practi ces including industrial relati ons management; salary, 
pensions and increment administrati on; and recruitment. Salaries were 
established centrally but administered locally. Similarly, union negoti ati ons 
were conducted centrally and recommendati ons implemented locally. The 
functi on was aiming to change a culturally embedded expectati on that the 
HR functi on should undertake middle and line manager responsibiliti es, 
including dealing with absenteeism. However, devoluti on of people man-
agement was being resisted in the organisati on, with the medical director 
noti ng, ‘I have noti ced a tendency for a lot of HR and personnel functi ons to 
devolve. … And I have a tendency to devolve them back!’ 

Although the HR manager wished to move towards a strategic orien-
tati on, the HR functi on had low status and the culture of HR undertaking 
the duti es of line managers placed signifi cant strain on available resources. 
A movement towards a strategic orientati on to workforce management 
appeared unlikely in the short to medium term. 

Source: This box text draws on a Health Research Board funded study (PA-07-17) of the 
role of the hospital HR functi on, conducted by Aoife McDermott , Mary Keati ng and 
Louise Fitzgerald. 
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daily – if not always led proactively by the HR function. This is 
related to the devolution of the practice of people management to 
middle and line managers within hospitals. 

Devolved HRM in Healthcare: Professionals Managing 
Professionals

The management of professionals by professionals is a core char-
acteristic of professional organisations such as hospitals, where 
the organisation surrenders power to and relies on high-skilled 
employees to complete its operational tasks. This approach is in 
line with the best practice devolved model of HRM. Devolved 
HRM positions line managers as the pivotal delivery point for the 
enactment of HRM policy and practices. The rationale for devolve-
ment includes the fact that the attitudes, behaviours and practices 
of line managers affect the quality of people management out-
comes, as line managers are closest to the workers. It has also been 
argued that devolution speeds up people-related decision-making 
and reduces costs. There is an additional rationale within hospi-
tals. The professional knowledge of clinicians requires that they are 
managed by individuals within their professional skill boundary 
– who understand and have legitimacy in managing their work. 
Increasingly, ‘hybrid’ managers – who undertake both clinical and 
managerial roles (e.g. a clinical nurse manager or clinical director) 
– are a strong feature of hospitals. However, one challenge has 
been to create medium- to longer-term career development oppor-
tunities for hybrid managers. This has been achieved for nurses in 
Ireland, but clear career paths are less evident for hybrid managers 
from other professions. 

One important consequence of profession devolution in hospitals 
has been the development of sophisticated silos, with implications 
for how the HR function is structured. Medical, nursing and other 
more generic chains of command are now so embedded that they 
are refl ected in the structure of the devolved HR function: medical 
manpower, nursing personnel and general HR services are typi-
cally managed separately. This is illustrated in Figure 10.1. The 
professional differentiation in the HR delivery model refl ects both 
how HR practitioners have adapted to providing HR within the 
professional bureaucracy and historic differences in the perceived 
status and function of each of the clinical professions (especially 
medicine and nursing). 
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Figure 10.1: Professionally Oriented Devolved Model of HRM

Source: This fi gure illustrates fi ndings from a Health Research Board funded study (PA-07-17) of 
the role of the hospital HR functi on, conducted by Aoife McDermott , Mary Keati ng and Louise 
Fitzgerald.

Devolution has implications for the role, as well as the structure, of 
the HR function, which must support hybrid clinical middle and 
line managers as well as engage in broader HR activities. Three 
factors have been identifi ed as supporting the effective devolu-
tion of HR within the hospital environment. These factors involve 
middle/line managers’ (i) understanding of the rationale for their 
involvement, (ii) belief in the value of this involvement, and (iii) 
role clarity and capability for sophisticated enactment of the HR 
role (Conway and Monks, 2010). In addition to these factors, the 
HR function must ensure coordination between professionals who 
are managed independently. This challenge underpins the effective 
delivery of healthcare and is a theme to which we will return later. 

In summary, the HR function has replicated the structural divi-
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and Keating, 2011). Although the HR function has faced chal-
lenges regarding its status and power across a range of industries, 
scope to develop HRM in healthcare has been said to be limited 
by historic scepticism among professional staff regarding hospital 
management, the limited credibility of the HR function, its focus on 
a narrow operational contribution and its peripheral position in the 
professional organisation (Barnett et al., 1996). The delivery of HRM 
in hospitals poses the following challenges for HR professionals: 

• Adapting to the professional structure of hospitals 
• Achieving horizontal coordination among the hybrid clinical 

line managers delivering frontline HR and among frontline 
staff delivering services 

• Dealing with multiple employee groups and their represen-
tatives 

Prior to examining how these challenges might be addressed, we 
consider recent and more positive research evidence pertaining 
to the relationship between HR practice and performance in 
healthcare.

The Relati onship between HR Practi ce and Performance in 
Healthcare: Early Evidence and Growing Understanding

HR Practi ces Supporti ng Organisati onal Outcomes

HRM as a discipline is comprised of a number of core activities 
or practices, including recruitment and selection, training and 
development, performance appraisal and management, reward, 
employee welfare and security, and employee relations. How these 
practices interact to support organisational outcomes has been a 
focus of HR research for some time. A growing body of research 
has evidenced potential for high performance work systems 
(HPWS) to enhance the effectiveness (West et al., 2006) and cost 
effi ciency of health care (Bartram et al., 2007). The human capital 
intensity of healthcare delivery has led to the widespread adoption 
of HPWS, which typically focus on the effective selection, engage-
ment, utilisation and development of employees to improve their 
performance and associated organisational outcomes (Garman 
et al, 2011). West et al. (2006) distinguished between the tech-
nical aspects of care, referring to the appropriate application of 
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professional knowledge and skills, and the interpersonal aspects 
of care, referring to relationships between patients and care pro-
viders. HR practices found to infl uence both these aspects of care 
include performance appraisal and training, employment security, 
teamwork, decentralisation, and participatory mechanisms and 
team-based structures. West et al. (2006) argue that, together, per-
formance appraisal/management and teamwork enable employees 
to be clear about their roles and to enhance their knowledge and 
skills. These HR practices work in combination with employment 
security to ensure that skills and knowledge are retained. Lastly, 
decentralisation, participatory mechanisms and team-based struc-
tures promote knowledge sharing. In summary, a combination of 
HR practices bundled together as a HPWS can support healthcare 
organisations to provide and improve patient-centred care. Next 
we move to consider the broader role of HR practices and the HR 
function in supporting employees’ commitment to change initia-
tives – a key support for service improvement in healthcare.

HR’s Role in Supporti ng Employees’ Commitment to Change

Research on the role of HR practices in supporting commitment 
to change initiatives in the Irish health service has considered 
whether the HR practices valued by employees, rather than those 
valued by managers, are helpful in achieving organisational goals 
(Conway and Monks, 2008, 2009). Conway and Monks (2008) 
emphasised that basic HR practices, including communications, 
staffi ng and rewards, infl uence employee commitment to change. 
 Communications-related interventions refer to top-down informa-
tion mechanisms, rather than the high involvement HR practices 
often considered in the HR literature. Conway and Monks (2008) 
argue that one rationale for employees’ concern with basic HR 
practices is that, in times of change, they may need reassurance 
regarding the status of their employment relationship (communi-
cation), whether there will be suffi cient staffi ng to undertake new 
working arrangements (staffi ng) and whether the reward system 
will be amended to take account of new responsibilities incurred 
by a change initiative (rewards). These fi ndings suggest that when 
organisations are undertaking change initiatives, HR functions 
need to ensure that the implications for the basic components of 
the employment relationship are explicitly considered, and that 
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employees are kept informed. Importantly, their study also sug-
gests that employees are more likely to take an interest in, and 
become committed to, change that has local benefi ts and that has 
immediate implications for their own roles and working conditions. 
As a result, there may be a signifi cant role for HR in translating 
national, regional and organisational initiatives into organisational 
implications that employees can easily make sense of in their own 
work roles and environments. Box 10.2 considers the role of the HR 
manager in supporting change, while ensuring ongoing quality in 
the delivery of patient care. 

Box 10.2: The Role of HR in Managing Change while Ensuring the 
Delivery of Pati ent Care

Mount Carmel private hospital was founded and built by a religious order 
of nuns, the Sisters of the Litt le Company of Mary, in 1949. Throughout 
its history the philosophy of the hospital has been to create an excellent 
pati ent experience supported by the highest quality of medical and nursing 
care.

In 2006, due to a decline in vocati ons, the nuns sold the hospital as a 
going concern. The hospital was acquired by Harlequin Healthcare Group, 
chaired by property developer Gerry Conlon. Initi ally, rumours were rife that 
the hospital would close and that Mr Conlon would develop apartments 
on the site. However, Harlequin subsequently announced plans to invest 
€30 million in upgrading faciliti es and in expanding the maternity service at 
Mount Carmel. New management was installed. The hospital expanded its 
services and made many changes in staffi  ng and work practi ces.

Meanwhile, the Beacon private hospital opened in close proximity to 
Mount Carmel. Some of the consultants from Mount Carmel moved to 
provide their services from there. Concurrently, private health insurance 
costs soared and the number of private pati ents, and especially maternity 
cases, declined. The most recent set of accounts for the Mount Carmel 
Medical Group (South Dublin) Ltd, which operates the hospital, show that 
it had net liabiliti es of €32 million in 2008. Mr Conlon was one of the so-
called ‘Maple 10’ group of Anglo Irish Bank clients who were lent money by 
the bank to buy shares in it. His borrowings, including those associated with 
Mount Carmel, have been taken over by the Nati onal Asset Management 
Agency (NAMA). 

The hospital underwent another management change as NAMA installed 
a management team to run the hospital. In 2010 the staff  at the hospital 
threatened to go on strike over pay cuts. In 2012, rumours began circulati ng 
that St James Hospital is involved in talks to take over or manage Mount 
Carmel hospital.
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We will now focus on the issues of coordination, knowledge 
sharing and teamwork in health service delivery. These themes 
pre-empted the development of the relational coordination con-
struct, increasingly recognised as a key mechanism underpinning 
the relationship between HR and performance in healthcare. 

Achieving Coordinati on between Healthcare Groups: The Role of 
Relati onal Coordinati on in Supporti ng Healthcare Performance

The primary purpose of the hospital is to provide highly specialised 
care, delivered by independently practising professionals: clini-
cians, nurses and allied health professionals. Their work is enabled 
by the support of non-clinical support staff and technical services. 
The work of the different employee cohorts is delivered through 
different bureaucratic structures – specifi cally the professional 
bureaucracy for clinical specialists and the machine bureaucracy 
for managerial and support employees (Mintzberg, 1981). One of 
the major criticisms of these functional structures is that they rein-
force divisions between clinical professions – and also between 
these professions and management. This has meant that ensuring 
interaction and coordination among the employees responsible for 
delivering all aspects of a patient’s care is a particular challenge in 
hospitals. Despite the fact that professional groups must interact to 
achieve organisational goals, social boundaries are ‘created by well 
developed professional roles, identities and traditional work prac-
tices’ (Ferlie et al., 2005: 128), for example between doctors, nurses, 
midwives and physiotherapists, even where they share multidisci-
plinary team membership. 

A focus on coordination, knowledge-sharing and teamwork is 
therefore particularly important in healthcare. Horizontal and 
lateral linking mechanisms are the principal means of coordinating 
activities across structures: silos, units or divisions. In terms of 
organisation design, balancing the amount of lateral coordination 

The hospital HR team now face a number of challenges.  They must try 
to minimise threats to the conti nuity and quality of service delivery caused 
by industrial unrest. This requires working to improve staff  morale and 
minimise turnover among valuable professional staff . This is parti cularly 
challenging in an environment characterised by pay cuts and uncertainty 
regarding the hospital’s future.
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with different types and amounts of process is a strategic and 
policy challenge. In general, it is accepted that the higher the need 
for lateral coordination, the more formal the process and/or struc-
ture to deal with it. Hospitals use a range of strategies to coordinate 
and manage interdependencies among their employees. These 
include using routines, including protocols and patient pathways 
(specifying tasks and links between tasks); introducing hybrid 
boundary-spanning roles to liaise between different professional 
groups; and using uni- and multidisciplinary team meetings to 
enhance interactions among clinical professionals through multi-
stakeholder involvement in decision-making. Such interventions 
emphasise that conceptions of coordination have moved from a 
focus on information processing and sharing towards a focus on 
coordination as a relational process, involving shared understand-
ings of work and the work context, among workers who perform 
interdependent tasks (c.f. Gittell, 2002; Gittell et al., 2008). In turn, 
this understanding has led to the emergence of the relational coor-
dination construct which identifi es seven factors infl uencing the 
quality of communication and the relationships underpinning 
communication. These factors, illustrated in Figure 10.2, are the (i) 
frequency, (ii) timeliness, (iii) accuracy and (iv) focus on problem-
solving rather than blaming in communication. These factors are 
dependent on the quality of underpinning relationships and the 
extent to which actors have (v) shared goals, (vi) shared knowledge 
and (vii) mutual respect (Gittell et al., 2008).

Figure 10.2: Relati onal Coordinati on

Source: Derived from Gitt ell et al. (2008)
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Relational coordination supports integration by helping 
employees understand how tasks fi t together in the work process; 
in determining shared goals driven by the overall work process, 
rather than their personal job roles (Gittell, 2002); and in showing 
how shared goals allow employees to value the contributions 
of others. Gittell et al. (2010) detail a series of work practices to 
improve relational coordination, which include: 

• Selecting and training employees for relational competence 
• Performance management that takes account of overarching 

and relational goals 
• Proactive confl ict management to support high quality rela-

tionships and understandings of how the service fi ts together 
• Job design to support task interdependence and the fre-

quency, nature and quality of interactions among workers 

Relational coordination in healthcare has been found to improve 
critical indicators of hospital effectiveness and effi ciency, including 
employee satisfaction, the quality of care experienced by patients 
and (reduced) length of hospital stay (Gittell et al., 2010). 

In this section we have discussed several important ways in 
which HR can support performance. These include how bundles 
of HR practices work together to support hospital outcomes, spe-
cifi cally the technical, interpersonal and improvement oriented 
aspects of care. Beyond ensuring employees’ commitment to 
change, the role of HR in supporting service improvement through 
organisation development and other improvement methods is 
noted, although not developed in this context. Finally, to sum-
marise these core themes, a visual overview of the role of HR in 
supporting patient care and service delivery is provided in Figure 
10.3. This synthesises the research discussed in the chapter to date, 
and summarises the role of specifi c HR practices in ensuring: (i) that 
individual employees possess and appropriately apply technical 
skills and knowledge; (ii) that all employees involved in a work 
process coordinate and share their knowledge through productive 
working relationships; and (iii) that knowledge, relationships and 
service-improvement capacity become embedded in hospitals. We 
now turn to consider emerging theoretical debates, and how these 
might shape the future of hospital HRM.
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Where To From Here? Current and Emerging Theoreti cal 
Debates in HRM in Healthcare

In this section we discuss two current and emerging trends 
pertaining to HRM in healthcare: the integration of HR and man-
agement systems and the move from a professional to a service 
orientation in HR delivery, by integrating people management into 
clinical directorate structures. 

Integrati ng HR and Management Systems: The Emergence of 
Human Resource Strategy

One emerging theme in the HRM literature is the increasing inte-
gration of organisational performance management systems 

Figure 10.3: Using HR Practi ces to Support Service Delivery and 
Improvement in Healthcare
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(OPMS) and HPWS. OPMS traditionally provide information 
on key performance indicators. This information is then used to 
inform structural and process interventions (e.g. total quality man-
agement, supply chain management) to improve task performance. 
The coherent and systematic use of HPWS to support contextually 
relevant social drivers of performance can also enhance the per-
formance of healthcare organisations (Garman et al., 2011; West et 
al., 2006). In Ireland the move towards the systematic measurement 
of organisational performance has been supported by HealthStat, 
which provides monthly measures of access (e.g. waiting times 
for services), integration (whether services are patient-centred) 
and resourcing (how staff and fi nancial resources are being used). 
Further, a new CompStat system is being designed, which will also 
integrate measures of clinical quality. Crucially, there is increasing 
recognition of the potential for such operational and people man-
agement systems to be mutually reinforcing (see Birdi et al., 2008). 
This is captured in popular management expressions, such as 
‘what gets measured gets managed.’ This development signals a 
more strategic approach to the alignment of human resource man-
agement and organisational goals and objectives.

Integrati ng HR into Clinical Directorate Structures?

Within hospitals, the introduction of clinical directorate (CD) 
structures is intended to achieve lateral coordination between clini-
cians and management. CDs are management sub-units that move 
away from professionally oriented functional  hospital structures 
towards either (i) a divisional design, derived from grouping pre-
existing services such as ‘medicine’ and ‘surgery’ or (ii) an institute 
design, where the CD is structured around the patient pathway. 
From an operational perspective, CDs tend to be managed by a 
tripartite management team with a clinical director (a doctor gener-
ally of senior status), supported by a nurse manager and business 
manager. Key stakeholder groups therefore share management 
responsibility for service delivery, development and resource allo-
cation in clinical sub-units. One potential model for restructuring 
HR in healthcare is to provide HR support to clinical directorates 
– rather than to professional silos. This would enable a more stra-
tegic and service-oriented focus. 
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Where Next? Moving to Support Pati ent-Centred Services 
rather than Clinical Professions 

While we have identifi ed the centrality of human capital to service 
delivery in healthcare, we have highlighted that HR operates in a 
complex and constrained environment infl uenced by a variety of 
stakeholders. Irish hospitals are pluralist and highly unionised 
workplaces which face coordination challenges both across the 
professional and machine bureaucracy structures and between dif-
ferent employee cohorts.

Research evidence suggests that the historical structure of 
hospitals has a dominant impact on the management of HR. Opera-
tional HR practice is devolved to hybrid clinical line managers, in 
keeping with best practice. Further, research evidence concludes 
that HPWS can both enable healthcare organisations to deliver 
organisational outcomes and facilitate employees’ commitment 
to ongoing change. Despite these positive research fi ndings, Irish 
research has suggested that the hospital HR management function 
is somewhat distanced from the devolved practice of HR by line 
managers. It faces challenges in integrating HR staff and frontline 
employees across the separate devolved divisions (McDermott and 
Keating, 2011).

Once organisational structures are in place, they typically 
exist for long periods of time, and only change when absolutely 
necessary or extremely advantageous to the organisation or its 
stakeholders (Miller, 1986). To date, management research has 
focused on the design of HR practices within the hospital struc-
ture rather than on how the HR architecture should be structured 
to support the delivery of high performance healthcare. Hospital 
organisations need to reconsider the design of their HR functions, 
strategy and systems. In our view, it is now both necessary and 
advantageous for the hospital HR structure to change to support 
services rather than professions. In so doing it would support the 
shift towards patient-centred care. In this chapter we have made 
two suggestions to enable this transition: integrating HR into 
operational management systems and integrating HR into clin-
ical directorate structures. However, the paucity of research into 
hospital HR, particularly in Ireland, suggests that future research 
may provide further insight into how HRM can further enhance its 
contribution to healthcare. There is huge scope for future research 
to explore the enacted practice of operational HRM, adopting a 
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HR-as-practice orientation. Similarly, we have illustrated that there 
is scope to explore and expand the role of the HR function in pro-
fessional service fi rms such as healthcare. Lastly, we emphasise the 
latent potential contribution of a more strategic orientation to HRM 
in a healthcare context. 

Notes
1 Acknowledgements: We note our thanks to the Health Research Board 

and the Irish Research Council for the Humanities and Social Sciences 
for funding our research in this area. 
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CHAPTER 11

Careers and Career Development

Sue Mulhall

Introducti on

This chapter examines the domain of careers and career devel-
opment, an area that is particularly important in an Irish context 
given changing demographics and a government-level emphasis 
on developing human capital and a knowledge-based economy 
agenda that emphasises new career opportunities and career types. 
In examining these issues, this chapter fi rst of all explores govern-
ment policies that have brought the notion of career into sharper 
focus. Following on from this, the chapter reviews the varying, 
and sometimes contradictory, defi nitions and conceptualisations 
of careers. The chapter then examines organisational support and 
practice, outlining the empirical evidence, and concludes with key 
implications of the analysis for future research and practice.

Policies and Positi ons

Numerous reports emphasise that Ireland needs to build an 
innovative knowledge-based economy that provides sustain-
able employment opportunities (see, for example, Department of 
Education and Skills, 2011; Department of Enterprise, Trade and 
Employment, 2009). This agenda is set against the backdrop of the 
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European Union’s (EU) growth strategy, ‘Europe 2020’, which antic-
ipates smart, sustainable and inclusive economies delivering high 
levels of employment, productivity and social cohesion (European 
Commission, 2010). The intention of the EU’s employment objec-
tive is to create conditions for modernising labour markets with a 
view to raising employment and productivity levels, whilst safe-
guarding exiting social models. This entails, inter alia, empowering 
people through the acquisition of additional profi ciencies, thereby 
enabling the current and future workforce to adapt to changing 
conditions and potential career shifts. Initiatives have, therefore, 
been developed to ensure that European citizens are equipped 
to manage labour market changes more effectively, by affording 
opportunities to develop skills and gain access to information, 
advice and guidance, thus assisting people to make well-informed 
career choices (Cedefop, 2008). As a result, national and interna-
tional employment policy reinforces the long-held contention 
of career scholars that those seeking employment opportunities 
require lifelong learning and development to acquire a portfolio of 
competence and competencies to manage their careers in fl uid, fast-
paced settings (Arnold and Cohen, 2008; Arthur et al., 1999; Arthur 
and Rousseau, 1996; Briscoe and Hall, 2006; Hall, 1976, 1996; King, 
2004).

The Nature of Career Management

Individuals do not, however, undertake their careers in a vacuum, 
as decisions about future trajectories need to be considered within 
the context of the broader world (Herr, 2008; King, 2004). Facili-
tating this decision-making is the process of career management, 
which has been defi ned as an ‘ongoing problem-solving process in 
which information is gathered, awareness of oneself and the envi-
ronment is increased, career goals are set, strategies are developed 
to attain those goals, and feedback is obtained’ (Greenhaus et al., 
2009: 18). Career management, therefore, involves ‘the analysis, 
planning and action that can be taken by an individual at any stage 
of their career – and ideally throughout it – to actively increase the 
chance of doing well’ (Forsyth, 2002: 3). In essence, success has to 
be proactively sought and job seekers need to have a clear idea of 
what they mean by success and how to achieve it. Whilst striving 
for this career success people face a number of developmental tasks 
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and challenges. If individuals understand these activities, they 
can formulate strategies that are most appropriate to a particular 
period in their careers. To support this, organisations attuned to 
the unfolding pattern of a career over an employee’s employment 
lifespan can design developmental programmes suitable for the 
different stages of an individual’s career (Greenhaus et al., 2009). 
This emphasises the interplay between career management and 
career development, a theme discussed later in the chapter. It also 
highlights that understanding and conceptualising careers is a crit-
ical task bridging the levels of national policy, organisation practice 
and individual expectations. 

Preparation for and engagement in career management and the 
career development process necessitates an understanding of the 
contemporary career and its diverse depictions over time. Exam-
ining the historical meanings ascribed to the defi nition of ‘career’ 
unearths the shifting sands of emphasis over the past century. 
Table 11.1 outlines the evolutionary journey of the career concept 
characterised as four distinct stages: 

• Stage 1 – The roots of career development derived from 
Parsons’ (1909) three-step formula for choosing a career that 
involved the matching of personal requirements with the 
external environment. 

• Stage 2 – The Chicago School of Sociologists, epitomised 
by Hughes (1937, 1958), took an expansive life perspective 
approach, underscoring the relationship between profes-
sional and personal biographies.

• Stage 3 – At this stage, the concept of career returned to a 
more restricted occupational and organisational orientation, 
situating career within the context of stable employment 
structures (e.g. Super, 1957, 1980; Wilensky, 1961), typifi ed 
by linear, upward progression across a limited number of 
fi rms with a focus on extrinsic rewards and organisational 
career management. 

• Stage 4 – This refl ects a movement to a more contem-
porary understanding of career, exemplifi ed by broader, 
 experienced-focused, post-organisational descriptions, 
attempting to replicate how individuals enact their career in 
a changing world (e.g. Arthur et al., 1989; Arthur and Rous-
seau, 1996; Sullivan and Baruch, 2009). 
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Table 11.1: Key Contributors to the Career Concept, in 
 Chronological Order

Stage Author(s) Defi niti on of Career

1 Parsons (1909) ‘In the wise choice of a vocati on, there are three 
broad factors: (1) a clear understanding of your-
self, your apti tudes, abiliti es, interests, ambiti ons, 
resources, limitati ons, and their causes; (2) a 
knowledge of the requirements, conditi ons of 
success, advantages and disadvantages, compensa-
ti on, opportuniti es and prospects in diff erent lines 
of work; (3) true reasoning on the relati ons of these 
two groups of facts.’ (p. 5)

2 Hughes (1937) ‘In a highly and rigidly structured society, a career 
consists, objecti vely, of a series of status and clearly 
defi ned offi  ces. In a freer one, the individual has 
more lati tude for creati ng his own positi on or 
choosing from a number of existi ng ones.’ (p. 409) … 
‘Subjecti vely, a career is the moving perspecti ve in 
which the person sees his life as a whole and inter-
prets the meaning of his various att ributes, acti ons, 
and the things which happen to him. … The career is 
by no means exhausted in a series of business and 
professional achievements. There are other points 
at which one’s life touches the social order, other 
lines of social accomplishment.’ (p. 410) … ‘It is pos-
sible to have a career in an avocati on as well as in a 
vocati on.’ (p. 411)

Hughes (1958)  ‘Subjecti vely, a career is the moving perspecti ve in 
which persons orient themselves with reference to 
the social order, and of the typical sequences and 
concatenati ons of offi  ce.’ (p. 67)

3 Wilensky (1961) ‘A career is a succession of related jobs, arranged in a 
hierarchy of presti ge, through which persons move 
in an ordered (more-or-less predictable) sequence.’ 
(p. 523)

Super (1980) ‘A career is a sequence of positi ons held during the 
course of a lifeti me, some of them simultane-
ously (Super, 1957); an occupati onal career is the 
sequence or combinati on of occupati onal positi ons 
held during the course of a lifeti me.’ (p. 286)

(Conti nued)
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Table 11.1: (Conti nued)

Stage Author(s) Defi niti on of Career

4 Arthur et al. 
(1989)

‘Our adopted defi niti on of career is the evolving 
sequence of a person’s work experiences over ti me. 
A central theme in this defi niti on is that of work and 
all that work can mean for the ways in which we see 
and experience other people, organizati ons, and 
society. However, equally central to this defi niti on is 
the theme of ti me, along which the career provides 
a “moving perspecti ve” (Hughes, 1958: 67) on the 
unfolding interacti on between a person and society. 
… The noti on of a career also links matt ers internal 
to the individual with matt ers external, such as 
those concerning offi  cial positi on. … The study of 
careers is the study of both individual and organiza-
ti onal change … as well as of societal change.’ (p. 8) 
[emphasis in original]

Arthur and Rous-
seau (1996)

‘CAREER Old meaning: a course of professional 
advancement; usage is restricted to occupati onal 
groups with formal hierarchical progression, such 
as managers and professionals. New meaning: the 
unfolding sequence of any person’s work experi-
ences over ti me.’ (p. 372) [emphasis in original]

Sullivan and 
Baruch (2009)

‘We defi ne a career as an individual’s work-related 
and other relevant experiences, both inside and 
outside of organizati ons that form a unique patt ern 
over the individual’s lifespan. This defi niti on rec-
ognizes both physical movement … as well as the 
interpretati on of the individual, including his/her 
percepti ons of career events … career alternati ves 
… and outcomes. Moreover, careers do not occur 
in a vacuum. An individual’s career is infl uenced by 
many contextual factors … as well as by personal 
factors.’ (p. 43) [emphasis in original]

A consensus seems to have emerged, emanating from work by 
authors such as Arthur et al. (1989) and Arthur and Rousseau 
(1996), that a career constitutes the unfolding sequence of a per-
son’s work experiences over time (Arnold and Cohen, 2008; 
Arthur et al., 2005; Dries et al., 2008). The defi nitions offered in 
Table 11.1 illustrate that a career can be described in two different 
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ways – objectively and subjectively (Arthur et al., 2005). There are 
objective careers, emulating the more or less publicly observable 
positions, situations and statuses that serve as benchmarks for 
gauging an individual’s movement through society, comprising 
predictable stages and an ordered sequence of development 
(Dries et al., 2008). Associated criteria for assessing careers on this 
basis might include level of remuneration and promotion history 
coupled with position in the organisational hierarchy. Yet careers 
can also be understood on a more subjective basis, refl ecting the 
individual’s own sense of his/her career, defi ned by the personal 
interpretations and values that identity bestows on a person (Dries 
et al., 2008). Relevant here are dimensions such as job satisfaction, 
contentment with career opportunities and feeling self-confi dent 
at work. This reveals the inherent two-sidedness of the career 
concept (Arthur et al., 2005). Notably, the objective and the sub-
jective aspects of careers are persistently dependent, and this 
interdependence occurs over time (Hughes, 1937, 1958). Such an 
appreciation provides a basis to better comprehend and evaluate 
contemporary conceptualisations of careers. 

Contemporary Conceptualisati ons

In tandem with the changing defi nitions of career, new con-
cepts have emerged, devised to refl ect an altered environment, 
with increased globalisation, rapid technological advancements, 
growing workforce diversity and the expanding use of outsourcing 
and part-time and temporary employees (Arthur et al., 1999; 
Sullivan and Baruch, 2009). These changes have transformed tradi-
tional organisational structures, employer–employee relationships 
and the work context, creating divergence in how individuals enact 
their careers (Briscoe and Hall, 2006; Forsyth, 2002; Herr, 2008; Hum-
phreys, 2013; Mulhall, 2011; Sullivan and Baruch, 2009). The demise 
of the traditional bureaucratic career, which entails employees pro-
gressing in an upward hierarchical manner within a small number 
of organisational structures, has been regularly noted (see, for 
example, Arthur et al., 1999; Hall, 2002; Sullivan and Arthur, 2006). 
This perspective is being replaced by more embracing notions of 
career, based on the accumulation of skills and knowledge and the 
integration of one’s professional and personal life, with employees 
holding diverse roles in an array of settings.
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Various career concepts and metaphors have been formulated to 
capture this metamorphosis, including such notions as the protean 
career (Briscoe and Hall, 2006; Hall, 1976, 1996), the boundaryless 
career (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996; DeFillippi and Arthur, 1994; 
Sullivan and Arthur, 2006), career profi les (Briscoe and Hall, 2006), 
hybrid careers (Granrose and Baccili, 2006), the post-corporate 
career (Peiperl and Baruch, 1997) and the kaleidoscope career 
model (Mainiero and Sullivan, 2005, 2006; Sullivan et al., 2009).

The protean and boundaryless concepts were developed to 
explain the variety of career patterns exhibited in today’s dynamic 
work situations (Sullivan and Baruch, 2009). Based on the meta-
phor of the Greek god Proteus, who could adapt his shape at will, 
the protean careerist can rearrange and repackage his/her knowl-
edge, skills and abilities to meet both the demands of a changing 
workplace and his/her need for self-fulfi lment (Hall, 1976, 1996). 
The individual, not the organisation, is in control of his/her career 
management and development, requiring a high level of self-
awareness and personal responsibility to succeed. Briscoe and Hall 
(2006) revised the concept by defi ning two dimensions (values-
driven and self-directed career management attitudes) of the 
protean orientation. The boundaryless career describes a sequence 
of job opportunities that go beyond the scope of a single employer, 
so individuals are independent of, rather than dependent on, tradi-
tional organisational career arrangements (Arthur and Rousseau, 
1996; DeFillippi and Arthur, 1994). In 2006, Sullivan and Arthur 
modifi ed the concept by detailing varying levels of physical and 
psychological career mobility between successive employment 
situations. The reconceptualised boundaryless career is seen to 
be constituted of physical movements across employment types 
and employers, coupled with psychological progression in terms 
of enhanced self-awareness and fulfi lment. This offers a richer 
conceptualisation captured by the degree of boundarylessness dis-
played by the career actor (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006). 

More recent conceptualisations, including career profi les and 
hybrid careers, have been referred to as ‘integrative frameworks’ 
(Sullivan and Baruch, 2009), as they represent attempts to merge 
various ideas from the protean and boundaryless metaphors. 
Career profi les combine the two components of the boundaryless 
career (physical and psychological mobility), plus the two factors 
of the protean career (values-driven and self-directed career 
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management attitudes), yielding sixteen potential career categories 
(Briscoe and Hall, 2006). The hybrid career emerged from the inter-
pretations of research fi ndings containing aspects of the traditional 
career, in addition to the protean and boundaryless career concepts 
(e.g. Granrose and Baccili, 2006). 

The post-corporate career comprises careers occurring outside 
of large organisations whereby individuals enact a multitude of 
alternative options, including employment with smaller, more 
agile fi rms, self-employment, and/or working in compact project 
teams (Peiperl and Baruch, 1997). According to this perspective, 
people voluntarily or involuntarily leave large companies because 
they are unable or unwilling to pursue corporate careers due to 
the uncertainty that is inherent in them. Post-corporate career-
ists have, therefore, a permanent career, rather than a permanent 
job. Using the metaphor of a kaleidoscope, the kaleidoscope career 
model explains how individuals focus on three career parameters 
when making decisions, thereby refl ecting the continually changing 
pattern of their careers (Mainiero and Sullivan, 2005, 2006; Sullivan 
et al., 2009). These parameters are authenticity, defi ned as being true 
to oneself; balance, described as the equilibrium between work and 
non-work demands; and challenge, characterised as stimulating 
work and career advancement. This representation purports to offer 
conceptualisations that are not an extension of either the protean 
or boundaryless concepts, but instead provide an alternative lens 
through which careers can be examined (Sullivan and Baruch, 2009). 

In summary, an examination of the theoretical underpinnings 
of the discipline indicates that career experiences are more diverse 
than previously conceived, requiring individuals and organisa-
tions to respond proactively, rather than reactively, to this evolving 
environment. This theme is further explored in the next two sec-
tions of the chapter.

Organisati onal Support and Practi ce 

While responsibility for career management and career devel-
opment is perceived as resting largely with the individual, 
organisational support programmes are also considered to assist 
in satisfying personal career aspirations, whilst simultaneously 
meeting an employer’s future skills and capability requirements 
(Cedefop, 2008). Managing change and meeting strategic objectives 
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are viewed as the critical goals of organisational career manage-
ment (Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development, 2011; 
King, 2004). Many organisations are therefore involved in exam-
ining how to design jobs that enable individuals to enhance their 
capacity to access career opportunities while simultaneously 
allowing the organisation to upskill the talent required to meet 
potential priorities and challenges. This entails fi nding solutions 
that are satisfactory for both parties so that an organisation’s career 
management structure offers initiatives that reconcile organisa-
tional and individual perspectives, as illustrated in Figure 11.1.

Figure 11.1: Reconciling Organisati onal and Individual Career 
Perspecti ves

Source: Adapted from King, Z. (2004: 7), Career Management: A Guide, London: CIPD with the 
permission of the publisher, the Chartered Insti tute of Personnel and Development, London 
(www.cipd.co.uk).

The building of individual capacity in parallel with organisa-
tional capacity is embodied in the Southside Partnership Training 
Network (SPTN) (see Box 11.1). This inter-organisational learning 
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network supports knowledge acquisition and career development 
in the not-for-profi t sector.

A useful way of understanding the balancing of organisational and 
individual positions is within a framework that depicts the stages 
through which careers typically evolve. These stages include entry, 
early career, mid-career, later career and end career (Greenhaus et 
al., 2009). This life cycle commences with induction to the organisa-
tion where the new recruit begins the process of socialisation into 
the norms of the company, assisted by directed career planning. 

Box 11.1: A Useful Way of Developing Learning Networks

The SPTN is an initi ati ve of Southside Partnership DLR, an organisati on 
that tackles socioeconomic disadvantage in the Dún Laoghaire–Rathdown 
area of Dublin. The SPTN develops individuals to contribute to the organi-
sati ons within their communiti es by facilitati ng local groups to learn from 
each other through networking and collaborati on. It works with community 
groups operati ng with restricted budgets to promote ongoing sustainability 
beyond the funding provided by nati onal agencies. The network invests in 
individuals whose leadership will assist in delivering organisati onal change. 
Since its commencement in 2007, it has provided quality, aff ordable accred-
ited and non-accredited programmes, organising 200 training courses for 
over 3,000 people. Annual evaluati ons from the network’s parti cipants 
(trainees and managers) indicate that at least:

• 93 per cent believe that the training is applicable to their work and 
careers.

• 84 per cent state that the courses have advanced their knowledge.
• 83 per cent maintain that the programmes have positi vely changed 

their atti  tudes.
• 79 per cent contend that the developmental initi ati ves have 

increased their skill sets.

By investi ng in the experti se of practi ti oners through the provision of peer 
support, mentoring and the sharing of resources, the SPTN equips individ-
uals with the competencies to progress their careers. This, consequently, 
enhances the capability of community groups to manage change within a 
resource-constrained environment, underlining the symbioti c relati onship 
between organisati onal and individual career management.

Source: htt p://www.southsidepartnership.ie/.
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The next phase encompasses progress within defi ned areas of work 
relevant to the job holder, where skills and aptitudes are developed 
through experience, training, coaching and performance manage-
ment. By mid-career, some staff will have promotional prospects 
open to them, while others may have reached a plateau. Notwith-
standing the trajectory, during this phase there is evidence that all 
individuals benefi t from participation in developmental schemes 
such as role enrichment, role enlargement and job rotation. The 
penultimate stage, later career, involves reassuring employees that 
they can still contribute by providing opportunities to undertake 
new challenges. At the fi nal juncture, end career, the possibility of 
phasing disengagement might be considered, such as offering part-
time roles for a specifi ed duration before an employee ultimately 
leaves the organisation. This career life cycle, though, needs to be 
underpinned by appropriate human resource strategies, involving, 
inter alia, deciding on the degree to which the company develops 
talent internally or hires it externally, establishing defi ned career 
routes, formulating succession management plans, integrating 
professional development planning as a crucial element of a 
performance management process, and devising systems and pro-
cesses to achieve the advancement and dissemination of learning 
and knowledge across the company (Greenhaus et al., 2009). The 
achievement of these aims will also require the detailing of spe-
cifi c activities in the organisation’s career management and career 
development policies and procedures. Examples include lateral 
moves to create cross-functional experience, ad hoc assignments, 
internal and external secondments, formal mentoring, career coun-
selling, career workshops and retirement preparation programmes 
(Cedefop, 2008; King, 2004). Employees will also need to be sup-
ported by individual career plans delineating the routes that they 
can take to advance within an organisation. This career progres-
sion is usually described in terms of what people are required to 
know and be able to do to perform a sequence of jobs at increasing 
levels of responsibility in pre-designated competency bands, thus 
situating career management and career development within a 
competency-based framework.

Empirical Evidence

While textbooks suggest that career management and career deve-
lopment programmes should focus on sustained and long-term 
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success (Armstrong, 2012; Greenhaus et al., 2009), research studies 
reveal mixed evidence on whether or not this actually takes place. 
A study by the coaching fi rm Fairplace (2012) of just over 2,000 
employees indicates that almost two in fi ve British workers (39 per 
cent) have never had a career conversation with their line manager, 
over a quarter (26 per cent) have no long-term career plan, and 
only one in ten (11 per cent) feel that they have the opportunity 
for long-term development within their current organisation. 
Research indicates that such perceptions can damage employee 
motivation and loyalty (Chartered Institute of Personnel and 
Development, 2012a), with one study of careers in the high-tech 
sector suggesting that formal and informal organisational policies 
are especially likely to adversely impact on women’s managerial 
career aspirations (Cross and Linehan, 2008). A study by busi-
ness consultants Insala (2012) found that the primary reason for 
career management and development programmes in the United 
Kingdom (UK) is to improve employee engagement (33 per cent), 
followed by succession planning (28 per cent) and employee 
retention (15 per cent). Factors such as the effective utilisation of 
human resources, retention of employees, the attraction of high 
quality candidates, and the management of employee career 
expectations have been found to be key infl uencers in Ireland 
(Heraty and Collings, 2006). This contrasts with a survey of over 
2,000 respondents by the Chartered Institute of Personnel and 
Development (2011), which found that the most common career 
supports revolve around enabling individuals to improve their 
performance and widen the scope of their existing role, closely fol-
lowed by measures that emphasise either the short term or attend 
to the next promotion. 

The current recessionary climate is impacting on workers’ 
career expectations and on the availability of organisational career 
opportunities, with the main barrier to the continuance of career 
development programmes being the lack of resources (Chartered 
Institute of Personnel and Development, 2011). Expenditure on 
career management and career development is contingent upon 
the size of the company’s training and development budget. Based 
on a study of almost 340 private sector fi rms employing 115,000 
staff, the Irish Business and Employers’ Confederation (IBEC) 
found that the average percentage of payroll costs represented 
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by training in 2010 was 2.6 per cent, but it was 3.3 per cent in 
2008 (McGann and Anderson, 2010). The public service has also 
experienced a decline in funding for training and development, 
with a previous commitment to devote 4 per cent of payroll to 
this activity now radically revised downwards (Department of 
Finance, 2003). The impact of these cutbacks is evident within 
private sector companies. In a survey of 444 managers responsible 
for human resource management (HRM) in Irish enterprises, more 
than half of the fi rms have decreased their training and develop-
ment budget (Roche et al., 2011). Where allocations were cut and 
only partial training carried out, it often involved the re-training 
or cross-training of staff to assume new tasks, with four out of ten 
companies training staff for new roles within the business. The 
research by Roche et al. (2011) highlights the fact that the commit-
ment of organisations to developing their employees’ skills and 
competencies has predominantly remained undiminished during 
the recession, countering the view proffered by some commenta-
tors of the ‘hollowing out’ of skills during an economic downturn 
(Humphreys, 2013). This is refl ected in a recent comparative anal-
ysis studying European labour markets post-recession, including 
Ireland (Couch, 2011). 

Roche et al. (2011) provide case studies highlighting the varying 
career management and career development experiences of com-
panies during a recession. For example, when the Dublin Airport 
Authority introduced a voluntary redundancy programme, a career 
development centre was organised to facilitate the out-placing 
of middle managers at the company. This supports evidence 
from the UK indicating that even in a period of downsizing and 
retrenchment, half of the organisations making positions redun-
dant in 2011 (51 per cent) utilised career transition services, which 
was an increase from the 34 per cent of the previous year (Char-
tered Institute of Personnel and Development, 2012b). Despite the 
economic downturn in Ireland, Medtronic, a global medical tech-
nology company, actively develops internal career paths, and, 
consequently, about half of its vacancies are fi lled from in-house 
staff pools annually (Roche et al., 2011). The Archangel case study 
(Box 11.2) describes how a company can manage the internal career 
paths of knowledge workers in a fl exible manner, whilst simulta-
neously taking account of the vagaries of the external environment.
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In conclusion, the empirical evidence underlines the fl uid nature 
of careers within the contemporary workplace. It points to the 
realities that individuals need to continually adapt, upskill and 
re-train while organisations have to plan for short-, medium- and 

 Box 11.2: Upskilling Knowledge Workers

Set up in 1997, ‘Archangel’ is a professional consulti ng company off ering 
archaeological services such as excavati on for nati onal road schemes, 
environmental and cultural heritage impact studies, and educati onal 
fi eld schools. During the Celti c Tiger, the company employed a core team 
of 26 archaeologists on contracts of indefi nite durati on (permanent 
staff ), supplemented by an average of 100 archaeologists on short-term 
 contracts (temporary staff ) for every project. These numbers reduced in 
the recession. The majority of employees (permanent and temporary) 
are knowledge workers, requiring parti cular archaeological qualifi cati ons, 
experience, competence and competencies. The company uti lises a project 
management structure whereby a permanent staff  member manages each 
archaeological project, leading a team employed on temporary, short-term 
contracts. These team members are recruited within a defi ned career 
structure, hired as project managers, site directors, supervisors, assistants 
(two grades) and general operati ves. During an assignment, temporary 
workers receive ongoing site-specifi c training, with their performance 
reviewed and assessed against pre-determined competencies on a peri-
odic and prearranged basis. Successful performance on a project assists 
the temporary employee in being retained for the next suitable venture, 
with upward progression on the career hierarchy a disti nct possibility. Per-
manent and temporary archaeologists employed at site director grade and 
above require a licence to practi se from the Nati onal Monuments Service. 
Archangel expects temporary staff  to self-fund this certi fi cati on, presenti ng 
valid, up-to-date accreditati on for every project, but the company fi nances 
the certi fi cati on process for permanent staff . This permit is specifi c to the 
employee with the staff  member, not the organisati on, holding the intel-
lectual property rights, underlining the portable nature of a knowledge 
worker’s portf olio of skills. Archangel also pays for relevant conti nuous pro-
fessional development acti viti es that advance the archaeologists’ learning, 
as their experti se is used to promote the company’s services, which, in turn, 
infl uences profi tability, emphasising what King (2004) views as the overlap 
between organisati onal and individual perspecti ves in career management 
and career development.

Source: Based on the author’s consulti ng experience.
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long-term success by providing programmes that meet current and 
future resource requirements.

Conclusions

Providing effective career management and career development 
programmes is a critical challenge for twenty-fi rst century human 
resource practitioners and business leaders. Such programmes 
have an important role in building sustainable organisations and 
for offering employees a meaningful focus for their future. Organi-
sations and employees, however, bring varying perspectives to 
the situation and one of the challenges in the career management 
process is how such differences might be recognised and resolved. 
A partnership approach (Cedefop, 2008; Chartered Institute of Per-
sonnel and Development, 2011; King, 2004) offers one possibility 
as this entails employers supporting employees to develop the 
skills they need tomorrow, but within a context that appreciates 
that individuals are different and will have diverse expectations 
and requirements from a career. The value of this collabora-
tive approach is that it refl ects the current and future capabilities 
required by the organisation to fulfi l its strategy and meet its objec-
tives, as well as satisfying the needs of individuals to build the 
competence and competencies to feel engaged with, and valued by, 
their organisation.

Reconciling organisational and individual needs necessitates 
integrating career management and career development within the 
broader business strategy. Short-term horizons and an emphasis 
on fi nancial results mean that the requirement for effective career 
management and career development with its more intangible, 
enduring outcomes is often overlooked. Senior managers and 
human resource professionals require evidence to substantiate the 
benefi ts of focusing on long-term ongoing career management and 
career development measures, rather than transitory programmes, 
and this need provides several opportunities for researchers. For 
example, by using quantitative and qualitative longitudinal studies, 
career scholars could research the impact on organisational per-
formance of embedding extended timelines into the performance, 
reward and development systems of companies. Such an approach 
would facilitate our understanding of how altering key human 
resource systems over time, like performance appraisal, contingent 
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pay structures and learning initiatives, infl uence organisational 
career management and career development, and ultimately 
organisational performance. This could be conducted in tandem 
with exploring the effect of such measures on the individual career 
actor, providing both ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ data to support the organisa-
tion’s business and human resource strategies. 

Meeting the challenge of balancing the organisational and indi-
vidual positions in career management and career development 
initiatives will become even more important as working patterns 
continue to evolve in our globalised world. To refl ect contempo-
rary conceptualisations of careers within the globalised labour 
market, research might usefully be conducted with underrepre-
sented groups and within a variety of work experiences (Arnold 
and Cohen, 2008; Mulhall, 2011; Sullivan and Baruch, 2009). The 
incorporation into research agendas of a wider range of employ-
ment settings could augment our understanding of modern careers 
by mirroring the diversity of arrangements that individuals enact. 
For example, exploring the careers of part-time and temporary 
workers, those involved in double employment, and individuals 
who combine paid employment with self-employment. This would 
facilitate a more complete consideration of a person’s career, incor-
porating the totality of the unfolding sequence of his/her work 
experiences over time.
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CHAPTER 12 

Broken Promises: Why Strategic HRM Does Not 
Always Work

Jean Cushen and Brian Harney

Introducti on

Despite the widespread endorsement and diffusion of strategic 
human resource management (SHRM), numerous scholars argue 
the practice is beset with fundamental contradictions and tensions 
(Delbridge and Keenoy, 2010; Kochan, 2007; Thompson, 2012). This 
chapter grapples with these contradictions and tensions to show 
how they lie at the heart of SHRM prescriptions. First, we explore 
the limitations of SHRM and the consequences for SHRM’s quest 
of realising and demonstrating human resources’ (HR) strategic 
and performance impact. We then move on to explore why SHRM 
does not always deliver on its promises and why it is unrealistic to 
expect it to do so. Here we evaluate the defi nitive role that fi nancial 
imperatives play in framing SHRM intent and activities and the 
consequences for employee dynamics. The chapter then evaluates 
these arguments with respect to the available Irish evidence. The 
chapter concludes with commentary on the implications for SHRM 
theory, methodology and practice. 
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SHRM: Progress or Castles in the Air?

Since SHRM entered managerial parlance, it has been commended 
by advocates on the basis of two key and connected promises. The 
fi rst of these promises is that HR practices can be ‘strategically 
aligned’ to orientate people toward the achievement of business 
goals, thereby enhancing organisational performance. The second 
promise is that strategically aligned HR practices can create a 
‘unitarist’ environment of mutual gains prompting individuals to 
work as a team to achieve shared goals (Geare et al., 2006; Janssens 
and Steyaert, 2009; Van Buren, 2011). A quick scan of textbooks, 
dedicated journals, educational provisions and academic posi-
tions indicates that SHRM is in a very healthy position; it remains 
a widely endorsed approach to people management. However, 
although the early promises of SHRM are intuitively appealing, 
it is becoming increasingly evident that they are founded upon 
an inherent contradiction which undermines both the perfor-
mance and unitarist assertions: what is good for the organisation 
is not necessarily good for employees (Batt and Appelbaum, 2013; 
Cushen, 2013). This contradiction was noted in the early debates 
on SHRM and sparked ethical concerns that business realities 
meant SHRM placed a deceptive emphasis on the extent to which 
organisations cared about mutual gains and humanitarian values 
of self-actualisation at work (Drake and Drake, 1988; Legge, 1998). 
The contradiction was touched upon in early models of hard and 
soft human resource management (HRM), which highlighted that 
balancing the two was, at the very least, diffi cult (Legge, 1995; 
Watson, 2004). However, these concerns were downplayed by a 
unitarist revival manifest in interpretations of the SHRM function 
as an ‘employee champion/advocate’ or strategic partner (Ulrich 
and Brockbank, 2005) coupled with universalistic arguments con-
cerning the benefi cial impact of SHRM for both organisations and 
employees (Van Buren, 2011). 

Whilst the dominance of performance and unitarist assertions 
have certainly brought legitimacy and visibility to SHRM, there are 
increasing signs of frustration concerning its progress and impact 
(see Kaufman, 2012; Guest, 2011). With respect to the HR profes-
sion, Kochan (2007: 603) bemoans the loss of the HR function’s 
ability to challenge fi rms to better balance employee and organi-
sational interests. Furthermore, the validity of studies proclaiming 
the positive impact of SHRM has been called into question. Boselie 
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et al. (2009: 464) claim research on SHRM ‘takes a single-country, 
best-practice view of HRM, and builds on unitarist notions built 
on the interests of the organizations’ managers or shareholders’. In 
other words, SHRM is deemed to work if shareholders are satisfi ed 
and insuffi cient regard is given to the recipients of SHRM interven-
tions, namely employees. Extensive content analysis of key SHRM 
studies fi nds a ‘consensus’ orientation underpinned by a unitarist 
outlook and a related bias to assess positive outcomes (Keegan 
and Boselie, 2006; Batt and Banerjee, 2012). Simply put, researchers 
have been slow to examine any negative consequences of SHRM. 
Assumptions of unitary outcomes and a tendency to treat organi-
sations as functional entities operating in isolation have resulted 
in a failure to fully embrace the complexities of organisational life 
(Van Buren, 2011). In order to fl esh out the prospective tensions 
and contradictions hidden beneath the surface of SHRM, the next 
section examines the socioeconomic context framing organisational 
and SHRM actions and subsequent employee dynamics. These 
provide a lens through which the realities of SHRM can be better 
appreciated. 

Structural Constraints: Financial Capitalism 

One of the most signifi cant factors infl uencing contemporary organ-
isations and social relations within them is the dominance of capital 
fl ows and fi nancial institutions (Nolan, 2011). This current era of 
‘fi nancialization’ has brought with it an unprecedented movement 
of capital directed by institutional investors interested in short-term 
earnings and projections as manifest in metrics including ‘earnings 
per share’ (EPS), ‘return on capital employed’ (ROCE), ‘economic 
value added’ (EVA) and ‘total shareholder return’ (TSR). Organi-
sational strategy is increasingly organised around achieving these 
fi nancialized metrics in order to satisfy and engage investors (Froud 
et al., 2006). In this regard, the fi rm’s primary purpose becomes 
one of maximising shareholder value (Kochan, 2012). To date, 
SHRM research has incorporated external infl uences (e.g. product 
markets) in a functional manner but has neglected the defi nitive 
role of investors and developments in capitalist investment pat-
terns (Thompson, 2003, 2013). This failure of SHRM enthusiasts to 
consider the pressures generated by fi nancial markets risks under-
mining the credibility of their prescriptions. This is because in this 
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current era of capitalism fi rms are more orien tated towards fi nan-
cial engineering to accumulate capital from fi nancial markets over 
and above production and product markets (Thompson, 2013). 
Put simply, fi nancial relationships external to the organisation are 
deemed to be defi ning the employment relationship (Appelbaum 
et al., 2013).

Top management are under increasing pressure to provide 
fi nancial returns if they are to avoid divestment and hostile take-
over, not to mention loss of personal remuneration. Financial 
returns can be realised through increasing revenue in the consumer 
market and/or cutting internal costs. However, not all consumer 
markets are amenable to ever-changing products and services and 
not all organisations can continuously cut costs without negative 
consequences for employees. Even in times of economic prosperity, 
consumer markets often fail to yield suffi cient returns to satiate 
investor appetites and maintain share price. The ultimate conse-
quence is a quest by top management for short-term fi nancial gain 
resulting in cost-cutting, downsizing, taking on debt and limiting 
internal investment. The stock market reinforces this behaviour 
by no longer exacting a price penalty, and indeed rewarding cost- 
cutting and asset-stripping (Batt and Appelbaum, 2013; Kochan, 
2012). Financialization therefore aligns with, and reinforces, 
broader trends of labour market insecurity, externalisation and 
internationalisation (Thompson, 2013). Moreover, the logic has 
been readily transferred beyond stock-listed companies to inform 
organisational behaviour, action and the terms of accountability 
not only in the private sector but also increasingly in the public and 
non-profi t domains. 

With respect to SHRM, fi nancialized capitalism accentuates 
existing tensions to polarise the interests of top management and 
employees (Cushen, 2013). Top management are mandated to 
operate by investor rules, leaving little time for considerations of 
culture or development, resulting in a focus on ‘reducing rather 
than transforming the workforce’ (Thompson, 2005: 168). Quanti-
tative studies demonstrate that prioritising the needs of investors 
results in signifi cant losses for employees. Employees working 
within highly fi nancialized economies experience greater job inse-
curity, fi nancial insecurity, work intensifi cation, an erosion of 
benefi ts and a suppression of employee voice (see Cushen, 2013, 
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for a review). At the extreme case of market servitude are examples 
such as ‘dead peasants’ insurance’, where employers have taken 
out life insurance policies on employees without their knowledge 
or consent, resulting in them making a profi t when the employee 
dies (Marinetto, 2011: 132). The elevation of profi ts and stock price 
to the role of ultimate arbiters in the evaluation of SHRM implicitly 
promotes the view that employee-focused practices or goals such 
as improving working conditions are only justifi able insofar as they 
deliver immediate fi nancial gain (Adler et al., 2007; Rynes, 2004). 

Employee Dynamics: High Performance and Mutual Gains? 

A key premise of SHRM is that it fosters enhanced commitment 
and that employees derive a level of personal and material fulfi l-
ment upon the achievement of organisational goals. In practice, 
the unitary experience appears to be the exception with studies 
indicating a general decline in job satisfaction since the 1990s, low 
overall levels of employee engagement (Truss et al., 2013) and 
the emergence of substantial job inequality (Kochan, 2012). Com-
pliance can substitute for commitment in a domain where ‘high 
performance’ work is largely a function of performance manage-
ment and market discipline (Thompson, 2011). High performance 
strategic alignment can therefore translate into employees being 
judged as objects to be examined, benchmarked and modifi ed in 
the task of realising business strategy. Innovative business ana-
lytics facilitate organisations to analyse their human resources to 
specifi cally identify those individuals who or positions that gen-
erate the most profi t (Kiechel, 2012: 71). This is not to say that 
studies on high performance work systems (HPWS) do not position 
employees as important agents in the HPWS chain; the problem is 
that such studies often do not give due regard to the consequences 
of HPWS interventions on the supposedly important other aspect 
of the SHRM bargain, namely unitary outcomes of mutual gain. 

Subsequent employee-related tensions are typically explained 
in terms of ineffective SHRM with the assumption that employee 
behaviour can simply be strategically re-aligned through lever-
aging a series of intrinsic and extrinsic levers. The problem is 
assumed to come from within the individual and not wider sys-
temic tensions and contradictions that polarise the interests of 
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different organisational agents. Even in organisations where the 
HR function has achieved something akin to a strategic partner 
role, employees have been found to experience feelings of frus-
tration and isolation (Hope-Hailey et al., 2005). Moreover, the 
increased task autonomy of high involvement HRM can also 
result in pressure to perform and less overall control of working 
lives (Orlitzky and Frenkel, 2005). Indeed SHRM proponents have 
been criticised for neglecting critical HR-related trends which run 
counter to the unitarist perspective, such as outsourcing, trade 
unions, confl ict management and top management fraud (Batt and 
Banerjee, 2012). In light of such trends, it is perhaps unsurprising 
that some fi nd the very terminology of human ‘resources’ ethi-
cally fraught as it risks the humanness, dignity, rights and liberty 
of those managed by hollowing them to ‘a narrow dimension of 
their whole selves’ (Mintzberg, 2009: 61). Recognising that SHRM 
does not automatically improve performance outcomes or the 
employment experience has prompted some scholars to challenge 
the persuasive rhetoric, imagery and values of SHRM (Keenoy, 
2009). Such works claim that the power of SHRM stems from the 
role it plays in perpetuating unitary myths that heighten manage-
rial legitimacy. This post-structural viewpoint argues that SHRM 
paints a deceptive gloss over harsher business decisions in order to 
provide employees with a baselessly positive view of their worth to 
the organisation and to secure their subjective commitment even in 
times when the organisation is not committing to employees. 

However, in the context of fi nancialized capitalism, there is an 
argument that monolithic normative structures promoting com-
mitment and shared product market visions are increasingly 
redundant, if not counterproductive (Cushen, 2013). Indeed, many 
question how proponents of SHRM can claim the approach is based 
on mutual commitment and enhancing the employment experience 
when this frequently sits alongside a lived reality of heightened 
employment insecurity prompted by prioritising the short-term 
fi nancial interests of shareholders (Kochan, 2012; Marchington and 
Grugulis, 2000). In essence, market risks are increasingly being 
borne by employees whose ‘ultimate allegiance is to their skills and 
careers and who have little reason to identify with their current, 
but probably temporary, employer’ (Kunda and Ailon-Souday, 
2005: 213). 
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Broken Promises? The Irish Evidence 

Irish scholars have a strong record in uncovering the complexi-
ties of the employment relationship and how fi nancial imperatives 
undermine the ideological undercurrents of some key SHRM con-
cepts. This section will draw on studies which highlight how the 
aspirations of SHRM may refl ect an ideological ideal as opposed 
to an empirical reality. In particular, it will detail research which 
may better explicate the status of SHRM in Ireland. The fi rst section 
offers a broad overview of the socioeconomic context in Ireland. 
The second section explores organisational and employee-based 
research which has illuminated some of the complexities and ten-
sions of SHRM as it is enacted in practice in Ireland. 

Ireland and Financialized Capitalism 

In many ways the Irish context and its economic turbulence serve 
as an ideal backdrop to examine the issues explored in this chapter. 
As a small, open economy, Ireland is fi rmly rooted within fi nan-
cialized capitalism and is vulnerable to its consequences. Indeed, 
early commentators noted that Ireland’s adherence to free trade, 
free enterprise and foreign industrial domination exemplifi ed 
how dependency-type mechanisms can thrive in a liberal, open 
market context (O’Hearn, 1989). Ireland is one of the largest per 
capita recipients of foreign direct investment (FDI) from market 
listed multinational corporations (MNCs) and has been referred 
to as the most globalised economy in the world (Collings et al., 
2008). Dobbins (2010: 498) argues that Ireland’s position as a very 
open economy characterised by permissive voluntarism leaves 
enterprises especially exposed to the contradictions of capitalism, 
with the consequence that employers are more likely to renege on 
workplace bargains with employees. In an examination of social 
partnership, McDonough and Dundon (2010) draw upon social 
structures of accumulation theory to explore how four constituent 
elements – globalisation, neoliberalism, weakened labour and 
fi nancialization – intertwined to initially foster, but then subse-
quently fracture, the basis for social partnership. They conclude 
that ‘Irish industrial relations cannot be understood in isolation 
from a broader analysis of the rise and fall of social structures of 
capitalist accumulation’ (McDonough and Dundon, 2010: 544). 
From this understanding it is apparent that social partnership was 
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never as stable or unitarist as was typically assumed (cf. Teague 
and Donaghey, 2009). 

Other Irish authors have critiqued the trend towards an exclu-
sively economic orientation to people management (Bolton and 
Houlihan, 2008), with an associated argument that national-level 
policy has replicated an emphasis ‘on the resource dimension of 
the human rather than the human dimension of the resource’ (Lee, 
2002: 292). Looking at the SHRM concept of the psychological con-
tract, Cullinane and Dundon (2006: 124) lament how a language of 
individualism, obligations and mutual reciprocity has refashioned 
the employment relationship in such a way that it ‘manifestly 
ignores important structural, institutional and class-based dimen-
sions of social relationships’. Incorporating such dimensions, 
Dundon et al. (2010) explore the mutually reinforcing roles of 
socialisation, education, vested interests and SHRM discourse in 
informing managerial hostility to trade unions. Whilst the vast eco-
nomic expansion in Ireland during the Celtic Tiger years served to 
defl ect attention away from the key contradictions of fi nancialized 
capitalism (Roche, 2007; O’Riain, 2010), worrying trends emerged 
even in the ‘good times’. Those especially vulnerable at the height 
of economic growth included older workers and women (D’Art and 
Turner, 2005). Immigrants to the country found very little of reality 
in the image of the Celtic Tiger (Dundon et al., 2007; Turner, 2010). 
Income inequality in Ireland expanded over the boom years as an 
increasing share of the wealth generated was returned to capital 
rather than labour (Flaherty and O’Riain, 2013). Kirby (2010: 190) 
captures the paradox inherent within the Irish model as ‘relating to 
its core features – its highly dependent regime of capital accumula-
tion and its very weak regime of distribution’. 

Irish Organisati ons and Employees in an Era of Financialized 
Capitalism 

Irish scholarship has long questioned the dominant streams of 
SHRM research and focused not on SHRM prescriptions but on 
understanding employee experiences of work (cf. Guest, 2011). This 
section will examine broad trends in employment before exploring 
research which has more directly connected the employee experi-
ence of SHRM to wider fi nancial imperatives. Whilst some more 
recent trends are partly attributable to the onset of the fi nancial 
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crisis and the Irish recession, the evidence demonstrates how fi nan-
cial and performance goals have long defi ned the employment 
relationship and the SHRM agenda. Exposure to the pressures of 
capital accumulation is often combined with a growing ‘elasticity 
of work’ manifest in enhanced work demands and responsibilities 
coupled with a blurring of private and work life (Thompson, 2013). 
This certainly seems to be the case in Ireland where, starting more 
than twenty years ago, there has been a trend of growing intensity 
in the level and diffi culty of tasks conducted by employees (Turner 
and Morley, 1995: 65). In a study examining 402 employees in man-
ufacturing fi rms, Turner and Morley (1995) found that the majority 
of workers felt that they were working harder and operating 
under tougher conditions. Geary and Dobbins (2001) explored the 
introduction of teamwork in an Irish subsidiary of a large United 
States (US) pharmaceutical company. Respondents reported on 
the notable intensifi cation of effort and pressure to achieve targets, 
although it was acknowledged that responses to teamwork were 
not uniform but contingent on expectations and previous experi-
ence. Recent research on work–life balance, drawing on a sample 
of 729 employees from 15 public and private organisations, found 
that achieving a desired balance is an endemic problem for Irish 
workers, irrespective of the category of employee or their respec-
tive career stage (Darcy et al., 2012). A comprehensive overview 
of employee experiences of work is provided in the National 
Workplace Surveys (O’Connell et al., 2010), the latest of which 
identifi es an increase in work pressures and work intensifi cation 
and a decrease in job security.

Comparing the 2009 workplace survey with a comparable 
national survey conducted in 2003, Russell and McGinty (2013) 
found a signifi cant increase in work pressure. Increased work 
pressures were associated with key job changes such as pay cuts, 
increases in responsibility and monitoring. Staff reductions and 
company reorganisations in the previous two years also, unsurpris-
ingly, contributed to increased work pressure and job insecurity. 

Geary and Trif (2011) conducted an in-depth case study of a 
fi nancial institution to explore the distribution of gains accruing 
from workplace partnership interventions. This study likewise 
uncovered increased work pressure in the form of additional 
responsibilities and work hours. Interestingly, senior management 
in this organisation were more likely than employees to assert that 
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the gains from partnership were equally shared. This tendency of 
management to over-emphasise the unitary benefi ts of its SHRM 
practices has been documented in other studies. A project exploring 
workplace values and beliefs amongst over 300 employees in 
Ireland found that while those at managerial levels had a unita-
rist orientation with respect to their workplace, this was in marked 
contrast to the pluralist outlook found amongst employees (Geare 
at al., 2014). This distinction is likewise found in previous work 
which exposed signifi cant gaps in the perceptions between man-
agement and workers with reference to whether they operate on 
the same side (Turner and Morley, 1995: 204) and with respect to 
the level of infl uence workers are permitted to have (Geary, 2007: 
120). Ironically, the disseminators and recipients of SHRM are 
reporting widely different views of the same practices, practices 
which are specifi cally designed to cultivate cohesive unitary shared 
views. Furthermore, employees are aware of such differentials, as 
evidenced in a study examining modes of employee resistance in 
an advertising agency where humour served to subvert various 
forms of control, including gender norms and managerial authority 
(Kenny and Euchler, 2012).

An examination of trends relating to employee careers high-
lights how responsibility for careers and performance has switched 
from the organisation to the individual as manifest in the language 
of boundaryless and protean careers (see Chapter 11). Research on 
contingent work shows how trends in this area can be understood 
in terms of advanced capitalism and the ‘intermeshed nature of the 
economic and the social’ (Bolton et al., 2012: 123). In this context, 
Cullen (2010: 508) has argued that prominent self-help and career 
development books can be read ‘as tools of domination in how 
they encourage individuals to maintain a malleable sense of self-
hood which can be recombined and reconfi gured to meet the needs 
of rapidly changing circumstances’. Even the most privileged of 
employees, namely those operating in knowledge-based positions, 
are not necessarily recipients of the type of sophisticated practices 
or developmental opportunities that best SHRM practice might pre-
scribe (Harney et al., 2011; Kelly et al., 2011). Research by Cushen 
(2013) has expanded upon the experiences of knowledge workers 
by directly incorporating capital market pressures and examining 
the resulting tensions (see Box 12.1).

HRM-Final.indb   240HRM-Final.indb   240 28/01/2014   14:25:1528/01/2014   14:25:15



Broken Promises: Why Strategic HRM Does Not Always Work

241

Box 12.1: Financialisati on Trumps HRM in Avatar Ireland

 ‘Avatar Ireland’ is a subsidiary of a high technology, multi nati onal corpora-
ti on, ‘Avatar Group’. Avatar Group is one of the most fi nancially successful 
organisati ons in the world, consistently ranked high within publicati ons 
listi ng the world’s ‘largest’, ‘most innovati ve’, ‘best known brands’ and ‘great 
places to work’. In the year the ethnographic study was conducted, 2007, 
Avatar Ireland’s HR practi ces were ranked in the top 5 per cent of the Irish 
‘Great Place to Work’ competi ti on, refl ecti ng its elaborate employee brand, 
people management strategy, award-winning communicati on mechanisms, 
bundles of interrelated best HR practi ces, and a large HR department at 
the core of strategy and operati ons. Despite this level of HR sophisti cati on, 
employees at Avatar Ireland exhibited low levels of engagement, scepti cism 
and oft en barely disguised contempt for HR practi ces; this from a cadre of 
knowledge workers who are supposedly parti cularly open to the charms of 
soft  HRM.

In-depth interviews revealed that employees perceived that their 
employment was defi ned by fi nancial, career and job insecurity. Avatar 
Group’s desire to boost the share price meant cost-cutti  ng was a regular 
feature of life in Avatar Ireland. Despite the levels of fi nancial success, Avatar 
Ireland was frequently restructured and jobs were lost through centralisa-
ti on, outsourcing and redundancies. Employees felt insecure, underpaid 
and undervalued. Far from glossing over these senti ments or easing the 
implementati on of cost-cutti  ng measures, HR practi ces were interpreted 
as a ‘vanity’ project that painted an excessively fl att ering picture of the 
organisati on. Employees interpreted the gap between HR rhetoric and their 
lived reality as an aff ront to their ability to discern the material conditi ons 
of their employment. One employee summed up the common senti ment 
stati ng:

It’s very hard to swallow, they’re telling you one day how important 
you are to them and the next day they’re making more redundant. 
They’re telling you there’s not enough people to do the job, and 
they’re agreeing that they’re trying to do something about it. Then 
they’re letti  ng all these people go and they’re not taking people on 
to replace them. It’s just hypocrisy aft er hypocrisy. 

Surveys in Avatar Ireland revealed that, for several years, while it was a 
high performing organisati on, employee engagement was lower than the 
nati onal average as benchmarked by the consulti ng company that the fi rm 
commissioned to conduct the survey. The Avatar Ireland case challenges the 
salience given to best practi ce HR as the sole source of positi ve workplace 
outcomes and employee performance. In fact, well-meaning att empts to 
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Cushen’s (2013) in-depth ethnographic research into the sub-
sidiary of a leading global organisation (Avatar), demonstrates 
how fi nancial markets can dominate the organisation of knowl-
edge work over and above the product market, creating a distinct, 
 tension-fi lled, fi nancialized knowledge labour process (Cushen, 
2013). This research unbundles ‘best practices’, the conditions that 
can undermine and sustain them, and the contradictory effects on 
the employment experience and attitudes of employees (Cushen 
and Thompson, 2012: 82). 

SHRM’s Broken Promises: Analysis and Insights 

In a classic early contribution, Karen Legge took issue with the 
dominance of the normative perspective on personnel manage-
ment, ‘removed from its context without recognising that, in 
practice, it is the context in which it operates that is likely to con-
strain and mould the content of the function’ (Legge, 1978: 1). This 
criticism holds true of much work in SHRM today. Dominant 
SHRM writings continue to abstract SHRM away from the context 
of the broader structures which it both refl ects and serves. The 
current chapter highlights the importance of opening up theoret-
ical and methodological pathways for a more balanced assessment 
of the realities of SHRM. Theoretical viewpoints that understand 
SHRM as a unitarist organisation-level practice that functions in 
a vacuum, divorced from economic context, are not in a position 
to uncover and explain the varied and contradictory lived experi-
ences of SHRM that more pluralistic approaches identify. Of course 
contemporary literature in SHRM does speak to the distinction 
between intended and enacted practice but it assumes that this is a 
gap that can be easily bridged, or constitutes a problem for which 
there is a fi xed menu of SHRM solutions. In order to avoid going 
down this theoretical cul-de-sac, researchers and practitioners 
need to give credence to the varied roles and experiences of the 

convince employees that the organisati on values them can have the con-
tradictory eff ect of prompti ng employees to examine the gap between such 
rhetoric and their lived experience. Skilled knowledge workers can be high 
performing and simultaneously uncommitt ed and even angry towards the 
company.

Source: Cushen (2013)
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range of stakeholders who effect and are affected by SHRM. This 
in turn draws attention to the impact and sustainability of SHRM 
interventions in the context of the broader socioeconomic system 
(Thompson, 2011). Clearly, SHRM can lead to complex and con-
tradictory outcomes (Ehrnrooth and Björkman, 2012). However the 
‘structured antagonism’ (Edwards, 1986: 5) that characterises work 
is frequently (conveniently) neglected in SHRM research. The ten-
sions and contradiction inherent to the employment relationship 
mean that SHRM interventions can only ever be expected to deliver 
partial success (Townsend et al., 2013) or partial failure (Hyman, 
1987). A consequence is that ‘an understanding of how the employ-
ment relationship is structured and regulated and a concern with 
how managers manage such endemic potential confl icts ought to be 
at the heart of HRM’ (Delbridge and Keenoy, 2010: 802, emphasis 
in the original). 

With respect to methodology, the data presented in this chapter 
illuminate the value of in-depth methods to complement dominant 
positivist, large-scale survey approaches to understanding SHRM. 
Irish studies have highlighted how previous research has tended to 
ignore or downplay employees’ subjective assessments (Geary and 
Trif, 2011), focus only on core groups (Geary and Dobbins, 2001) 
or offer surface-level snapshots rather than intensive, longitudinal 
explorations (Cushen, 2013). As Watson (2004: 464) articulates 
in his call for critical social science, ‘it is only when close atten-
tion is given to the activities of “fl esh and blood” organizational 
actors in “actual” organizational situations that the full extent of 
the interplay that occurs between interpretive and the broader 
socio-political processes becomes clear.’ An exclusive reliance on 
positivism is particularly problematic as it operates by assuming a 
specifi c world order by way of variables or relationships and then 
maps reality back to fi t that order (Harney, 2009). Typically absent is 
any serious situating of SHRM in the wider structural and cultural 
context of changing forms of capitalist political economy and the 
realities of societal and global power and inequalities (Thompson, 
2012: 360; Watson, 2004). Perhaps more cynical is the suggestion 
by Keegan and Boselie (2006) that many academic journals actually 
favour a ‘consensus’ standpoint underpinned by a unitarist orien-
tation and a related bias to assess positive, ‘win-win’ outcomes. 
Indeed, it may not be in a fl edging fi eld’s interest to recognise the 
partial basis of its success or the indeterminacy inherent to the 
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employment relationship; SHRM academic research is  ultimately 
part of a system and serves its own masters of legitimacy, funding 
and publication. 

Conclusions

Overall, Irish researchers have looked beyond the seductive rhet-
oric of SHRM. Concepts such as ‘new realism’, ‘high performance 
work systems’ and ‘high commitment management’ were subject 
to early empirical scrutiny with particular attention directed to 
the impact of SHRM on trade unions and the dynamics of perfor-
mance management (Roche, 1999; Turner and Morley, 1995). This 
chapter has located the discussion of why SHRM may not realise 
its full promise within a broader socioeconomic context, whereby 
the circuit of capital is seen to shape both the enactment and expe-
rience of SHRM. In so doing we have avoided the term ‘critical 
SHRM’, on the basis that a suitably informed approach to SHRM 
should, by defi nition, not be seduced by simplistic prescriptions 
and instead should embrace the complexity of SHRM through 
exploring the structural context and the range of stakeholders and 
perspectives that shape the contemporary employment experi-
ences. SHRM research should therefore incorporate the institutional 
interactions that frame SHRM decisions, including the competing 
logics of markets, consultants and stakeholders (Delbridge and 
Edwards, 2013).

It follows that further theory and research might be on more 
realistic ground by researching the actual practice and experience 
of SHRM within fi rms and by appreciating that SHRM interven-
tions are simply the latest incarnation of century-old managerial 
attempts to manage the contradictions of control and consent rather 
than the means of eluding or absolving them (Barley and Kunda, 
1992). SHRM in this guise may be best conceptualised as constant 
management of challenge (cf. Rumelt, 2011). This, in turn, may help 
generate a more helpful form of analysis which sees the broken 
promises of SHRM interventions as not necessarily a failing of the 
HR function or employees per se, but as a symptom of the tensions 
and contradictions that abound in the contemporary workplace. In 
terms of practice, this would caution against simplistic HRM inter-
ventions and expose the futility of naively adopting ‘best practice’. 
The realities of business are such that SHRM simply cannot always 
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be ‘strategically aligned’ and ‘unitarist’ at the same time, and to 
downplay this represents a considerable disservice to HR practi-
tioners who often have the unenviable task of implementing tough 
management decisions on the one hand and maintaining high 
levels of employee engagement and motivation on the other. This is 
not to say that SHRM is redundant, we simply argue that HR stake-
holders would be better served by advice and research that helps 
them to appreciate and navigate, rather than suppress and deny, 
the plurality of interests that shape the employment relationship. 
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CONCLUSION

Towards the Future

Kathy Monks and Brian Harney

Introducti on

The aim of this chapter is to explore the future of strategic human 
resource management (SHRM) in Ireland at both a research and 
practice level. In so doing, the authors are very well aware that 
they do not have a crystal ball at their disposal that can be guar-
anteed to predict what such a future may hold. At the same time, 
recent trends and developments do provide us with some oppor-
tunity to consider what issues might emerge and how researchers 
and practitioners might be best placed to either research or manage 
new developments. We examine emerging areas that we consider 
will provide interesting and fruitful lines of enquiry for researchers 
and managers alike. At an organisational level we explore the areas 
of SHRM and sustainability, ‘green HRM’ and e-HRM, while at an 
employee level we consider the broad area of the employment rela-
tionship, particular with regard to understanding the nature and 
management of skills and issues of employee well-being. Finally, 
at a more theoretical level, we consider emerging reconceptuali-
sations of human resource management (HRM) that include the 
notion of human resource (HR) signals rather than practices. 
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SHRM and Sustainability: A New Extension of the SHRM and 
Performance Debate?

The starting point for our consideration of the future of research 
into SHRM emerges from the debates on the links between SHRM 
and performance. This topic has exercised the minds of many 
academics for a long number of years, although gaps in our under-
standing still remain and the actual mechanisms of the workings of 
the ‘black box’ that are at the centre of these debates are still some-
what elusive. For the most part, this stream of literature has been 
located at fi rm level, although more recently the focus of attention 
has switched to the employee as well as to the role of line managers 
(see Chapter 1 of this book for an overview of SHRM and perfor-
mance research). A smaller stream of research has considered the 
issue of SHRM and performance more widely. For example, the 
broader context within which SHRM operates was always to the 
fore in the minds of many European researchers such as Paauwe 
(2009) but has tended to be given less attention in the infl uential 
stream of research emerging from the United States. 

There is now evidence of a shift in direction and a broadening of 
how the notion of performance might be interpreted. For example, 
a recent special edition of Human Resource Management (2012) 
focused on SHRM’s role in sustainability. The defi nition adopted 
by the editors of this special edition is that ‘business sustainability 
means adopting a “triple bottom line” perspective that focuses on 
the environmental, social and economic performance of an organi-
zation’ (Taylor et al., 2012: 790). This notion not only extends the 
performance focus that has been at the heart of SHRM research 
for so long into a much broader landscape, but radically alters the 
notion of the landscape itself. The previously held view that the 
function of a business was simply to make profi t is gradually eroded 
as it becomes evident that there is an insuffi cient supply of natural 
resources to fuel such a philosophy. The research on sustainability 
links to the emerging literature on ‘green’ SHRM. A recent review 
(Jackson et al., 2011, cited in Taylor et al., 2012) suggests a pro-
gramme for SHRM research that interlinks aspects of SHRM with 
the area of environmental management. Similarly, another recent 
review (Renwick et al., 2013) uses the ability–motivation–oppor-
tunity (AMO) theory in developing a case for the integration of 
the separate literatures of environmental management and SHRM 
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research. This review summarises the research gaps in our under-
standing of these issues, which range from how staff might be 
attracted, developed and motivated in line with a ‘green’ agenda 
(Bauer and Aiman-Smith, 1996) to the linking mechanisms between 
employee participation in green employee involvement schemes 
and positive employee and organisational outcomes. 

This broadening of the scope of SHRM research to embrace the 
notion of a sustainable organisation provides exciting opportuni-
ties. Given Ireland’s precarious economic position, it may also be 
particular apposite at this point in time. At the same time, the terrain 
is not without its perils for researchers keen to make a name for 
themselves in this area. Multi-level research is invariably complex 
(Klein and Kozlowski, 2000) and areas such as sustainability and 
the environment add another layer of complexity to the challenges 
of data collection and analysis, as well as requiring researchers to 
adopt a multi-disciplinary perspective in their perusal of relevant 
literature.

At a practice level, the incursion by the HR professional into these 
new areas will require a rethinking of the contribution that HR 
might make within the organisation and acquisition of a broader 
level of expertise. A recent survey in the United Kingdom indicates 
that HR managers increasingly see their contribution to the corpo-
rate responsibility agenda as vital. However, it also notes that the 
HR profession as a whole needs to articulate more persuasively 
why HR should have a central role in corporate responsibility (Ball-
inger et al., 2012). An article by Dubois and Dubois (2012) sets out a 
set of SHRM actions that they suggest will support the embedding 
of environmental sustainability into an organisation. They examine 
HR functional areas in considering the HR actions required and 
here it is interesting to note the terms used in their descriptions of 
functional areas and their accompanying practices. While the old 
reliables of training and development, performance management, 
and rewards and recognition appear in their list, these are joined 
by practices such as ‘line management alignment’, ‘HRM system 
architecture development’ and ‘organization strategy participa-
tion’, suggesting new areas of expertise may be required for HR 
managers. A distinction is also made between ‘transformational 
HRM’ activities that ‘create a paradigm shift for all organisa-
tional members’ (p. 816) and ‘traditional HRM’ that is undertaken 
‘with an eye to transformation’ and to ‘ensure vertical/horizontal 
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alignment’ (p. 817). This presents HR professionals with options in 
both approach and delivery of the new agenda. 

E-HRM: The Domain of HR Professionals or IT Specialists?

A discussion of electronic human resource management (e-HRM) 
shares commonalities with our previous discussion of SHRM and 
sustainability in requiring the adoption of a multi-disciplinary 
perspective. Indeed, it is this multidisciplinary perspective that 
makes both HR academics and HR professionals somewhat uneasy 
with the domain of e-HRM as it is unclear the extent to which it 
belongs to information technology (IT) or HR experts. Additional 
complications come from the possibility that it may be viewed as a 
transactional rather than transformational activity and somewhat 
immutable to change, thus reducing further the interest level of 
possible protagonists (see Stone and Dulebohn, 2013).

A recent defi nition of e-HRM suggests that it consists of ‘confi gu-
rations of computer hardware, software and electronic networking 
resources that enable intended or actual HRM activities (e.g., poli-
cies, practices and services) through individual and group level 
interactions within and across organisational boundaries’ (Marler 
and Fisher, 2013: 21). Marler and Fisher examined primary research 
studies into e-HRM that had been undertaken over a twelve-year 
period in order to describe and evaluate the evidence for the rela-
tionship between e-HRM and SHRM. Their fi ndings suggest 
various research avenues that might be progressed. First, it appears 
that e-HRM is still at a very early stage of development when 
compared with either the information technology or the strategic 
management literatures. Second, despite the vast amount of liter-
ature on the SHRM and performance debates, Marler and Fisher 
could not fi nd any study that had directly examined either the 
relationship between the adoption of e-HRM and organisational 
performance measures or the adoption of e-HRM and improved 
HR outcomes such as job satisfaction or turnover. Third, while 
research has been undertaken into specifi c areas of e-HRM, such 
as e-learning or e-recruiting, many areas remain untapped. For 
example, there is little known about the effectiveness of web-based 
selection systems, despite their evident popularity. 

Venturing into the terrain of e-HRM will require researchers 
to grapple with the complexities of information technology and 
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understand its various applications. Issues of professional iden-
tity will once again come to the fore as HR and IT specialists work 
to deliver effective HR solutions. At a practice level, there is a 
need for HR professionals to consider some of the ramifi cations 
of e-HRM systems on areas such as the employment relationship. 
For example, if employees are much more in command of the ways 
in which they manage their elements of this relationship through 
e-systems, how will the role of the HR professional alter? (See 
Aguinis and Lawal (2013) and Strohmeier (2013) for an overview 
of this issue and some proposed areas for research.) The bounda-
ries of the employment relationship are also likely to reconfi gure 
as technological advances make it easier to perform work remotely 
(Dewhurts et al., 2013). Indeed, experts project that, within a few 
years, more than 1.3 billion people will work virtually (Johns and 
Gratton, 2013). Finally, social networks open up a range of possibili-
ties for problem-solving as employees can more readily draw upon 
the collective intelligence of their social network (Gorbis, 2013). 
While this makes managing the knowledge fl ows of an organisa-
tion all the more complex, it presents an important opportunity for 
the HR function to connect employees through technology (Ulrich 
et al., 2013). 

The ways in which the employment relationship may change as a 
result of e-HRM brings us to the next section of our analysis, which 
moves to an employee level in considering some of the emerging 
issues surrounding the employment relationship. 

Rethinking the Employment Relati onship

In a recent article in Human Resource Management Journal, written as 
part of the ‘Innovations in HRM Series’, Peter Boxall (2013) assesses 
the quality of alignment in employment relationships. He suggests 
that research to date has been oriented towards exploration of the 
specifi c practices that comprise HRM, such as selection, training, 
appraisal or remuneration and that, as a result, ‘the question of how 
to assess the quality of the whole – the employment relationship – 
has been poorly served’ (p. 3). In common with research trends in 
sustainability and e-HRM already described, Boxall adopts a multi-
disciplinary perspective in exploring the issue of mutuality or 
alignment in the employment relationship. In this analysis he dis-
putes widely-held views on notions of human resources as ‘people 
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employed in any organisation’, instead adopting a much more 
wide-ranging defi nition that proposes them as: ‘the resources that 
are intrinsic to human beings which they can apply to the various 
tasks of life’. In this defi nition he includes the ‘knowledge, skills, 
networks and energies that people may deploy in their various 
roles’ as well as ‘the underpinning dynamic characteristics of 
people, including their physical and emotional health’ (p. 4). Boxall 
moves on to provide a model of how the alignment in employment 
relationships might operate and proposes three tests of this align-
ment: whether there is a capability match, a commitment match 
and a contribution match (p. 6). Boxall’s redefi nition of human 
resources, together with his views on how alignment in employ-
ment relationships might be tested, is considered in light of interest 
at both research and practice levels in the notion of talent manage-
ment and the underpinning stream of contemporary research on 
the nature of skills and performance. Some of these issues are con-
sidered in more detail below. 

Managing Talent – or Opti mising Skills?

A recent consultancy report by KPMG International (2012) identi-
fi ed many elements within the broad area of talent management as 
issues which HR executives identifi ed as challenges for the future. 
These inter-related challenges included: ‘managing, hiring and 
identifying talent globally while retaining important local insights’; 
‘managing a fl exible and virtual workforce – but not at the cost of 
loyalty and career development’; and ‘retaining the best talent – 
maintaining employee engagement in the face of a less committed, 
more fl exible workforce’ (p. 4). However, research within an Irish 
context (Shanks et al., 2013) suggests that Irish organisations may 
be facing somewhat more basic talent management problems. 
The survey of 1,000 employed and unemployed individuals and 
100 organisations undertaken by Shanks et al. suggest that there 
are critical gaps between the skills that current and prospective 
employees possess and those that organisations actually require. 

The centrality of talent management for both HR practitioners 
and HR researchers raises deep-seated issues that relate to the 
nature of skills within organisations. While researchers continue to 
tackle these issues (see Hunter et al., 2012 for the issues involved in 
hiring an innovative workforce), an article by Grugulis and Stoy-
anova (2011) explores the assumption that there is actually a link 
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between skills and performance. In so doing, they unpack some of 
the issues involved in defi ning, evaluating and measuring these 
two complex constructs, as well as the problems in establishing 
satisfactory proxies for their use in research studies. The encom-
passing of both ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ elements within the domain of 
‘skills’ gives some indications of the issues that must be considered 
in any deconstruction of the term. This becomes particularly diffi -
cult in unpacking the notion of ‘soft skills’. Grugulis and Stoyanova 
(p. 522) point out that:

… the term ‘soft skills’ covers qualities that are so many and 
so varied that it is tempting to attribute either everything or 
nothing to them. This is, after all, a category that can incor-
porate (among others) smiling, problem-solving, customer 
service and self-confi dence. 

However, these reservations do not necessarily appear to be held 
by those at the practice end of SHRM. The KPMG International 
Report (2012) suggests that the ability to quantify skills through 
the use of data analytics will allow HR departments to ‘collect 
clearer information on its supply chain of talent and where the 
most demand for particular skills lies’, thus giving them ‘the 
long-overdue chance to become more empirical, to provide hard 
evidence for their opinions, thereby gaining much-needed cred-
ibility at the highest levels of the business’ (p. 11). However, how 
such data might then be linked to improvements in organisational 
performance that investment in skill development might warrant is 
as yet unclear. Grugulis and Stoyanova’s (2011) analysis of research 
that purports to examine some elements of the skill and perfor-
mance equation indicates the limitations of research in this regard, 
particularly given its failure to fi nd a causal relationship between 
the two (Guest, 2011). In suggesting how research might progress 
this area, Grugulis and Stoyanova propose as a good starting point 
a focus on fi rms or sub-sectors where theory suggests a link might 
be found and identify several studies that provide good exemplars 
of successful models (e.g. Keep and Mayhew, 2004; Felstead et al., 
2005, 2009). At a practice level, several research-based consultancy 
reports offer steps that HR professionals and organisations might 
take to tackle problems with skill gaps (Shanks et al., 2013; Smith 
et al., 2012; KPMG International, 2012).

HRM-Final.indb   257HRM-Final.indb   257 28/01/2014   14:25:1628/01/2014   14:25:16



Strategic HRM: Research and Practi ce in Ireland

258

Opti mising Skills – or Intensifying Work? Considering Employee 
Well-Being

Discussions of skills and skill enhancement within the employ-
ment relationship lead on to consideration of more deep-seated 
issues such as work intensifi cation and employee well-being. One 
clearly identifi ed trend in recent years in Ireland is the intensifi ca-
tion of work in both the public and private sectors (O’Connell et al., 
2009). While discussions about skills and skills development might 
appear removed from those on work intensifi cation, such issues are 
intertwined as long working hours and pressures on performance, 
including pressures to enhance skills, affect employees’ well-being 
(Bacon et al., 2010; Brown, 2012; Dekas et al., 2013). In addition, 
there is not as yet a consensus within the SHRM and performance 
literature on the outcomes for employees of engagement with high-
performance work systems. 

A recent review by Van De Voorde et al. (2012) examines evidence 
for the competing perspectives of ‘mutual gains’ and ‘confl icting 
outcomes’. Their analysis suggests that ‘the appropriate perspec-
tive on employee well-being depends on the type of well-being that 
is studied’ (p. 401) and points to several avenues for future research. 
First, they suggest research to bring together the mutual gains and 
confl icting outcomes perspectives, rather than contrasting them as 
has been the trend to date, with the high involvement work systems 
literature (Boxall and Macky, 2009) perhaps serving as an appro-
priate starting point. Second, they suggest that ‘in trying to balance 
well-being, research on HRM and employment relationships needs 
to consider various aspects of well-being’ (Van De Voorde et al., 
2012: 402). Third, they advance the need for what they term a ‘dif-
ferential approach’ (p. 403) so that there is better ‘discrimination 
between HR practices required because of external pressures, those 
basic HR process-related practices involved in employing staff, and 
those HR practices that really propel the workforce towards spe-
cifi c goals’ (p. 403). These suggestions, while applied to the area 
of well-being in their analysis, would appear to be valuable areas 
of research that would enhance understanding of SHRM across 
several domains. For practitioners they raise issues about how both 
employee well-being and organisational performance might be 
achieved. 
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Reconceptualising SHRM

In our fi nal section, we consider some of the ways in which the dis-
cipline of SHRM itself might be reconceptualised. We are cognisant 
of the fact that such reconceptualisations run the risk of being 
simply ‘old wine in new bottles’, but we suggest that they can also 
offer new ways of looking at SHRM and therefore new opportuni-
ties for both researchers and practitioners. 

Our starting point for this analysis is a book chapter by Haggerty 
and Wright (2010: 101), which suggests that: 

… conceptualizing HRM as a practice or set of practices not 
only ignores important aspects of context, it may in fact lead 
to the development of HR functions that base their contribu-
tion to the business on practices or bundles (benchmarking), 
not on business results. 

They propose that SHRM should be reconceptualised as ‘signals 
from management to employee groups and individuals’ (p. 
101). Interestingly, Haggerty and Wright’s rationale for a 
reconcep tualisation begins with the practice of SHRM and its 
implementation and with the need for improved skills for HR pro-
fessionals, a starting point which is not necessarily always adopted 
by those researching SHRM issues. At this practice level, Haggerty 
and Wright identify a range of competencies that HR professionals 
must acquire. Most of their list is little different in many ways from 
the skills advocated by a range of writers, perhaps most notably 
Ulrich (1997), over the years. However, they do suggest that HR 
must adopt a ‘more complete systems orientation’, a ‘process that 
must be closely linked to the aspirational principle that people are 
an important (if not the most important) asset in the organization’ 
(p. 112). While not necessarily breaking new ground, such an ori-
entation does return employees to the heart of SHRM practice and 
therefore the central focus of the attentions of HR professionals. 
Concern with employees’ role in the employment relationship 
had lost favour over the years with many HR professionals: the 
‘business partner’ role holding far greater promise for career 
advancement than anything that an ‘employee champion’ (see 
Ulrich, 1997) might bring. 
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At a theoretical level, Haggerty and Wright’s (2010) analysis 
emanates from and extends Bowen and Ostroff’s (2004) work on 
the strength of the HR system. Their extension of the Bowen and 
Ostroff arguments lies in their suggestion that ‘the strength of the 
HR system is leveraged more on the process and less on the content 
of HRM’ (Haggerty and Wright, 2010: 106). Bowen and Ostroff’s 
(2004) work is widely cited and has proved extremely infl uen-
tial in debates on HR systems. However, little empirical work 
has been undertaken into Bowen and Ostroff’s core concepts and 
their highly elaborated arguments would provide fruitful avenues 
for exploration. A study that does pursue this line of enquiry has 
recently been undertaken in a hospital context (Townsend et al., 
2012) and provides interesting insights how ‘strong signals’ might 
operate within the different hierarchical levels of a hospital envi-
ronment. This study also provides a reminder of the critical role 
that key intermediaries such as line managers can play in enacting 
SHRM, something increasingly recognised by researchers and 
practitioners alike (Freeney and Fellenz, 2013; Shanks et al., 2013). 

Conclusions

In our attempt to identify emerging trends and developments, we 
have taken an eclectic and wide-ranging look at the area of SHRM. 
It is evident from the chapters that comprise this book, as well as our 
concluding remarks, that the discipline of SHRM comprises a very 
broad array of topics and that this poses considerable diffi culties for 
researchers and practitioners alike. Its multi-disciplinary underpin-
nings and operation means that researchers cannot remain safely 
cocooned within the boundaries of one discipline area. For practi-
tioners, this translates into ever-changing demands to update their 
knowledge base and to explore new avenues in which SHRM con-
tributions will benefi t both employers and employees. While such 
demands are not without their costs, they at the same time make 
both the research and the practice of SHRM valuable and exciting 
domains that will continue to intrigue and challenge researchers 
and practitioners both in Ireland and internationally.
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