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Introduction 

In 1994 –simultaneously– across the globe six different authors 
(Wright, McMahan and McWilliams, 1994; Paauwe, 1994; Boxall, 
1996; Kamoche, 1996) started to use the insights of the Resource 
Based View (RBV) in order to develop a theoretical underpinning as to 
why and how human resources, preferably called staff or employees, 
could contribute to an organisation’s sustained competitive advan-
tage. I was one of these six and I used the RBV as my inspiration in 
developing my so-called Human Resource Theory of the Firm, which 
was the main topic of my inaugural lecture at the Erasmus University. 
My theory not only set the conditions for HR and HRM to contribute 
to performance and competitive advantage, but also linked it to fac-
tors in the context which play a role in the shaping of the employment 
relationship. Factors like the product/market/technology dimensions, 
and, very important for labour, the social/cultural/legal dimension, 
for which institutional theory offered useful ideas. In this way I man-
aged to combine both an interest in the shaping of the employment 
relationship as well as the way in which HRM could contribute to 
improved or sustained performance. The fact that context seemed to 
be so important gave rise to renaming my theory as the Contextually 
Based Human Resource Theory (CBHRT). Maybe this is not a fancy 
or fashionable name, but it exactly indicates what I meant, and this 
theory became the corner stone of my 2004 book on HRM and 
Performance.

Reflecting back on the last two decades, the RBV is still among us. 
Boselie, Dietz and Boon (200�), after analyzing 104 papers, conclude 
that RBV ranks among the three theories which are most used in 
research concerning HRM and Performance (the other two are strate-
gic contingency theory and the AMO1 framework). So we can maybe 
conclude either that these six authors had a big influence on their fel-
low researchers over the last decade or so, or that they were just lucky 
and that the time was right to publish something in this area.

But what about the results of all those years of involvement in the 
topic of HR and performance? It is now time for reflection and evalu-
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ation and based on that the development of research recommenda-
tions and prospects for the future. This will form the first part of my 
lecture this afternoon. The second part will entail a qualitative inter-
mezzo in order to establish, on the basis of in-depth case studies, the 
contribution of the HR function to a theory of high performance. Last 
but not least, based on all this, I will move onto the development of 
an agenda for the future research programme of our department.

For those of you that have listened carefully, this implies the fol-
lowing time dimensions. First of all, it implies a reflection on more 
than 100 papers, covering the past 20 years of research in HR and 
Performance. Then it implies summarizing 2-3 years of data collec-
tion among MNCs (in old fashioned terms a whole table full of docu-
ments, reports and case-studies or in digital terms about 80 MB) and 
finally looking into the future for the next � years until 2012. And all 
that in 4� minutes! Some people might solve the problem by talking 
faster. But I will try and solve it by just presenting to you a selection 
from the total material. Those of you hungry for more details, deeper 
substance and closer corroboration I refer to the small booklet being 
distributed after this lecture. Let us proceed to the first part.

Part 1: HRM and performance: achievements,  
methodological issues and prospects2

1.1. Introduction
Twenty years ago Guest (1987) published his normative frame-
work describing the essence of HRM. He presented HRM as a new 
approach to personnel management, emphasizing its strategic 
contribution, its closer alignment to business, the involvement of 
line management and focussing on HR outcomes like commitment, 
flexibility and quality. The achievement of these human resource 
outcomes were, in turn, expected to contribute to a range of posi-
tive organizational outcomes including high job performance, low 
turnover, low absence and high cost-effectiveness through the full 
utilization of employees, now relabelled as human resources. Put this 
way, it is not difficult to understand the wide appeal that the notion 
of HRM had (and still has) on academics and practitioners alike. It 
led to the renaming of chairs/departments within universities and to 
changed job titles in the business community. The attractiveness of 
the concept of HRM increased considerably when Huselid, in 199�, 
published a ground-breaking paper in the Academy of Management 
Journal in which he demonstrated a correlation between the degree 
of sophistication of HR systems and the market value per employee 
among a range of publicly quoted companies in the US. The paper 
generated admiration, criticism and an abundance of “me too” 
research, trying to replicate the proclaimed relationship between HRM 
and Performance (Koch and McGrath, 1996; Delery and Doty, 1996; 
Guthrie, 2001; Wright, Gardner and Moynihan, 2003). Since then 
many academics on both sides of the Atlantic have become active in 
this field, with a special focus on the relationship between HRM and 
Performance. 

Below I will first discuss the achievements so far in this new field of 
research (section 2). In section 3, I will then highlight some of the 
pitfalls and methodological problems associated with trying to establish 
a link between HR policies and practices and performance, and the 
kind of solutions being put forward in the literature. I conclude by pre-
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senting the prospects for future research in the area of HRM and per-
formance arguing, in particular, for a more balanced approached that 
pays equal attention both to the managerial, functionalist perspective 
and to the concerns, involvement and well-being of employees. This 
implies a more central position of the employment relationship in the 
equation between HRM and performance as well as a multidimen-
sional perspective on the notion of performance itself. 

Before presenting the overview of achievements, methodological 
problems and prospects for the future, I would like to make a few 
necessary remarks on the nature and definition of HRM. We can 
consider the very concept of HRM as a new, special approach to per-
sonnel management, which can be distinguished from good old-style 
personnel management. That kind of debate took place mainly in the 
UK and involved a number of academics like Guest (1987), Storey 
(1992), Legge (199�) and Keenoy (1997). The latter reserves the term 
“HRMism” for all the different meanings and practices associated 
with HR initiatives (Keenoy, 1997). Here, however, I opt for a different 
approach which treats HRM as an evolving field of academic inquiry 
focussing on the study of the employment relationship and of the way 
in which people are managed at work. A more specific definition is 
difficult to give as it is dependent on time and context, just like the 
related field of organizational studies. For example, the advent of net-
work organizations, the growth of knowledge workers and the devel-
opment of non-standard employment contracts have all had major 
implications for the way people are managed in contemporary organi-
zations, meaning that the very object of study that is at the heart of 
HRM, is itself subject to change. At the same time this means that 
this is a very vibrant field of study, one that brings together research-
ers with a background in industrial psychology, organizational behav-
iour, industrial relations, sociology and economics (see Boxall, Purcell 
and Wright, 2007). 

1.2. Achievements so far
Initially –especially in the UK– the discussion focussed on the differ-
ences between HRM and good old fashioned personnel management 
and on the implications of a unitarist and managerial approach to 

the management of people. Would HRM endanger the very existence 
of trade unions? Could it, as a normative construct, be character-
ized as being anti-union? Writers like David Guest, John Storey, John 
Purcell, Shaun Tyson and Tom Keenoy were amongst the most active 
in this debate. The debate culminated in Karen Legge’s 199� con-
tribution, HRM: Rhetorics and Reality, which became a classic. This 
kind of debate hardly took place in the US. On the contrary, in the 
US researchers were busy carrying out empirical research aimed at 
providing evidence on the role of HRM in generating added value. In 
this they drew their inspiration from two competing would-be clas-
sics in the area published in the mid 1980s. One was Beer et al.’s 
(1984) book representing the more systems and stakeholder oriented 
Harvard approach to HRM, and the other was Fombrun, Tichy and 
Devanna’s book, also published in 1984, representing the more 
functional, managerial approach of the so-called Michigan School of 
HRM. The first systematic empirical studies of the HRM-Performance 
link were published in 1994 (Arthur, 1994; Osterman 1994) and 199� 
(MacDuffie, 199�), including one of the most cited articles in this area 
by Huselid (199�). Huselid’s study marked a turning point, because 
from then on the dominant theme in HR research on both sides of 
the Atlantic became the relationship with performance. In the years 
that followed many articles were published which presented evidence 
on the performance effects not only of single practices like person-
nel planning (Koch and McGrath, 1996), performance related pay 
(Dowling and Richardson, 1997; Lazear, 1996; McNabb and Whitfield, 
1997), training and development (Kalleberg and Moody, 1994) and 
internal career possibilities (Verburg, 1998), but also of bundles or 
combinations of HR practices (e.g. Arthur, 1994; Guest, Conway and 
Dewe, 2004).

In 1997, Paauwe and Richardson presented a summarizing framework 
encompassing more than 30 different studies, which substantiated 
and corroborated first the relationship between a range of HR prac-
tices and important HR outcomes such as satisfaction, motivation, 
turnover, absenteeism and commitment, and second, the relationship 
between these outcomes and more general performance outcomes at 
the organizational level like productivity, quality, R&D, customer satis-



10 Universiteit van Tilburg
Rede, uitgesproken op 13 september 2007

11HRM and Performance: in search of balance
Prof.dr. Jaap Paauwe

faction, sales, profit and market value. In that same year, Guest (1997) 
published an article on the need for more theory-driven research, 
making a plea that we need better theory with respect to HRM (what 
do we mean by it), to Performance (what kind of performance and at 
which level of analysis) and the need for theory with respect to the 
linkage between the two. This discussion was paralleled in the US by 
academics like Patrick Wright, Timothy Gardner, Brian Becker, Barry 
Gerhart and culminated in what became known as the black box 
issue: How many boxes (theoretical concepts) should there be between, 
on the one hand, HR practices/policies and, on the other, the bottom-line 
performance of the firm. Guest (1997) himself, and authors like Becker 
et al. (1997) and Wright and Gardner (2001), contributed by develop-
ing frameworks which included up to five or six additional variables 
like employee skills, motivation, creativity and discretionary effort 
as in-between (mediating variable) boxes. This line of reasoning was 
later extended to the need for multi-level analyses in order to account 
properly for variables at both the organizational and individual level of 
analysis (see for example Ostroff and Bowen, 2000). 

There is little doubt, therefore, that in the past 20 years some 
progress has indeed been made in the analysis of the relationship 
between HRM and Performance. On balance, however, this progress 
has been modest, as the following conclusions from some of the 
main overview articles that have appeared over the past few years 
indicate.

Becker and Gerhart (1996: 779): “The conceptual and 
empirical work relevant to this question (the contribution 
of HRM to organizational performance and competitive 
advantage) has progressed far enough to suggest that the 
role of human resources can be crucial”.

Paauwe and Richardson (1997: 2�8) based on a review of 
22 studies: “HR activities give rise to HR outcomes which 
will influence the performance of the firm…”.

Huselid and Becker (2000: 8�1): “…the effect of one 

standard deviation change in the HR system is 10-20% of a 
firm’s market value”.

Boselie (2002: 64) based on an inventory of over 80 
studies: “Evidence from prior research suggests significant 
effects of HRM on the performance of the firm”.

Wright and Gardner (2003: 312): “...evidence mounts that 
HR practices are at least weakly related to firm perform-
ance”.

Boselie, Dietz and Boon (200�: 81) drawing on a compre-
hensive sample of 104 studies: “…much –though by no 
means all– of the empirical HRM research in its ‘systems’ 
form has been found to matter (in a positive sense) for 
organizational performance”.

Wall and Wood (200�: 4�1-4�4), based on a selection of 2� mainly 
American so-called high quality studies, present a careful and well 
corroborated conclusion that the evidence for an effect of HRM on 
performance is promising but only circumstantial, due, for the most 
part to inadequate research design. Thus, 19 of the 2� studies they 
examined report some statistically significant positive relationships 
between HR practices and performance. The effect sizes, however, 
are typically small, with the majority of studies also failing to pay 
proper attention to whether it is the HR system (the “gestalt”) gen-
erating the effects or just specific component/individual practices. 
Overall, therefore, they conclude that “… the existing evidence for a 
relationship between HRM and performance should be treated with cau-
tion”.

Finally, and on a more positive note, Combs et al. (2006), who carried 
out a meta-analysis of 92 recent studies on the relationship between 
HRM and firm performance, found that an increase of one standard 
deviation in the use of high performance work practices (HPWP) is 
associated with a 4.6% increase in return on assets (ROA), and with a 
4.4 percentage point decrease in turnover. Hence their conclusion is 
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that “…HPWPs’ impact on organizational performance is not only statis-
tically significant, but managerially relevant (Combs et al., 2006: 518)”. 

Summarizing we can conclude –together with the above mentioned 
authors– and paraphrasing Wright and Gardner (2003: 312), that in 
the course of ten years the evidence has mounted that HR practices, 
be it single or bundled in a system, are at least weakly related to firm 
performance. Undoubtedly, though, there still exist significant meth-
odological and theoretical challenges with regard to furthering our 
understanding of this relationship. Some of these challenges are high-
lighted in the following section.

1.3. Pitfalls and methodological issues
Despite the overwhelming evidence (at least in terms of the number 
of studies) presented, many authors are still highly critical of HRM in 
general and of the HRM-Performance relationship in particular (see 
Keenoy, 1997; Legge, 199�; 200� and the overview by Keegan and 
Boselie, 2006). Hesketh and Fleetwood (2006: 678), for example, 
conclude that “…empirical evidence for the existence of an HRM-
Performance link is inconclusive… a statistical association in, and of 
itself, constitutes neither a theory nor an explanation”. Guest already 
highlighted this problem in 1997 by indicating that he was worried 
about the relative absence of theory, which seriously inhibited a fully 
convincing interpretation of empirical findings. If we are really to 
improve on our understanding of the impact of HRM on Performance, 
we need a theory about HRM, a theory about performance and a 
theory about how they are linked (Guest, 1997: 263). A plea, which 
is repeated by Legge (200�: 4) in the introduction to her anniversary 
edition. Below I first focus on theory that is capable of providing the 
necessary linkages, and then I discuss the link with performance and 
finally what we mean by HRM and how we might measure it. 

On	theory	which	really	links
Almost 10 years after the 1997 Guest article, the overview by Boselie, 
Dietz and Boon (200�) provides some answers, albeit not conclusive. 
Analyzing the content of 104 empirical articles, they conclude that the 
three most commonly used theories are contingency theory, resource 

based view (RBV) and the AMO framework. Contingency theory and 
RBV are both situated at the organizational level, whereas the AMO 
framework focuses on the importance of taking into account vari-
ables at the individual level like employees’ skills and competences (A 
= abilities), their motivation (M = motivation) and their opportunity 
to participate (O = opportunity to participate). These three theories 
reflect different traditions in HR research. Contingency theory and 
RBV focus on the examination of HRM at the organizational level and 
are mainly interested in its performance effects from a business per-
spective, whereas the AMO framework represents an established tra-
dition having its foundations in industrial/organizational psychology. 

Based on distinguishing the two dimensions of level of analysis 
(organization versus individual) and number of practices examined 
(single versus sets or systems of HR practices), Wright and Boswell 
(2002) strongly advocate the breaking down of the barriers between 
what they call macro (or strategic) HR research reflecting the more 
organizationally focused examination of HRM and micro research 
reflecting a more functionally oriented view of HRM and focusing 
specifically on the effect of single or multiple practices on individu-
als. This, in turn, implies a need to apply multi-level techniques like 
repeated measures regression and hierarchical modelling (see Klein 
and Koslowski, 2000; Wright and Boswell, 2002: 266). Other ways 
of combining the different levels of analysis are through using the 
concept of the psychological contract as convincingly demonstrated 
by Rousseau (199�) and Guest (1999). After all, employees are the 
primary recipients and consumers of HRM (Mabey, Skinner and Clark, 
1998). Guest (1999) demonstrates this by presenting the results of a 
survey which shows how the number of HR practices and the (result-
ing) presence of a high involvement climate result in workers report-
ing a more positive psychological contract and in turn, greater satis-
faction, job security and motivation, as well as lower levels of pressure 
at work (Guest, 1999: 22). Following this line of reasoning, Wright and 
Nishii (2004) build a strong argument for making a clear distinction 
between intended HR practices (those designed on a strategic level), 
actual –or implemented– HR practices (those implemented by, for 
example, the direct supervisor) and perceived HR practices (those 
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perceived by the employees). Bringing employees back into the equa-
tion between HRM and various kinds of both individual and organiza-
tional level outcomes, including financial performance, is a “conditio 
sine qua non” for advancing the field as a respected discipline. It is 
also a way of effectively responding to the criticism of critical theorists 
like Legge (199�), Keenoy (1997) and others. 

In brief, with respect to theories which really link HRM to perform-
ance, the field has advanced from rather simplistic models in the 
1990s in which HR practices were simply shown or assumed to cor-
relate directly to rather distal indicators of (financial) performance to 
far more advanced ways of theorizing and modelling the relationships 
of interest. Central to these more sophisticated ways of thinking about 
the relationship between HRM and performance is the idea that HR 
practices at organizational level affect the attitudes and behaviour of 
employees at individual level which, in turn, affect key behavioural 
or HR outcomes which, subsequently, might impact organizational 
or firm-level outcomes. Such an approach clearly involves multi-level 
forms of theorising which need to be accompanied by more complex 
forms of multi-level analysis controlling for a wide range of contingen-
cies. An excellent example of this type of approach can be found in 
a recent study by Wright, Gardner and Moynihan (2003), which not 
only gives an overview of the various methodological pitfalls in HRM 
and Performance research, but also provides solutions and demon-
strates their value by putting them into practice in the study itself. 
Undoubtedly, there is still much work that needs to be done both in 
terms of theorising the HRM-Performance relationship and in terms 
of testing more complex theoretical arguments with more appropriate 
multi-level methodologies. So criticizing the efforts that are currently 
being made in the area is of course still possible and legitimate. But 
without offering a serious alternative it is of limited value, often sim-
ply ending up in a rather sterile mantra-like rejection of the positivist 
paradigm. 

On	measuring	performance	and	causal	order
The performance outcomes of HRM can be captured in a variety of 
ways. We draw a distinction, adapted from Dyer and Reeves (199�), 

between: 
• Financial outcomes (e.g. profits, sales, market share, Tobin’s q, 

GRATE)
• Organizational outcomes (e.g. output measures such as produc-

tivity, quality and efficiency)
• HR-related outcomes (e.g. attitudinal and behavioural impacts 

among employees, such as satisfaction, commitment and inten-
tion to quit). 

Based on the overview of 104 articles by Boselie, Dietz and Boon 
(200�) we can conclude that half of the articles include financial 
measures in their analysis. Profit is the most common, followed by 
various measures of sales. Actually, this is quite problematic as finan-
cial indicators can be influenced by a whole range of factors (both 
internal and external) which have nothing to do with employees and 
their related skills or with the human capital pool. As already noted 
by Kanfer (1994) and Guest (1997), the distance between some of the 
performance indicators (e.g. profits, market value) and HR interven-
tions is simply too large and potentially subject to other business 
interventions (e.g. research and development activities, marketing 
strategies). For example, having smart policies for managing work-
ing capital can increase earnings substantially, but it has nothing to 
do with the proclaimed effect of HR practices (apart from apparently 
having selected the right financial manager). So we are in need of per-
formance indicators that are far more proximal in terms of what HR 
practices can actually affect, such as changes in employee attitudes 
(motivation, commitment, trust) and behaviour (turnover, absence) 
and subsequent changes in outcomes at the organizational level (e.g. 
productivity and quality of services and/or products). 

The use of too distal financial indicators becomes even more seri-
ous if we take a closer look at an analysis carried out by Wright et 
al. (200�). Their literature review identified 66 empirical studies that 
analyzed the relationship between a set of HR practices and organiza-
tional level performance. By far the majority of studies used a design 
labelled post-predictive because “…it measures HR practices after 
the performance period, resulting in those practices actually predict-
ing past performance” (Wright et al., 200�: 412). Only a few studies 
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explored the effect of HR practices on performance in the correct 
way by assessing HR practices at one point in time and relating them 
to subsequent performance (for example Huselid, 199�; Youndt et al., 
1996). This simply means that the majority of studies have ignored 
a very basic rule for demonstrating causal relationships (Cook and 
Campbell, 1979; Wright et al., 200�; Wright and Haggerty, 200�). 

Thus we are in need of studies with the right research design that 
are able to link HR practices both to past performance (in order to 
check whether that past performance causes HR outcomes) and to 
subsequent performance (in order to assess whether HR practices 
are indeed causally related to subsequent performance). More recent 
studies by Guest et al. (2003), Wright et al. (200�) and van Veldhoven 
(200�) do check for both past and subsequent performance and, 
in so doing, indicate that HR practices are indeed related to future 
performance, but that they are also related to past performance. 
Correctly, Wright et al. (200�: 437) warn that the results “…suggest 
caution among both academics and practitioners in making any 
causal inference”. From now on we should not have to ask research-
ers to pay attention to the possibility of reverse causation. Rather, 
the possible direction of causality should lie at the very heart of every 
research design. And this not only implies gathering data at multiple 
points in time and starting our analysis on the basis of competing 
and null hypotheses, but also taking into account, as Wright et al. 
(200�), rightly remark, the possibility of so-called third factors (e.g. 
leadership, organizational culture) influencing the relationships of 
interest (Wright et al., 200�: 419-420) as well as so-called implicit HR 
performance theories, as held by respondents (Gardner and Wright, 
forthcoming)

On	the	meaning	of	HRM	and	how	to	measure	it
In the introduction I indicated that the field of HRM focuses on the 
study of the employment relationship and is involved in the manage-
ment of people. In practice, though, this is a field of inquiry that 
appeals to a number of related (sub)disciplines involving academics 
with different backgrounds who all seem to have their own way of 
defining HRM and, more importantly, also their own way of operation-

alizing the concept in terms of a range of HR practices. There appears 
to be no consensus on the nature of HRM (Paauwe and Boselie, 
200�: 69). No wonder that Boselie, Dietz and Boon (200�) are able 
to show an enormous variety of different practices being used in 
the 104 studies they analyzed. There is no singly agreed, or fixed, 
list of HR practices or systems of practices that are used to define 
or measure human resource management. In total, Boselie, Dietz 
and Boon (200�) identify as many as 26 different practices that are 
used in different studies, of which the top four, in order of popularity, 
are training and development, contingent pay and reward schemes, 
performance management (including appraisal) and careful recruit-
ment and selection. These four practices can be seen to reflect the 
main objectives of the majority of “strategic” HR programmes (e.g. 
Batt, 2002), namely to identify and recruit strong performers, pro-
vide them with the skills and confidence to work effectively, monitor 
their progress towards the required performance targets and reward 
staff well for meeting or exceeding them. This is a combination of 
practices that broadly corresponds to so-called High Involvement or 
High Performance Work systems and which also, more or less, parallels 
some of the key practices commonly associated with the AMO theory. 
If we include all the articles published after 2000, more than half have 
made use of AMO theory (Paauwe and Boselie, 200�: 69). So gradual-
ly we are witnessing the birth of at least a certain commonality around 
how HRM is operationalized when exploring the relationship between 
HRM and Performance. However, there is still no agreement about 
how to measure the HR practices themselves. Some researchers, 
for example, use the absence or presence of a practice, while others 
use the extent of coverage of the practice across different employee 
groups, or the perception of the effectiveness of use of the practice. 
Finally, there is also the problem of which job category the HR prac-
tices are related to and what kind of respondents are sufficiently well 
informed to give both a valid and reliable answer on the specifics of 
the HR practices involved and the way in which they are being imple-
mented. Wright and Gardner (2003: 324) provide an extensive review 
of these issues, including recommendations to focus on one (prefer-
ably core) job group using multiple respondents (including employees 
themselves). 
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1.4. Prospects for future research
How can we take the field of HRM and Performance, which has 
made a certain progress, forward? First of all, we should note that 
many research designs are far from ideal due to the fact that they are 
driven by the kind of data that can be obtained or that is publicly avail-
able (Rogers and Wright, 1998). It is easy to think of better research 
designs, but quite often the kind of data required are simply not avail-
able, or time and money are lacking. In this context, for example, it 
is worth noting the suggestions made by Wall and Wood (200�) who 
make a plea for what they call “big science” in order to get large data 
sets, with high response rates and preferably on a longitudinal basis 
and, of course, with multiple raters, for which they assess to need 3� 
person years (!). An alternative approach is that suggested by Hesketh 
and Fleetwood (2006) who make a plea for more in-depth interviews 
and case studies in order to unravel the underlying causal and inter-
related mechanisms in the social practices underlying the HR prac-
tices. This is in line with my own plea for a more contextual approach 
to the analysis of HRM. Such an approach is central to the so-called 
contextually based human resources theory (Paauwe, 2004; see figure 
1) which, along with contingency, RBV and systems approach to HRM, 
relies heavily on neo-institutional theory. 

Figure 1: Contextually Based Human Resource Theory

Source: Paauwe (2004: 91)
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Importantly, the contextually based theory of human resources also 
serves to focus explicit attention on the factors that help to shape 
systems of HR practices in contemporary organizations. As such, it 
serves to redirect attention away from an exclusive preoccupation 
with the performance effects of HRM to wider concerns about the 
evolution and development of HRM systems themselves. This is a 
potentially important contribution since this has been a relatively 
neglected area of inquiry in the field of HRM, as also indicated by 
Legge (200�: 40-41). More specifically, starting from an institutional 
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and contextual approach implies taking into account a wider perspec-
tive, namely the institutional setting and its related actors. Examples 
include the government, environmental groups, trade unions, con-
sumer organizations and so on, each of which is likely to put forward 
their own claims and their own definitions of fairness, legitimacy and 
accompanying definitions of performance. Such a broader multiple 
stakeholder conceptualization of HRM and performance is in line with 
the seminal work of Beer et al. (1984). It implies moving away from 
an exclusive concern with standard measures of performance such 
as productivity, sales and profits, to a wider definition that takes into 
account performance in terms, for example, of flexibility/agility and 
legitimacy (Boxall and Purcell, 2003) as well as of various aspects of 
employee well-being such as satisfaction, stress, health and safety 
and job security (Godard, 2001; 2004; Guest, 2002; Peccei, 2004). 
Importantly, the adoption of such a broader perspective would go a 
long way in correcting the sometimes one-sided functionalist, mana-
gerial and unitarist approach which has characterized the majority of 
HRM and Performance research of the past 20 years. In particular, it 
would help to enrich research in the area by supplementing the more 
traditional unitarist approaches with a more institutional perspective 
that allows for divergent visions and value systems across different 
stakeholder groups and, therefore, for potentially different perceptions 
and evaluations of the desirability and effectiveness of HR practices. 
In other words, in terms of the HRM-Performance debate, such a 
broader institutional/multiple stakeholder perspective would help to 
focus attention on performance in the truly multidimensional mean-
ing of the concept. 

A related, but separate point, concerns the role that strategy plays in 
the HRM and Performance research paradigm. Typically this kind of 
research distinguishes three or four different competitive strategies, 
mostly based on the competitive positioning typologies of Porter 
(198�) or Miles and Snow (1994) and then tries to link these to appro-
priate HR architectures. Up till now, however, research in this area 
has failed to provide conclusive evidence that matching HR practices 
to competitive strategy contributes significantly to organizational per-
formance (Purcell, 2004; Becker and Huselid, 2006: 901, with refer-

ence to research by Becker and Huselid, 1998; Delery and Doty, 1996; 
Huselid, 199�). Instead, both Purcell (2004) and Becker and Huselid 
(2006) emphasize the importance of strategy implementation, 
which is fully in line with developments within the field of strategic 
management itself that is increasingly more focussed on topics like 
absorptive capacity and strategic capability and, therefore, strategy 
implementation (see for example Grant, 200�). Becker and Huselid 
(2006: 903), in fact, see effective strategy implementation as the key 
mediating variable between the HR architecture and firm perform-
ance. Specifically, instead of trying to link the HR strategy to one of 
the market positioning strategies, they emphasize the linkage between 
strategic business processes and the HR architecture. Recent empiri-
cal research by Boon et al. (2007) is illustrative in this context. 

Paauwe (2004) goes one step further by making a plea for HRM as an 
enabler for a whole range of strategic options. Enabling implies that 
the HR architecture’s main goal is the development of a workforce 
with a sufficient degree of flexibility/adaptability to implement a range 
of strategic options. This places high demands upon employees, 
since they need to be eager to learn and display a ready willingness 
to change and to be adaptable and flexible. Of course this is only 
possible once the organization has taken proper care of employees’ 
needs and has ensured that they are treated fairly and with due con-
sideration for their well-being. So the HR system should be based not 
only upon added value, but also on moral values. It should combine 
economic with relational rationality. The latter refers to establishing 
sustainable and trustworthy relationships with both internal and exter-
nal stakeholders based on criteria of fairness and legitimacy (Paauwe, 
2004: 91). Compared to the present sometimes one-sided economic 
approach to the management of human resources that is very often 
exclusively focussed upon generating added value, the kind of value-
laden or “ethical” HRM described here can be expected to bring 
major benefits to all parties concerned, including employees and their 
representatives inside and outside the organization. This is because, 
from management’s point of view, meeting the criteria of relational 
rationality, like fairness and legitimacy, in essence implies “treating 
your people well”, which should ultimately result in lower employee 



22 Universiteit van Tilburg
Rede, uitgesproken op 13 september 2007

23HRM and Performance: in search of balance
Prof.dr. Jaap Paauwe

absence, higher satisfaction, greater willingness to stay with the 
organization and higher effort. And these, it should be noted, are pre-
cisely the kind of HR outcomes that have been emphasised in many of 
the main HRM-Performance models that have been presented, devel-
oped and tested in the literature over the past 20 years.

Based on an analysis of large-scale British workplace data, Peccei 
(2004; 2007) has recently questioned whether the set of HR prac-
tices that are good for management, from the point of view of enhan-
cing productivity, for example, are necessarily also equally good for 
employees in terms, for instance, of enhancing their well-being. This 
clearly raises important questions about potential trade-offs between 
organizational performance and employee well-being in contemporary 
organizations, and the role that HRM plays in such trade-offs (Peccei, 
2004). This issue clearly deserves further attention since it highlights 
possible tensions between more managerialist-oriented approaches 
to the management of people and the kind of value-laden, ethical 
approach advocated here. These, however, are early days. The benefits 
of the value-laden approach, for management as well as for employ-
ees and other stakeholders, are only now beginning to be examined 
systematically by researchers in the area. For example, at Tilburg 
University researchers are active in analyzing whether productivity 
and well-being are competing goals or that well-being is a modera-
tor in the relationship between HRM and Performance (see van der 
Voorde, Veldhoven and Paauwe, 2007). Given the importance of the 
issues involved, this is clearly a critical task for future research. I am 
in no doubt, however, that the value-laden approach being advocated 
here represents an important way forward for the field of HRM in 
general and for the analysis of the HRM-Performance relationship in 
particular. Under the heading of a “balanced approach” we include 
this line of research also in the research programme of our depart-
ment (see part 3). 

1.5. Concluding remarks
What I have endeavoured to do in this brief overview is sketch a pic-
ture of a multi-faceted and rapidly expanding and developing applied 
field of research which has established itself firmly by drawing upon 

disciplines like business studies, economics, psychology, organiza-
tional behaviour, sociology, industrial relations and the law. Based 
on these inputs, HRM, as a field of study, is increasingly generating 
research approaches and conceptual frameworks of its own that are 
being explored, tested and examined using a range of both quantita-
tive and qualitative techniques and drawing on a variety of theoretical 
and methodological perspectives. This is indeed a vibrant field of 
inquiry with an impressive, and ever increasing, number of contribu-
tors. At the same time, it is important to remember that this is a 
young field of study. And like all new areas of inquiry there have been 
important advances that have been made over the past twenty years. 
But much, as is to be expected, still needs to be done. 

One way of advancing the field, as already noted, is the carrying out 
of in-depth case studies in order to uncover the underlying processes 
in the relationship between HRM and Performance. So, let us proceed 
with the second part. 
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Part 2: HRM and performance in international firms:  
a qualitative intermezzo

2.1. Introduction
In 1982, Peters and Waterman published their famous book In search 
of Excellence in which they tried to unravel the reasons for the suc-
cess and continuous high performance of organizations. Over the last 
2� years since publication the flaws in their reasoning have become 
well-known, and some of the companies which featured prominently 
in their list of top performers have encountered major problems. But 
the quest to elicit the secrets of lasting corporate success has contin-
ued unabated (see for example Kotter and Heskett, 1992; Collins and 
Porras, 1994; Katzenbach, 2000; Weick and Sutcliff, 2001; Zook and 
Allan, 2001 and Joyce, Nohria and Roberson, 2003). 

Kirby (200�) summarized the progress to date with the inventory of 10 
different studies all published since 1982. She is quite optimistic and 
states: “We have reached a critical point in the evolution of a theory 
of high performance; the point where management researchers have 
begun to build effectively on one another’s work (Kirby, 200�: 39)”. 

And I think she is right. Summarizing the key commonalities from 
these 10 different studies gives us the following characteristics of high 
performance companies:

• Mission, values and pride (communicating)
• Creating a collective state of mindfulness
• Entrepreneurial spirit
• Seeking consistent alignment
• Leadership at all levels, hands-on and value-driven management
• Stick to the knitting, core business
• Employee empowerment, sense of ownership
• Process and metrics, performance management

We have recently studied a sample of high performing organizations 
and what I would now like to do is to check whether we encountered 
these important characteristics of a theory of high performance in our 
sample. I will have a special focus on the possible contribution from 

an HR perspective, which I will illustrate with some short examples3.

Thanks to a substantial sponsoring by Sanyo Corporation we (Jaap 
Paauwe and Elaine Farndale, while still working at Erasmus University) 
were in the position to carry out a number of case studies among top 
performing MNCs. These studies were in line with my plea for more 
in-depth and longitudinal case studies in order to highlight the under-
lying processes in the relationship between HRM and performance 
and they formed part of a major research project aimed at establish-
ing the practices and mechanisms which will generate and improve 
Human Resource Management effectiveness among multinational 
companies. 

The key research themes were as follows:
• What are the human resource management practices that help 

make an international organization more competitive?
• How are human resource practices diffused within the MNC 

organization?
• How is the HR function structured to support this diffusion and 

the performance of MNCs?

We carried out this study in conjunction with colleagues from 
University of Cambridge (Judge Institute of Management), Cornell 
University and INSEAD. The research involved in-depth case studies 
among selected companies in each region with our Dutch team being 
responsible for the case studies within mainland Europe. The research 
also involved a global web-based survey among multinationals with 
their origins in Asia, USA, UK and mainland Europe. 

2.2. Global Human Resource Research Alliance
Companies were selected for inclusion based on superior business 
performance and reputation as an employer based on Fortune 2004 
listings. In total, nineteen multinational companies were involved 
in the development of individual case. These are ABB, EDF, IKEA, 
Proctor & Gamble, Siemens, Unilever, BAE Systems, Rolls Royce, 
Oracle, Shell, IBM, Matsushita, Panasonic, TCL, Samsung Electronics, 



26 Universiteit van Tilburg
Rede, uitgesproken op 13 september 2007

27HRM and Performance: in search of balance
Prof.dr. Jaap Paauwe

BT, Infosys, Sealed Air and Sanyo. Each company participated in 
interviews with the partner institutions at the corporate, regional and 
subsidiary sites. Here we will focus on the case studies carried out 
by the Dutch team in the following companies: ABB, Unilever, IKEA, 
Siemens, Proctor & Gamble and EDF4.

The main findings among our European “flagship” companies were 
as follows:

• Overall increased tendency to become more centralized and 
standardized in HR practices. Companies want to make use of 
economies of scale and scope and available technology to make 
HR more cost-effective.

• Performance management: a standardized integrated bundle of 
HR practices like competencies/job profiles, appraisal systems 
and feedback mechanisms, including remuneration targets and 
consequences. 

• Leadership development: trying to be successful in the war for 
talent and the development of top talent management.

• Global branding: the (commercial) brand of the company is 
more and more being used in the labour market as well in order 
to establish a strong reputation among increasingly scarce highly 
talented potential recruits. 

• Value-based recruitment: internal fit, culture as a control mecha-
nism. Culture is increasingly seen as very important not only 
recruitment but later on, once people are socialized also as a 
control mechanism/device which is able to replace more formal-
ized external forms of control. 

2.3. Eight characteristics of successful companies and how HR 
makes a contribution

I will now discuss how the main findings from our study relate to the 
characteristics of successful companies identified by Kirby (200�) in 
her inventory and …once more with a special focus on the meaning 
for and contribution from the HR function. 

Mission,	values	and	pride	(communicating)
The best example in this respect is Proctor & Gamble with their so-
called PVP approach which stands for Purpose, Values and Principles. 
These are of fundamental importance to how Proctor & Gamble 
operates. They can be seen everywhere in the company, and all poli-
cies and practices, strategies and activities can be traced back to this 
underlying framework. The Purpose focuses on the fundamental aims 
of the company and why it is in existence. The Values focus on three 
areas –consumers, Proctor & Gamble brands, Proctor & Gamble peo-
ple– and are leadership, ownership, integrity, passion for winning and 
trust. There are then eight fundamental Principles focusing on issues 
such as respect, strategy, innovation, expertise, external focus and 
interdependency. The company motto is touching lives, improving lives. 
PVP is performance driven, encouraging the measurement of results. 
If results are not achieved, immediate action must be taken. The HR 
function has an important role as champions of PVP, ensuring that all 
people practices embody these principles. 

Creating	a	collective	state	of	mindfulness
The most obvious example in this respect is IKEA, as expressed by its 
founded father Ingvar Kamprad: “Maintaining a strong IKEA culture is 
one of the most crucial factors behind the continued success of the IKEA 
concept”. He was also responsible for the vision of the company: “to 
create a better everyday life for the many people”. A vision, which has 
been translated both in a business idea� as well as in an IKEA idea6. 

The IKEA culture is something of a “religion” with terms such as tes-
tament and missionary frequently being used. The booklet A Furniture 
Dealer’s Testament defines the basic values of IKEA and gives a glos-
sary of what different words mean in the IKEA vocabulary (such as 
simplicity, anti-bureaucracy, status, cost-consciousness). There is also 
a leaflet produced called The IKEA way, which managers are meant 
to follow. Two of the underlying key themes are simplicity and cost-
consciousness. This includes encouraging innovation, risk taking and 
accepting mistakes. According to one interviewee, IKEA’s best HR 
practice is its strong, no-nonsense culture. IKEA believes its corporate 
culture is its strongest asset to such an extent that it relies on this 
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to determine employee behaviour rather than putting controlling HR 
policies and practices in place. Recruitment is carried out based on an 
assessment of an applicant’s values, rather than skills or experience, 
again linking to the strong corporate culture. Another interviewee 
remarked: 

“The strongest part of HR in IKEA is the people, the link 
with the company culture and the alignment with the 
business. Everything about IKEA is linked to its culture and 
depends on this culture being maintained by people growing 
through the company. People like to stay at IKEA because 
of the working environment. They like working with their 
colleagues. It is difficult to pinpoint exactly why, but it is a 
feeling about the way people are treated as human beings, 
and the lack of hierarchy in the company”.

The roots of the corporate culture come from its founder and its 
country of origin. The statements of culture developed at the start-
up of the company over �0 years prior have not changed and are still 
used today. This identity is used for competitive advantage in retailing 
and in attracting employees. 

In addition to IKEA, the importance of a collective state of mindful-
ness was also stressed by the French company EDF (active in the 
energy sector), which is characterized by a highly decentralized struc-
ture and where culture development is seen as a way forward. Culture 
was also regarded as of key importance by companies like Unilever 
and Proctor & Gamble, where it was described as the glue that holds 
the complex matrix structure together, across business divisions, 
across international regions and across the differing functions of 
sales, marketing, production and development. 

Entrepreneurial	spirit
In the majority of our case studies HR supports an entrepreneurial 
spirit by opting for the business partner role and being involved in 
achieving a close alignment between strategic challenges and HR poli-
cies and practices aimed at facilitating the actual implementation of 
strategic goals and plans. For example, within IKEA (the Netherlands) 
the HR strategy is very closely aligned with the corporate strategy. 

One of the Dutch business priorities is to achieve 1 billion euro turno-
ver within three years. To achieve this there needs to be an increase in 
volume of sales as cost leadership is already in place. Therefore this 
is asking a lot of both systems and people. Appropriate competencies 
are needed to achieve this, and therefore the HR strategy has a strong 
focus on creating a partnership with employees to achieve realistic 
individual targets. In this way, business development and competence 
development go hand-in-hand. The HR function is involved in an early 
stage in the business planning process. Actually it was the HR func-
tion itself, which initiated the “growth accelerator” implying that in 3 
years instead of �, the turnover goal will be accomplished. HR intro-
duced and developed this accelerator, which focuses on the whole 
business, not just on HRM. Network thinking is encouraged in order 
to involve as many people as possible in the process of sharing ideas. 
Virtual web-spaces entitled “walls of inspiration” for good ideas and 
a “corner of concern” for people to indicate where problems might lie 
have been established. 

However, in a certain sense the HR function can also be too innova-
tive, too entrepreneurial, which we for example have encountered 
within Unilever. Based on our interviews carried out in 2004 and 200� 
we encountered highly dynamic and innovative HR people at various 
levels in the organization, full of creative ideas how to get a better 
alignment between the business and HR. However, the downside of 
being innovative and entrepreneurial and having the leeway to do so 
was the lack of persistence and perseverance to follow through, once 
the innovative new idea was launched. Then the attention already 
shifted to a new to be developed idea. And, for HR to make a differ-
ence, it is not a matter of trying to find the Holy Grail or the stone of 
wisdom. Rather making a difference depends more on consistency. It 
depends on the rolling out across the company at every level, in every 
corner of a number of key practices in the area of performance man-
agement, leadership development and knowledge sharing. This is also 
in line with the theoretical reasoning of Bowen and Ostroff (2004). 
Under the heading of the strength of the HR system they emphasize 
the importance of distinctiveness, consistency and consensus of the 
HR system across the board, across all levels7.
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Seeking	consistent	alignment
In the HRM area this relates to the importance of alignment among 
the different HR policies and practices, which have become known 
under the heading of a High Performance Work System. Such sys-
tems emphasize the joint effect of consistent and aligned practices 
in the area of selective recruitment, training and development, per-
formance based reward systems, appraisal and feedback systems 
combined with participation and decentralized approach to deci-
sion making. Both Siemens and Proctor & Gamble, when asked for 
what constitutes their best and most critical HR practice, indicated 
that what makes their HRM excellent is not the individual practice, 
but how the systems and tools work together. The following quotes 
are illustrative: “What gives Siemens the edge is the monitoring of the 
consistency between systems: the processes and the metrics must make 
sense together”. And the monitoring of the extent to which policies 
are actually implemented consistently thoroughly throughout the 
company. Similarly, within Proctor & Gamble, one interviewee said: 
“… the strength of the systems lies less in individual tools and processes, 
and more in how these systems fit together in an integrated way to sup-
port each other and the business goals. This is achieved by implement-
ing initiatives in a very disciplined manner, measuring and monitoring 
performance based on fact-based indicators”. This quote fits nicely with 
the recent plea made by Rousseau (2007) for a stronger emphasis on 
evidence-based management. 

Leadership	at	all	levels,	hands-on	and	value-driven		
management
Next to implementing bundles of HR practices, which shape together 
a performance management system, the second overall priority 
among our case studies is the development and monitoring of value 
driven leadership at every level in the organization. As every MNC 
is aiming for the top 1 or 2 percent of the labour market in order to 
recruit management potential, they encounter fierce competition in 
the labour market, resulting in a war for talent8. Based on the close 
alignment of HR to the business, the HR function at every level is 
involved in making sure that both competencies of the managers and 
their development are in line with strategic priorities and that values, 

as expressed in the mission and vision of the company, are adhered 
to. Also, the priorities of HR function itself express involvement in 
the business and making sure that it is really supporting value-driven 
management. For example, the key priorities for the HR function in 
one of our case studies are stated as follows: (a) sustaining business 
growth and competitive advantage, (b) keeping the company princi-
ple-based and value-driven, and (c) promoting and growing leadership 
from within. 

Within Proctor & Gamble, it has been a longstanding belief that HR’s 
role is to make sure line managers are successful in managing people, 
rather than HR people taking on this responsibility. More and more, 
this belief is evoking in making HR the partner of line managers in 
managing people, whereby HR provides the appropriate systems and 
training. Within Unilever the commitment of top management to the 
assessment process is striking. This means that top level managers 
need to be prepared to make time for interviewing potential recruits 
and that every top manager can be called upon by HR in order to get 
involved as one of the assessors during an assessment centre exercise 
for recruiting new management talent. In this way, they make sure 
having the right people on board, not only with respect to knowledge 
and competences, but also in terms of attitude, drive, personality and 
values. 

In order to achieve and maintain a high level of hands-on leadership 
the monitoring of it is crucial as well. We encountered a very exten-
sive and thorough way of monitoring leadership capability (being 
called Staff Dialogue) within Siemens which they regarded as a key 
best practice. The process involves targets being set (largely based 
on function evaluations such as Hay) and assessments made. These 
then have visible consequences for remuneration. The staff dialogue 
process results in a very clear overall picture of what is happening in a 
certain business area. By using colour coded charts, it is very easy to 
identify problem areas or individuals and then take action to address 
these. The staff dialogue process also focuses on identifying and 
developing potential. 
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Upward feedback is not yet included as a compulsory part of the 
assessment process, although it is encouraged where possible. Across 
Europe there is structured upward feedback which can take place in 
different formats. In Germany, a manager makes a self-assessment of 
him or herself, and then his or her team without the manager present 
makes an assessment using a framework of ten basic questions. The 
manager and the team then discuss together the outcomes of the 
assessments. Based on the general anonymous employee survey, it is 
also possible to identify any issues in areas of the company. This data 
is also used in the assessment process. Similarly in the Netherlands, 
every two years managers ask their employees for feedback based on 
the topics of the Leadership Framework. This feedback is also passed 
to the head of HR and is included in setting the targets for the man-
ager for the next development cycle. 

Stick	to	the	knitting,	core	business
Zook (2007a), from the top consultancy firm Bain & Company has 
recently reiterated the message he first developed in his 2001 book. 
To be successful, his consultancy experience has told him that the fol-
lowing three ingredients or steps are crucial:

• Reaching full potential in the core business
• Expanding into logical adjacent businesses surrounding that core
• Pre-emptively redefining the core business in response to market 

turbulence
Striking examples in the Dutch context, according to Zook (2007b) are 
Vopak and Phillips. 

But how about the HR function; should they “stick to their knitting”? 
Unfortunately line management opinion on this issue seems to be 
mixed. Some do indeed consider that HR should simply stick to their 
knitting, by which they mean all HR activities related to staffing and 
administrative issues. They believe that HR’s main focus should be 
on the transactional and traditional activities. However, other line 
management strongly advocate that the HR manager should be a 
business partner, with an emphasis on the transformational activities 
related to facilitating strategy development and implementation and 
bringing about (cultural) change. Their rationale is that the traditional 

and transactional activities can be handled by a shared service centre 
(Farndale and Paauwe, 2007) or through outsourcing. 

My own view is that the HR function is increasingly no longer an indi-
vidual (the HR manager) or department, but has rather become an 
industry, a business sector which is increasingly taking over many of 
traditional and transactional HR activities. Unfortunately it was pre-
cisely these traditional and transactional HR activities which, in the 
old days, provided HR managers with the “credits” they needed (pro-
vided of course that he or she carried them out properly and timely). 
And they needed these “credits” to become involved in the more stra-
tegic and change related transformational HR activities. 

What did we encounter in our case studies among high performing 
MNCs? We see the same confusing and mixed pattern. We see exam-
ples of outsourcing within Unilever, Shell and Proctor & Gamble, but 
in contrast a company like ABB, having originally outsourced their 
expatriate management, bringing it back again in-house after a few 
years because they felt they has lost essential corporate knowledge. 
The same mixed pattern with respect to the outsourcing and use of 
SSCs emerged from the web based survey which we carried out with 
our partners (see table 1). 

Table 1: Changes in HR delivery mechanisms over the last five years

Outsourcing Shared Services Web-based HRM

Increasingly less 31% 32% 19%

No change 37% 36% 33%

Increasingly more 32% 32% 48%

Source: Global Human Resource Research Alliance (2006: 43)

So the very fact that the HR function has increasingly become an 
industry brings with it is for every company a pressing need to make 
choices on the topic of how to deliver HR services. These choices 
must be related to:

• Nature: strategic/transformational, traditional, transactional
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• Responsibility: division between HR function (corporate/regional/
national/local) and line management

• Channel: in-house, outsourcing, eHRM, shared service centres

Among our case study companies we can notice a shift in what 
belongs to the core of the HR function. Transactional activities are 
being outsourced, traditional activities take place in SSCs, supported 
by expertise centres in certain areas (like remuneration, training and 
development) and the dominant pattern for HR managers, working in 
the different business units and plants, is the so-called business part-
ner role, working along side with their managers and being involved in 
strategy implementation, very often involving organizational change 
and the development of a climate/culture in which the desired compe-
tencies will flourish. 

Employee	empowerment,	sense	of	ownership
We have seen many examples across our companies of employee 
empowerment and sense of ownership. For example, within IKEA 
there is a strong tendency to empower employees: “The development 
mindset at IKEA is based on individuals taking control of their own 
development through self-managed learning: co-workers in charge”. 
The majority of the people realise this responsibility. 

Both within Siemens and Proctor & Gamble, we have seen interesting 
examples of HR function taking on “ownership” for its own develop-
ment and subsequent empowerment. Within Siemens the so-called 
HR councils, fulfilling the linking pin principle between every hierar-
chical layer (corporate/regional/division/national/plant), are involved 
in both the development and international implementation of for 
example the Siemens Leadership Framework, Staff Dialogue and 
corporate compliance and governance projects. The councils are sup-
ported by working groups that consist of all different levels of HR 
staff. In this way, the HR staff at every level is involved and is able and 
willing to take ownership for HR initiatives. Within Proctor & Gamble 
the people based in corporate HR functions are working with their 
counterparts across the globe in networks, such as the HR communi-
ties of practice (CoPs)9. The objectives of the CoPs are to build indi-

vidual and organizational capabilities, to share and reapply knowledge 
within HRM, bringing together best practices across the company 
and to own the projects on the initiative calendar and work towards 
achieving the action plan set. 

Process	and	metrics,	performance	management
Performance management is part of every definition of a high per-
formance work system, but how about the HR function itself? In 
which ways does the HR function take care of their own performance 
management and related metrics? Based on our web-based survey 
among both line and HR managers we found the following perform-
ance management and feedback mechanisms are in use:

• Employee climate surveys (most popular)
• Benchmarking HR costs
• HR scorecards/key performance indicators
• HR customer satisfaction survey

Important as these formal mechanisms are, the real bottom-line, as 
expressed by our respondents in the MNCs, where we carried out our 
case studies, is the informal gathering of line management opinion: 
“Is HR really perceived by line management to be a truly dedicated 
business partner (combined with the seamless functioning of SSCs)?”. 
This emphasizes the continuing dependent position of the HR func-
tion. Acceptance by and credibility in the eyes of line management is 
still crucial for survival and continuity. So it is better to be pro-active 
in this respect and make sure that HR itself takes the lead in making 
sure that they get proper feedback on the basis of which they can con-
tinuously improve their own functioning10. 

Within our sample of case studies the initiative by Siemens is note-
worthy. Six HR departments across Europe agreed that they wanted 
to share best practice, but that there must be a qualitative assess-
ment of what is a “best” practice, rather than an arithmetic metric 
such as time to fill a vacant position. The arithmetic metrics are 
considered less comparable as they do not take into account the dif-
fering contexts in which the department may be operating. In order 
to develop a more meaningful qualitative assessment mechanism, a 
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consultancy firm in Finland was brought in to help. The benchmarks 
subsequently developed include 40 indicators in � areas of HRM. 
Their use is voluntary. Some countries participate in all of them, some 
only a few and some none at all. The benchmarks are the result of the 
consultancy asking the HR departments specific themed questions, 
then ranking their responses based on their own criteria of suitability 
for developing a sound approach to modern HR and then publishing 
the four best practices in an area. Departments are then encouraged 
to contact those departments ranked highest, if they are not there 
themselves. Departments with good practice in a certain area are also 
invited to present their ideas to others at Regional Council meetings. 
Departments not scoring highly in an area are encouraged to improve 
performance before the next meeting of the Regional Council. 

2.4. Concluding remarks
Based on the aforementioned data, we can be optimistic about the 
alignment of HR with the so-called theory of high performance and 
also be optimistic about the way in which HR is able to contribute. 
However, the majority of companies and organizations still have a 
long way to go. We as researchers were lucky to have been able to 
have such an in-depth look into the kitchen of our MNCs. We were 
able to see how our academic terms like performance management, 
metrics and human capital can be turned into practical ingredients in 
the pot eventually producing high performance. 

It also emphasizes the fact that an applied academic discipline like 
HR studies cannot make progress without studying how compa-
nies through their managers and employees implement, adjust and 
improve their academic ideas. It is for this very reason that we have 
initiated our People Management Centre in order to bridge the gap 
between academia and the business community and to create a co-
operation and sponsorship relation to the benefit of both (win-win 
situation). 

Let us continue with the third part of my inaugural lecture, the 
research programme of the Department of HR Studies, which has 

been developed as a joint effort by the staff members of the depart-
ment and which carries the same name as the title of this inaugural 
lecture. 
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Part 3: Research programme department of HR Studies  
2007 - 2012

3.1. Introduction
The research programme11 of the Department of HR Studies has its 
starting point in the employment relationship. The employment rela-
tionship can be studied from a variety of perspectives, disciplines and 
analytical levels. Below we present a more detailed overview of the 
concepts and disciplines involved. Subsequently, we explain our own 
perspectives and the choices we have made for studying a number 
of selected themes, derived from the concept of the employment 
relationship and how this approach fits with our profile as a research 
group. The HR Studies research group is based within the School of 
Social and Behavioural Sciences at Tilburg University, a Dutch univer-
sity within mainland Europe with a strong research tradition and with 
an international benchmark and outlook. 

3.2. The employment relationship
The employment relationship can primarily be considered as an 
exchange relationship between employer and employee, in which 
the elements for exchange like labour, reward, voice, development 
are subject to the psychological context, the transactional/business 
context and the legal/societal context. This implies that we consider 
more rationalities than the managerial, instrumental rationality. 
We also include value-rational, traditional and affectual-emotional 
rationalities (Poole, 1986; Paauwe, 2004). The main sources of 
inspiration and theorizing on the employment relationship can be 
found in the disciplines of Human Resource Management, Work 
and Organizational Psychology/Organizational Behaviour, Industrial 
Relations, Educational Studies, Business Economics/Administration, 
Organizational Studies/Strategic Management, Sociology and Law. 

The employment relationship is a field of study which encompasses a 
multitude of concepts:

• At the individual level: ability, motivation, opportunity, discretion-
ary effort, job satisfaction, commitment, engagement, learning, 

pro-activity etc. 
• At the organizational level: the different HR practices (like attract-

ing, recruiting, rewarding, training, developing and appraisal) 
and topics like diversity, flexibility, work systems, HR metrics, 
human capital valuation and their subsequent effects on per-
formance as well as development of the wider context, beyond 
individual learning, to include also team learning and organiza-
tional learning. Finally, also issues like leadership, power/author-
ity, participation/co-determination, climate, culture, organiza-
tional change.

• At the societal level: industrial relations, employee relationships, 
social welfare, (un)employment, future of work and so on. 

Furthermore, there is a range of constructs concerning the employ-
ment relationship that cut across levels like the psychological con-
tract, business contract, legal contract. 

3.3. A balanced approach
The concept of the employment relationship offers, both with 
respect to theorizing as well as to the specific topics to be studied, a 
whole range of sources of inspiration and possibilities for empirical 
enquiry. What is especially important is the fact that it focuses on the 
exchange, power and authority relationships between employer and 
employee at different levels of analysis (societal, organizational, team 
and individual level) and that it allows for analysis both from the per-
spective of the employer/manager/owner as well as from the perspec-
tive of the employee/individual. In our programme, we deliberately 
include this two-sided perspective (organizational 1  individual) in 
order to be able to study and analyse effects both from a business 
as well as more psychological perspective (balanced approach). For 
example, there is the tension between productivity and well-being: are 
these competing goals, or can they be optimized jointly? Is one act-
ing as a moderator for the other? etc. (van de Voorde, van Veldhoven 
and Paauwe, 2007). Other examples are the balance between work 
and home (work-life balance) or the topic of integration versus differ-
entiation in the area of diversity. Especially in times of ever increasing 
demands placed upon employees, due to organizations facing fierce 
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international competition, it is important to be able –based on proper 
empirical research– to demonstrate the downside of it in terms of 
stress, anxiety, burn-out and subsequent absenteeism at the individu-
al level. Employees can be committed, flexible, eager to learn, willing 
to change etc., provided it is being balanced by moral values focussing 
on bringing about a climate of trust and HRM policies and practices, 
which provide a decent degree of employment security, investment in 
training and development, recognition and appreciation of an employ-
ee’s contribution, proper work-life balance and a leadership style 
based on coaching and generating a sense of trust by demonstrating 
integrity. 

The issues of duality, paradox and balance seem to dominate the 
HR literature. Indeed Wall and Wood (200�) emphasise the added 
value to the HR field that can be created by exploring competing 
hypotheses within HR questions, in their case in the HRM and firm 
performance debate. Arguably, it was Karen Legge who started this 
debate back in 199� with her focus on the HR rhetoric versus realities, 
whereas Paauwe (2004) highlighted the tension between added value 
and moral values in shaping the employment relationship and related 
HR practices. So we are finding increasing evidence of the dualities 
and paradoxes entailed in HRM today. A theme, which will also fea-
ture prominently during the forthcoming international conference of 
the Dutch HRM Network (Tilburg, November 2007) under the title In 
search of Balance: Managing Dualities. 

3.4. Positioning the research programme
Based on an analysis of the research programmes of our fellow 
departments in the Netherlands and Belgium and our own capabili-
ties and achievements so far, we have opted for the following posi-
tioning of our research programme and department:

• A balanced approach, which implies taking into account both the 
organizational and managerial perspectives as well as the soci-
etal and individual perspectives.

• Focus on performance as a multi-facetted concept encompass-
ing both hard/financial/quantitative performance indicators as 

well as more soft humanistic performance indicators such as 
well-being, fairness, legitimacy and development.

• The two aforementioned characteristics imply the carrying out 
of research which is both multi-level as well as multi-actor orien-
tated. 

• A strong international focus, which also implies the exchange of 
staff, PhD students and a strong institutional linkage with pres-
tigious research centres abroad. 

• Strong and rigorous methods, which fits the profile of the 
Faculty of Social Sciences and which will enable us to publish in 
top quality journals. 

Based on our capabilities, we focus on a programme in which HR 
practices are linked to performance effects and the way in which both 
practices and performance effects manifest themselves at different 
levels of analysis, and are experienced and perceived by a variety of 
actors in different contexts. We focus on the topic of HR and perform-
ance from a multi-actor, multi-level and contextual approach (see 
figure 2). Under this heading we opt for a limited number of themes, 
fitting the size of our research group. 

Figure 2: Focus of our research themes

Employment relationship

In search of balance
- Implies multi-facetted performance concept
- Involves multiple actors
- Necessitates analysis at multiple levels
- Requires a multi-disciplinary approach

Research themes
- HR and outcomes
- HR and development
- HR in different institutional settings
- HR and methods
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3.5. Research themes
In order to decide upon and establish themes in the research pro-
gramme, the following criteria have been taken into account:

• A theme should encompass more than one researcher, prefer-
ably up to 3 or 4 staff members in order to achieve the critical 
mass in terms of input and manpower. 

• A theme should be able to realize means for recruiting one or 
more PhD students 

• A theme should be able to generate a track record of internation-
al refereed publications and access to international networks and 
conferences in order to stimulate exchange of knowledge and 
new inputs, which will help to upgrade quality of output. 

• Finally, a theme should meet the profile of the programme as a 
whole especially related to the focus on the search for balance. 

Based on these criteria, the research programme will focus on the fol-
lowing four themes, which are highly interrelated: HR and outcomes, 
HR and development, HR in different institutional settings and HR and 
methods. These themes are discussed in the following sections. 

HR	and	outcomes

Business level
Reflecting on the past 20 years (see first part of this inaugural lecture) 
we can conclude that the field of HR and Performance has made con-
siderable progress. Numerous studies have highlighted from a variety 
of perspectives the relationship between HR and performance, but 
have also indicated a range of theoretical and methodological short-
comings. The challenges we still face are in the area of better theories 
(with respect to the linkages and the processes between HR and 
Performance, the link with strategy and strategy implementation), bet-
ter data (preferably longitudinal and also collected among those who 
experience and perceive the HR practices) and better performance 
indicators, which reflect and do justice to the variety of stakeholders 
involved. So we have opted for a multi-faceted concept of perform-
ance, encompassing both productivity measures as well as well-being 
measures, analyses at multi-levels including multiple actors, taking 
into account the context based on institutional theory. 

Individual and group/team level
Process models in HRM (Becker et al., 1997; Guest, 1997; Paauwe 
and Richardson, 1997) widely acknowledge that the impact of HRM 
on organizational performance is channelled through individual work 
attitudes and behaviours of employees. Wright and Nishii (2004) also 
make clear how organizational performance emerges from a complex 
process of coordination between individual workers’ efforts. In order 
to make the chain of events leading to organizational performance 
researchable, it is a useful strategy in HR studies to focus on the links 
and processes between HR practices and individual/small group per-
formance, where individual/small group performance is considered 
to be multi-faceted view of organizational performance (Sonnentag, 
2002). The number of HR practices and factors involved in individual 
performance is large. Therefore projects in this area usually focus on 
specific causal factors and links, rather than model all possible links. 

The interaction between business level and individual level
Much progress has been made in HR studies over the past decades. 
Wright and Boswell (2002), however, have signalled that business 
level research (SHRM, often researching the impact of multiple HR 
practices) and individual level research (often researching the impact 
of individual HR practices) seem to remain contained in their own 
areas. So there is a gap between these two perspectives as far as 
integration is concerned. Our research programme contributes to 
bridging this gap, and to balancing business and individual perspec-
tives on HR, which implies integrating fields of research that were 
historically separated, but nevertheless show considerable content 
overlap (van Veldhoven, 200�). An example of this are our efforts in 
the area of the so-called agile organisation, which in essence implies 
a very fast and efficient adaptive learning organisation, encouraging 
multi-skilling, empowerment and reconfigurable teams (McCurry and 
McIvor, 2002; Dyer and Shafer, 1999; Shafer et al., 2001) and how 
we can link that to the concept of vitality. The latter being a concept 
(developed by van Veldhoven and Doorenbosch) at the individual 
level, which emphasizes pro-active behaviour, eagerness to learn and 
being/staying vital and energetic (see Dorenbosch, van Veldhoven 
and Paauwe, 2006). Again a balanced approach is necessary in order 
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to safeguard well-being of employees in the long run in organizations 
characterized by agility. 

HR	and	development
Learning and development can be viewed as HR processes as well 
as outcomes of HR, both at the level of individual employees and 
the level of teams. A major issue in this area is to what extent and 
how learning processes that come about naturally can be influenced 
and linked to organized learning, development efforts and perform-
ance criteria. There is an extensive knowledge base on the processes 
and outcomes of formal learning, that is, training and education 
programmes. Since the 1990s, the field has started to shift its focus 
to understanding and explaining the processes and outcomes of self-
directed and incidental learning processes in the workplace (Poell, van 
Dam and van der Berg, 2004). There is still major work to be done in 
this area. Based on theories of (team) learning and organization (e.g. 
Argyris and Schön, 1996; Edmondson, 2002; van der Krogt, 1998; 
Mintzberg, Ahlstrand and Lampel, 1998), the research group contrib-
utes theoretically and empirically to the emerging knowledge base on 
learning in the workplace, in order to understand and explain its proce-
sses, its outcome and its relationships to other HR practices (e.g. 
competence management, work design, career, management, high 
commitment work practices) as well as individual and firm perform-
ance (see also Poell, 2006). 

HR	in	different	institutional	settings
Based on our setting within Tilburg University and Mainland Europe 
we want to distinguish ourselves by paying more attention to the con-
text which has an effect on the shaping of HR practices and develop-
ment activities and subsequent performance effects both at the busi-
ness and individual level. Our international counterparts expect us to 
have expertise on how the Dutch and Rhineland model effect those 
kinds of relationships and what we can learn from comparative analy-
sis in this respect, compared with for example the Anglo-American 
model of industrial relations or business systems in Asia (e.g. India, 
Japan and China). 

For these reasons, we pay attention to HR in different institutional 
settings in our research programme, especially from the perspectives 
of international/comparative studies, diversity and studies of specific 
sectors, like for example HR issues in the health care sector. The latter 
takes place in close cooperation with the Institute of Health Policy and 
Management from the Erasmus University and the Erasmus School of 
Economics, which is also providing an annual grant. 

HR	and	methods
Tilburg University –and especially the School of Social and 
Behavioural Sciences– has a strong tradition in research methods and 
methodology. Students both in our bachelors as well as our masters 
programme are being trained well in this respect (more than average 
in comparison with other Dutch universities) and our PhD students 
are mainly recruited from a specially designed research master pro-
gramme in which our department participates. This research master 
programme has a strong emphasis on quantitative methods and also 
–albeit to a lesser degree– on qualitative research methods. 

The relationship between HR and performance –still a relatively 
young field of academic enquiry– has been widely debated over the 
last decade. Meta-analysis indeed shows that high performance work 
practices are related to improved performance (Combs et al., 2006). 
However, there is a need to revise existing research to address the 
methodological weaknesses as indicated in the first part of the inau-
gural lecture. Research by the staff in our programme is aimed at 
improving the methodological quality of HR studies. Methodological 
contributions in the near future will include:

• The application of longitudinal designs and analyses (for exam-
ple, van de Voorde and van Veldhoven, forthcoming) 

• The explication of multi-level models that fit the cross-level 
processes occurring in the HR-Performance chain (for example, 
Croon and van Veldhoven, 2007)

• The construction of situation-response surveys for measur-
ing individual work behaviours (for example, Berings, 2006; de 
Reuver, 2003). 
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Interaction	and	overlap	between	the	sub	themes
The sub themes HR and outcomes, HR and development, HR in differ-
ent institutional settings and HR and methods are all highly interrelated. 
For reasons of clarity and overview we have presented each theme 
separately, but in reality one specific research project can address 
issues related to all four themes simultaneously. For example, HR in 
multinational companies studies the topic of HR and performance 
from a business perspective, what also involves issues of learning 
and sharing knowledge and takes into account the effect of different 
regions and different countries of origin and might apply new meth-
ods of analysis. 

So actually –with respect to content–, the research programme focus-
es in on two themes (i.e. HR and performance and HR and develop-
ment), which we study from a variety of institutional settings/perspec-
tives and for which we apply and develop advanced methods, which 
fits the profile of the School of Social and Behavioural Sciences. 
Indeed, it is actively encouraged for researchers to build bridges 
between the four themes described, stimulating the accumulation of 
specific knowledge on the integration between the four themes over 
time. Figure 3 illustrates these points. 

Figure 3: Interaction and overlap between the sub themes

HR and methods

HR and development

HR in different
institutional settings
(perspective)

HR and outcomes
Business level
Individual,
group/team level
Interaction

With respect to the staffing of projects, we ensure that staff mem-
bers are involved in a variety of sub themes and work closely together 
across a range of projects. In this way staff members benefit from 
each others expertise, which can be in among others organizational 
behaviour, work and organizational psychology or business econom-
ics/administration, educational studies. 

3.6. Networks

International cooperation with research groups
The department has established institutional links with both King’s 
College (University of London) and the Department of HR Studies 
of Cornell University (USA). Two prominent scholars of both depart-
ments have taken up positions as senior research fellows at Tilburg 
University. These scholars are Professor Riccardo Peccei (King’s 
College) and Professor Patrick Wright (Cornell University). 
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Institutional links imply cooperation in joint research projects, and the 
exchange of staff, PhDs and students, and the organization of joint 
seminars. In addition to these two embedded links the department 
cooperates with academics of the following universities and depart-
ments:

• Aston University (UK), Department of Work and Organizational 
Psychology

• Birkbeck College (UK), Department of Organizational Psychology
• Columbia University (New York, USA), Department of 

Organization and Leadership
• Monash University Melbourne (Australia), Department of 

Psychology
• Nottingham University (UK), Business School
• Sabanci University (Istanbul, Turkey), School of Management
• City University (UK), Cass Business School
• University of Reading (UK), Business School

National cooperation
The department is a member of the Dutch HRM Network, which is 
a group of affiliated professors, all in charge of HR masters and HR 
research programmes at their respective universities. The chair rotates 
among the participating universities and is currently being fulfilled by 
Tilburg University. The network offers a platform for exchange of rel-
evant information with respect to both teaching and research. It also 
organizes an international conference every two years, encompassing 
7-8 different tracks in the area of HR studies, attended by on average 
100-1�0 academics both from abroad (approximately �0 per cent) as 
well from the Netherlands. In 2007, Tilburg University will be host-
ing this international conference with the title “In Search of Balance: 
Managing the Dualities of HRM”. The members of the department 
also work closely together with a wide range of colleagues from the 
other Dutch Universities and participate in each others PhD projects. 

Links with the business community
An applied field of HR studies can only make real progress in close 
interaction with the business community in order to keep up with the 
latest developments, to remain up-to-date and –most importantly– to 

get access to data files and possibilities for additional data collection, 
preferably repeatedly and from multiple actors, so that we can ana-
lyze panel data and carry out longitudinal research projects and use 
multi-level techniques. Nowadays many organizations carry out –on 
an annual basis– employee climate surveys, which –properly analyzed 
and linked to performance data– can yield highly relevant empirical 
evidence in order to corroborate or falsify theoretically derived hypoth-
eses. 

To structure our link with the business community we have estab-
lished the People Management Centre, which intends to bridge and 
link the very often separate worlds of the business community and 
academia (for more information see the website http://www.tilburguni-
versity.nl/faculties/fsw/departments/hrcs/pmc/). At the moment we are 
developing a range of sponsorship relationships with top performing 
and internationally operating companies to create a win-win situation 
for both parties among which the exchange of information and the 
opening up for possibilities for advanced analysis of data already col-
lected, which fit the themes of our research programme. 
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Word of thanks

At the end of this inaugural lecture I would like to thank the Rector 
Magnificus, the Board of the University and the Dean and Board of 
the School of Behavioural and Social Science for the trust they have 
placed in me by appointing me to this Chair. Tilburg felt like a warm 
bath. I would especially like to thank Arie de Ruijter and Jacques 
Hagenaars for their very warm welcome and support. Tilburg is an 
ambitious university, which competes on the quality of its teaching 
and research, the speed of its decision-making and the openness 
of its informal communication channels. At least that is my experi-
ence so far. In that respect they make optimal use of their economies 
scope and scale. During the interview both Arie and Jacques made the 
remark “Tilburg HR Studies and you are made for each other”. Well, 
I don’t know if it is true, but at least, for me, it is a highly seductive 
remark. And in one respect it’s correct.

From the very moment I started my work at the department, the 
people there imbued me with lots of energy. Of course I had to 
spend a lot of energy, but it is being returned with interest by young, 
ambitious staff members, with whom I could align in a number of 
changes. During my career at Erasmus University I was surrounded by 
marketeers, econometricians, accounting and finance people and the 
like. Here, in Tilburg I am confronted with a totally different setting: 
psychology, sociology and a very strong research methods depart-
ment. From all of these I could learn a great deal, including the con-
cept of flow or thriving, which I experienced myself due to the level 
of energy provided by the staff members of the Department. It was 
also a pleasant accident that the neighbouring department to my own 
here at Tilburg is Organizational Studies headed by Patrick Kenis. This 
department covers much the same ground as my former department 
at Erasmus and I am very lucky to have such good neighbours. We 
cooperate well and we were able jointly to arrange the appointment of 
four top researchers, senior research fellows, who will strengthen the 
research profile of both our respective departments.

The most motivating part of working at a university is being involved 

in the development process of young people, staff, PhD students, 
and bachelor and master students. We have a great group of students 
in that respect. Not only in numbers, but also in quality and I hope, 
together with our staff, to continue providing them with a stimulating 
setting for growth and development. 

The last few years in Rotterdam were not always easy and I would 
like to express my gratitude to my friends/colleagues who supported 
me through some difficult times, among which are Philip Dewe, 
Riccardo Peccei, Roger Williams, John Purcell, David Guest, Ben 
Bakker, Paul Boselie, Wim op den Akker, Joep Frantzen, Ful van Duijn 
and of course my colleagues, the board members of the Dutch HRM 
Network. In between leaving Rotterdam and joining Tilburg I enjoyed 
a great and stimulating stay at Cornell University, Department of HR 
Studies, headed by Lee Dyer and Pat Wright. My thanks to you both 
for granting me that opportunity.

Finally, I would like to say that the job I am fulfilling is actually quite 
impossible. It involves teaching, managing, politics, doing research, 
supervising PhD students, writing, networking, training executives, 
giving guest lectures, attending conferences and so on. Quite impos-
sible to include all this in a working week. No wonder our Dean has 
informed me that he is not opposed to using his professors to their 
limits. So why am I still doing this job? Well the real answer is that 
most of it is just such a lot of fun. As indeed has been presenting this 
lecture. Thank you for your attention.

Tilburg/Woerden, August 200712
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Footnotes

1 The so-called AMO framework is best captured by the following 
equation: Performance (P) = f (employee’s ability (A), motivation 
(M) and opportunity to participate (O)). See Boxall and Purcell 
(2003: 20). 

2 Some parts of this section overlap with a text which I have written 
for the Point-Counterpoint section of the Journal of Management 
Studies (forthcoming, 2007). 

3 This part has been written in close cooperation with my “partner 
in crime” on this project Dr. Elaine Farndale, with whom I carried 
out the interviews and who actually wrote the European case stud-
ies from which the practical illustrations are derived. 

4 In 2004-200�, interviews were held with 69 interviewees in the 
6 multinationals based in 8 countries (UK, Switzerland, Sweden, 
France, Germany, Spain and USA). A multiple respondent approach 
was adopted, including interviews with 48 HR professionals and 21 
representatives of senior management, line managers and employ-
ee representatives. 17 interviews were carried out at the corporate 
headquarters, 31 at the region or country level offices and 21 at 
the division or plant level within a specific business. All interviews 
were carried out face-to-face, except for two which were conducted 
by telephone due to travel restrictions. The interviews were semi-
structured, based on a schedule designed and piloted by the four 
academic partners to the research study. The questions covered 
issues around the company context, HRM practices, HR knowledge 
sharing, HR alignment and the role of the HR department. The con-
tent of the interviews was not directly transcribed, but summarized 
by the researchers in individual case studies, which were fed back 
to the companies involved for factual accuracy. 

� “We shall offer a wide range of well-designed, functional home fur-
nishing products at prices so low that as many people as possible 
will be able to afford them”. 

6 “Giving down to earth, straightforward people the possibility to 
grow, both as individuals and in their professional roles, so that 
together we are strongly committed to creating a better everyday 
life for ourselves and our customers”. 

7 More specifically, Bowen and Ostroff (2004) specify their three 
core concepts as follows:
• Distinctiveness: visibility, understandability, legitimacy of author-

ity and relevance
• Consistency: instrumentality, validity and consistent HRM mess-

ages
• Consensus: agreement among principal HRM decision makers 

and the perception of fairness i.e. being able to deliver the fol-
lowing three aspects of justice: (1) distributive, (2) procedural 
and (3) interactional.

8 Separately we have published a paper on talent management (see 
Stahl, 2007)

9 There are eight global communities of practice (CoP) based on 
business priorities: (1) HR leadership team, (2) recruitment (talent 
supply), (3) compensation and benefits, (4) learning and develop-
ment, (�) employee relations, (6) diversity, (7) organization effec-
tiveness and (8) labour relations. 

10 A good initiative in this respect has been developed recently by 
the companies ING and Randstad, who –in close cooperation with 
TNO and the department of HR Studies of Tilburg University– ini-
tiated the HR benchmark, which involves a 360 degree web-based 
feedback system on the HR operations and services and enables 
benchmarking with comparable companies and organizations as in 
one’s sector or branch of industry. 

11 The programme has been developed in close cooperation with all 
staff members of the Department of HR studies. I would like to 
thank them for their valuable input and comments. 

12 I would like to thank Michelle Richelle, Karen Belk and Inge de Nijs 
for their great help in all the activities and preparations that have 
to be made in order to make it happen: an inaugural lecture. 
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Summary (in dutch)

De afgelopen twee decennia heeft het onderwerp HRM en 
Performance zeer tot de verbeelding gesproken van zowel weten-
schappers als praktijkbeoefenaren op het gebied van personeelsma-
nagement, organisatieontwikkeling en organisatieadvieswerk. 
Inmiddels zijn meer dan 100 artikelen over dit onderwerp gepubli-
ceerd in vooraanstaande wetenschappelijke tijdschriften. Tijd voor 
reflectie en een terugblik. Het onderzoek zelf is in de loop der jaren 
steeds geavanceerder geworden, waarbij veel aandacht is besteed 
aan het openen van de “black box” van de relatie tussen HRM en 
Performance. Via welke tussenschakels verloopt dat en wat zijn de 
goede onderzoeksopzetten om daadwerkelijk een causaal verband 
vast te kunnen stellen?

Een kritische evaluatie leert dat HRM er daadwerkelijk toe doet en 
dat we causaliteit mogen veronderstellen, mits er maar sprake is van 
onderzoeksopzetten die de aan den lijve ervaren HRM praktijken op 
het niveau van de medewerkers meenemen in hun dataverzameling. 
Verder is het natuurlijk van belang om op meerdere tijdstippen te 
meten als het gaat om het kunnen vaststellen van HR interventies 
en hun effecten. Met name zogenaamde “high peformance work 
systems” kunnen verschil maken als het gaat om het goed presteren 
van bedrijven en instellingen en hun medewerkers. Het gaat dan om 
HR activiteiten als geavanceerde werving en selectie, training en oplei-
ding, performance management (in de zin van feedback en functione-
ringsgesprekken) en beloningssystemen die een relatie leggen met de 
prestatie. Verder zijn stijl van leidinggeven, autonomie, decentralisatie 
en participatie van belang. Inmiddels is het onderzoek zo geavanceerd 
dat we naast de effecten in termen van betrokkenheid, arbeidspro-
ductiviteit etc., de meerwaarde van HRM ook in geld kunnen uitdruk-
ken. Onder streng gecontroleerde omstandigheden zijn we in staat 
een deel van de winsttoename toe te schrijven aan HRM gerelateerde 
interventies en als gevolg daarvan ontstane verbeteringen in organisa-
tieklimaat.
 
Naast survey-onderzoek onder medewerkers kunnen ook diepgaande 
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case studies licht werpen op de relatie tussen HRM en Performance 
en de rol van de HR functie hierbij. Op basis van uitgebreid onder-
zoek onder een twintigtal goed presterende multinationals kunnen we 
nagaan wat de HR functie bijdraagt aan een zogenaamde “Theory of 
High Performance” bestaande uit de volgende elementen:

• Expliciete missie en doorleefde organisatiewaarden
• Een collectief gevoel van zingeving
• Ondernemerschap
• Samenhang en consistentie
• Leiderschap op alle niveaus, alert reagerend, met een focus op 

datgene wat daadwerkelijk waarde toevoegt
• Focus op kernactiviteiten
• Betrokken werknemers, die zich mede-eigenaar voelen
• Performance management gebaseerd op heldere prestatiemaat-

staven en -kengetallen.

De HR functie in deze goed presterende multinationals weet op veel-
zijdige wijze bij te dragen aan deze kernelementen en ze ook goed toe 
te passen op het eigen functioneren. In die zin is de toekomst van de 
HR discipline veelbelovend.

Keerzijde van de nadruk op performance in de zin van winstgevend-
heid is het doorslaan van de balans met als mogelijk gevolg stress, 
burn-out etc. Door de toenemende internationale concurrentie, druk 
van aandeelhouders en zogenaamde “durfkapitaal” investeerders 
worden de eisen aan werknemers alsmaar opgeschroefd, waardoor 
korte termijn winstgevendheid ten koste gaat van duurzaamheid op 
de lange termijn. Het is mogelijk veel te verlangen van werknemers in 
termen van inzet, veranderingsbereidheid, en gretigheid om te leren, 
mits die nadruk op toegevoegde waarde in balans wordt gebracht 
door meer morele waarden (fairness en legitimiteit). Waarden, die 
zorgdragen voor een klimaat van vertrouwen en waarbij er door mid-
del van HRM ook sprake is van een voldoende mate van werkzeker-
heid, investering in training en opleiding, erkenning en waardering van 
de geleverde prestaties, aandacht voor de balans tussen werk en privé 
en een leiderschapsstijl die is gebaseerd op coaching en het teweeg-
brengen van vertrouwen door integer en authentiek handelen. 

Tot slot wordt aandacht besteed aan het onderzoeksprogramma 
van het departement voor de komende periode. Dit onderzoekspro-
gramma heeft als vertrekpunt de arbeidsruilrelatie (employment rela-
tionship) en richt zich met name op een tweetal gebieden, namelijk 
HR en Performance –met zowel aandacht voor het individuele als 
organisatieniveau  en de interactie tussen beide– en het onderwerp 
HR en Development. Veel aandacht gaat in dit onderzoeksprogramma 
uit naar de inbedding van HR praktijken en effecten in een specifieke 
context (organisatie, sector en/of land) en de daarbij te hanteren 
geavanceerde onderzoeksmethoden. 
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