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Foreword

Technology and the ability to innovate are increasingly becoming critical requirements in our workplace. The 
benefits of information technology extend far beyond productivity as it is usually understood and measured. Not 
only can the application of IT provide better ratios of value created to effort expended in established processes 
for producing goods and delivering services, but it can also reframe and redirect the expenditure of human effort, 
generating unanticipated payoffs of exceptionally high value. 

The emergence of tools based on the new information and communication technologies (ICT) is also affecting 
businesses’ working methods. As a consequence, numerous changes are taking place within the organizational 
context. For example, the number of knowledge workers is increasing, divisions between companies and depart-
ments are disappearing, networks are being created between countries, minority workers are being included, and 
workers’ needs are being recognized. 

Beyond doubt, organizations are rapidly and progressively adopting ICT in several and varied ways. In this 
sense, a lot has been written about how companies manage virtual teams, implement electronic commerce prac-
tices, automate work flows, purchase raw material online, or use Web sites to advertise their services. However, 
not much has been said about how IT is also changing traditional human resources management (HRM) func-
tions and practices. This is, precisely, the gap that the Encyclopedia of Human Resources Information Systems: 
Challenges in e-HRM aims to fill. 

Over its more than 100 articles, the Encyclopedia brilliantly presents the state of the art of the adoption of IT 
by human resources managers as well as describes some of the most outstanding practices that have already been 
implemented. In this respect, Dr. Torres-Coronas and Dr. Arias-Oliva have put together an impressive collection 
of texts that will be valuable to professionals in the field, to consultants, to graduate students, and to thoughtful 
managers, for this will become a reference text for both academicians and practitioners.

Definitely, the readers of the Encyclopedia of Human Resources Information Systems: Challenges in e-HRM 
will gain deep knowledge about different types of human resources issues that have been challenged by the 
adoption of technology during, at least, the last decade. Employee self-service, e-learning, strategies for imple-
menting e-HRM, virtual work arrangements and their impact on human resources management, human resources 
information systems, or e-communication are only some of the topics that are approached by the wide group 
of international authors who have already contributed to a successful set of books on how to manage people in 
the new and digital environment.

Enjoy the reading!

Dr. Mila Gascó
Open University of Catalonia & Pompeu Fabra University, Spain
Barcelona (Spain), April 2008



  xxix

Mila Gascó holds a MBA and a PhD in public policy evaluation (Award Enric Prat de la Riba granted to the best PhD 
thesis on public management and administration, given by the Escola d’Administració Pública de Catalunya in Barcelona, 
Spain). She is an associate professor at both the Open University of Catalonia and the Pompeu Fabra University, both 
in Spain. For 7 years, she was a senior analyst at the International Institute on Governance of Catalonia. She has a wide 
teaching experience (she worked as a full professor in the Rovira i Virgili University in Tarragona, Spain) as well as a broad 
researching experience. She has taken part in numerous national and international seminars, and she has published both 
in Spanish and English and has supervised some PhD thesis. She has collaborated with several institutions such as both 
the provincial and city government of Barcelona, the World Bank Development Gateway, the United Nations Program for 
Development, the University of Hull in United Kingdom, the Mayor’s Office in Valencia (Venezuela), and the Governments 
of Brazil and Dominican Republic. Her main interests are related to public policies that allow the transition of a society 
to the so-called knowledge era (in particular she is interested in e-government and e-governance), to the use of ICTs for 
human development and to public policy evaluation.



xxx  

Preface

Rationale foR this Book

The belief that the people working for a firm are one of its main assets and one of the decisive factors in deter-
mining its results is one that leaves little room for argument. There is no question regarding the fact that work-
ers’ qualities, attitudes, and behavior in the workplace go a long way to accounting for a company’s success 
or lack of it. While this type of resource is one over which companies do not have complete control, there do 
exist certain instruments to enable them to exert their influence on the quality and performance of the human 
capital on which they rely. The human resource management (HRM) practices that they adopt will have a vital 
influence in this area and thereby on the results obtained by the firm. Driven by significant internal and external 
forces, HRM has evolved from largely a maintenance function to a source of sustainable competitive advantage 
and organizational effectiveness.

In the information era, organizations are progressively incorporating information communication technologies 
(ICT) into their processes, using different tools and solutions. These tools are applied in a wide variety of ways 
(i.e., manufacturing resource planning, office automation, computer-supported cooperative work, distributed teams, 
supply-chain, enterprise-wide resource planning, or virtual integration). ICT is transforming organizations and 
the way that people work, interact, and feel in knowledge-based organizations. To cope with these new human 
resources challenges, it is necessary to review and to transform HRM into electronic-HRM (e-HRM). 

Recognizing the need for substantive revision on the HRM field, this encyclopedia is a start to analyze the 
management of people in the IT society. That is why it aims at describing the current state of HRM in the ICT 
era and to provide new knowledge on effective e-HRM and human resource information management systems 
(HRIS). 

Since e-HRM does not mean to reinvent the wheel, the term HRM is used within this preface. It is already 
time to begin giving the “e” for granted. Erasing the “e” is part of our digital evolution to the e-world. 

Content highlights

This encyclopedia contains 132 articles organized in nine topics. In presenting the content we are aware that 
important topics are missing and some relevant ones are included. But, that is the way books are. Next, a brief 
description of the main issues discussed is presented to help the readers find their topic of interest and to ac-
knowledge each of the contributors to this virtual and collaborative project. 

Topic I

Topic I, “Present Concepts and Emerging Trends in HRIS and HRM,” is an overview of the human capital 
management concept and its role as key differentiator for sustainable competitive advantage (Akinyemi). Chang-
ing the HR function in a more HR technological environment is a must, but to do it, organizations need first 
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to consider how human capital can be a source for a successful business strategy implementation. To achieve 
this goal, a human resources policy needs to be perfectly aligned with business strategy. This match demands 
functional integration with HRIS (as presented by Staudinger, Ostermann, and Staudinger). This integration is 
required to achieve higher degrees of business process efficiency. Well-aligned systems and processes provide 
an organization with competitive advantages. With this need in mind, both IT and organizational development 
(OD) efforts have to be also aligned with business strategy. The lack of business/IT alignment and business/OD 
alignment and its consequences are discussed by Cameron and Knight. 

The use of ICT induces the development of new organizational, productive, strategic, and managerial models 
(Jiménez, Martínez, and González). And, at the same time, the level of use of ICT determines the HRM and the 
labor structures increasing the capabilities of the organization (as presented by Mishra). HRIS allow self-service 
HR administrative activities and facilitate the collection of strategic information that contributes to the business 
strategy formulation (Pennarola and Caporarello). Therefore, HR managers must understand their organization’s 
strategy to sustain competitive advantage by adopting HRIS and e-HRM. Nevertheless, in this new organizational 
word, HRIS need to be redefined not only as technology evolves but also as the perception of its impact changes. 
Bocatto and Pérez’s article aims to deepen the comprehension of how information systems (IS) are used as a 
tool of organizational change and development.

As information technology (IT) becomes a strategic partner for HRM, the factors that determine the utiliza-
tion of HR information for strategic decision-making purposes must be better understood. This is what Burbach 
and Dundon do by ranging HRIT application through a continuum, from an administrative use to a strategic one. 
The development of more flexible organizational structures and the development of IT are some of the drivers 
of the necessity for HRIS. Benchmarking activities show the potential to generate valuable information for the 
management of HRIS. Ostermann, Staudinger, and Staudinger  provide an overview of different approaches to 
benchmark the potential benefits and impacts of HRIS. As they point out, “future trends to benchmarking HRIS 
should focus in the value-adding contribution of HR and HRIS to overall business performance.” 

Topic II

Topic II, “Setting New Directions to HRM Functions,” provides a description of some of the key ways in which 
HRM can enhance the development, implementation, and success of new technologies. It also focuses on how 
HRM can enhance its own value through the use of new technologies (Härtel). One of the consequences of apply-
ing IT to the HRM is the modification of HR-related practices (as examined by Wang and Lang, and Yamamoto 
and Özbek). On the other hand, in our today’s competitive world the need for a personnel management with 
standardized and integrated processes is crucial. The development of this idea and its implications are presented 
by Staudinger, Ostermann, and Staudinger.

As organizations are increasingly using HRIS, it is important to talk about the potential impacts of technol-
ogy on HRM in terms of the rationale behind the introduction of a HRIS (Parry). A better business and HRM 
performance are some of the HRIS benefits. Stepping forward, Katou presents an integrative framework for 
understanding the link between HRM and business performance and the integration of e-resourcing. Most of 
the time, the success of the implementation of such new technological systems depends upon the mindsets of 
the people involved. Sasovova and Leenders state how such mindsets emerge and evolve through the social 
relationships of the users of the HRIS. Others relevant factors affecting HRIS planning projects are described 
by Othman. 

Topic II also deals with how the balanced scorecard approach can be applied in the management information 
system (MIS) (Kettunen). Hurley-Hanson analyzes the role of HRIS in crisis response planning, and Guilloux, 
Kalika, and Laval examine how Web-based technology permits new online HR services to employees and 
management.
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Topic III

Topic III, “Staffing the Organization,” is devoted to specific HR functions such as recruitment and selection. 
How can we transfer the concept of relationship marketing to personnel recruitment and why? This is Keim 

and Fritsch’s main question, which they answer by presenting an approach for the IS-supported management 
of employer-candidate relationships. Keim and Weitzel illustrate that HRIS adoption increases over time and 
decreases as the phases of the recruitment process progress. The use of technology in personnel recruiting is also 
the main worry of Puck and Paul’s work. An international perspective of e-recruitment is presented in articles by 
Fernández-Sánchez, de Juana-Espinosa, and Valdés-Conca, Rao, and Joia and Alves. In the recruitment process, 
it is also important to understand the value of the employer brand image (Harold and Nolan) as well as why and 
how some organizations externalize work activities and use employment intermediaries (Guilloux and Kalika). 
To improve person-job fit, Pollack addresses issues related to online employment testing software, and Cegielski 
and Hall examine the perceived value of information technology certification. 

Finally, there is still room for organizational ethical responsibility. Manley, from a U.S.-perspective, presents 
possible solutions to ensure HR managers are complying with fair selection. In a similar way, Ready, Novicevic, and 
Evans invite the reader to think about HRIS and the need to consider how HRIS affect employment practices. 

Topic IV

Topic IV, “Building Human Capital: Training and Development,” includes Hall and Inskeep’s work. These 
authors discuss the importance of developing a curricula framework that meets the organization’s business and 
learning objectives. In an organization that has e-HRM systems, these curricula frameworks fall within its online 
e-learning application. As the new curricula demands new skills, integrating networking skills to have better 
professionals becomes a key factor in HR development (Jeffries and Papp). 

But, can we rely on e-training to address a forecasted worldwide shortage of skilled workers? To answer 
this question, Murray and Efendioglu examine the key supply and demand determinants of the global worker 
shortage and analyze the systematic requirements that favor the use of asymmetric and interactive e-training 
technologies. Other worthy ideas to be explored are learning theories (Wang), transformative learning (King), 
and simulations in management development through ICT (Stokes). 

Case, Dick, and Van Slyke focus on corporate learning management systems (LMS) and the role reusable 
learning objects are playing in corporate LMS. Gilbert connects the collaborative theory with the current inno-
vations occurring on the World Wide Web that are enabling users to experience a sense of community (such as 
Second Life®). King pays attention to mobile learning, including podcasting. Galla discusses the use of online or 
electronic e-training in ethical behavior and why this training is maybe more important today than in the past. 

To evaluate the effectiveness of e-training programs Carretero-Gómez studies two particular techniques: 
utility analysis and multiattribute utility analysis. Yiu and Saner examine the need to invest in training and to 
adopt technology-based learning modality for up-scaling of training coverage. They also highlight the benefits 
of implementing the International Standard ISO 10015. Yiu and Saner deeply discuss two training related stan-
dards. 

Finally, Sullivan, Mainiero, and Terjesen review the concept of the kaleidoscope career, discussing the impli-
cations of the model for HRIS. Mentoring, as a tool for human capital development, has been impacted by the 
use of Internet technologies giving rise to the so-called “e-mentoring,” a concept discussed by Colomo-Palacios, 
Gómez-Berbers, García-Cresco, and Casado- Lumbreras.

Topic V

With Topic V, “Competence Development and Compensation,” Berio, Harzallah, and Sacco describe an integrat-
ing architecture for competence management. Kesti, Syväjärvi, and Stenvall search for a new e-HRM system 
to measure and analyze tacit human signals and human competence recognition, and Urquiza’s article is de-



  xxxiii

voted to competence management automation practices. Finally, based in the competency management theory, 
Valdés-Conca, Canós-Darós, and de Juana-Espinosa present the foundations for the design of an Intranet for 
the development of business-to-employee relationships. A conceptual model which allows expanding existing 
barriers of HR systems can be found by Povalej and Weiß.

Problems that arise from performance evaluation are presented in the next articles. In that sense, performance 
management systems as an important part of HRIS are discussed by Case and Hoell. Bondarouk and Looise also 
contribute to the performance discussion by developing a contingency framework of how the organizational 
conditions are likely to support the process of adoption of e-performance management. And Panina presents a 
model of electronic monitoring effectiveness. 

Following the performance evaluation discussion, Hall and Inskeep explore innovative alternatives for at-
tracting, retaining, and managing talent in our e-world. As employee commitment depends upon well designed 
rewards systems, Ostermann, Staudinger, Thoeni, and Staudinger sketch the functionalities of a complex and 
strategically fit reward system, and Adenike looks into effective systems. Finally, Liang provides a comparison 
of major compensation software products and services developed using Internet technology.

Topic VI

Topic VI, “Managing Individuals and Groups in the Organization,” is devoted to issues related to individual 
and group behavior. Akinyemi explores the concept and changing nature of the psychological contract. Chung 
points out that in coping with today’s business environment and work settings, a process-oriented motivation 
theory is more effective than the traditional theories. The organizational implications for managing the HRIS 
employee experience are discussed by Ruta, and Guzman presents a cultural approach to the study of the people 
who work in IS through the concept of “occupational culture.” 

The goal of Diederichsen’s article is to depict applications—ranging from company internal employee 
communities to company external applicant communities—of virtual communities in HR relevant processes. 
Capriotti presents the main impacts that new technologies (and, principally, the Internet) are having on employee 
communication, which can help us to understand the changes that have been produced in organizations by the 
evolution from traditional employee communication to e-communication. Lastres-Segret and Núñez-Gorrín talk 
about the challenges and possibilities that IT offer as an internal marketing support, mainly, being an important 
channel for internal e-communication, since e-communication organizations can “offer jobs, environments, work 
places, incentives programs more suitable to every employee.” Kratzer, Leenders, and Van Engelen attempt to 
shed some light at the determination of media ensembles by formal and informal communication. 

The study of trust and trusting relationships is presented in articles by Bello and Márquez-García who claim 
that IT play a key role in rising or diminishing trust within the organization. O’Neill and Nilson also examine 
the role of relationship building and the development of trust among workers who rarely meet face-to-face. 
Aneas focuses on virtual team work and the managing of virtual intercultural communication. In the following 
studies, Forcadell focuses on the organizational factors that enable effective implementation of organizational 
democracy; these factors work along with ICT in this kind of transformation into more democratic organizations. 
Triana talks about organizational justice and the study of fairness in virtual team setting. 

Rethinking leadership and leadership styles are discussed by Victor C. Wang. Crawford-Mathis describes the 
leadership theory, the competencies of effective leaders, and the implications for the future. Provitera and Esendal 
review the concept of e-leadership and illustrate how it has impacted human resource management. In a similar 
way, Crawford-Mathis presents the changes in work force dynamics as the reason for e-leadership. What do the 
more traditional leadership approaches have to offer those involved in virtual organizational settings? This ques-
tion is answered by Mackenzie and Pate. Trust and good leadership are needed to build a “healthy work ethic” 
which is discussed by Victor C. Wang. In the last two articles included in Topic VI, Ebner talks about conflict 
resolution and management and alternative dispute resolution (ADR). As HRM makes the transition to e-HRM, 
traditional ADR is adopting new methods for coping with conflict through e-methods, for example, online me-
diation. Bello and Adenike also focus on conflict resolution mechanisms and the three major models of conflict 
resolutions, namely, distributive bargaining, integrated bargaining, and interactive problem solving. 



xxxiv  

Topic VII

Topic VII, “Managing People and Technology in New Work Environments,” begins with a reflection on how 
organizations have generated a language of electronic signs (Sanchez-Alarcos and Revilla) and the challenges 
of organizational semiotics. 

Are HRIS accepted by employees? Deakins offers insights that will help system developers and human re-
sources managers to design and introduce user-accepted e-HRM systems. 

How are ICT impacting the internal work environment of organizations? Some ideas can be found in Dixon 
and Shelton’s study. These authors refer to the concept of adaptable work arrangements as “non-traditional job 
designs that utilize ICT in order to enable individuals to work from different locations, and at any time during 
day or night.” Wielki  also deals with the challenges connected with the utilization of Internet technology-
based tools in the workplace. The home-based working (Benito-Osorio) and its flexibility are strictly related to 
improve the conciliation between labor and family life (also discussed in Lekoko’s). Many firms are adapting 
their human resources policies and their technology to create more flexible workplaces. The results of empirical 
research regarding the implications for organizational performance of a number of flexible practices—such as 
telework—are commented by Rimbau-Gilabert. 

The above articles are complemented by Cox’s and Vilette’s articles. Cox proposes a multidimensional model 
for assessing the impact of mobile technologies on work-life balance considering social, organizational, legal, 
technological, and ethical issues to inform the development of human resource strategies. 

John Wang, Yao, and Hsu and Yao and John Wang approach the world of decision support systems (DSS) 
and group support systems (GSS) that facilitate HR groups collaborative work. Córdoba presents a tool of col-
laborative technology for group facilitation, and the uses of collaborative technologies are discussed by Oiry. 
Córdoba explores the meaning of trans-disciplinary collaboration in organizations and the role of information 
systems and technologies to support it. 

Strohmeier examines whether portal technology is feasible in e-HRM and hence can serve as a measure of 
integration of heterogeneous HR systems. Ruta presents the coevolution of technology and HRM, considering 
the enabler role that IT plays in the reconfiguration of the HR function. Ruta shifts from the concept of HRM to 
the concept of relational resource management. The increased use of IT leads to the generation of huge amounts 
of data which have to be stored and analyzed by data warehouse systems. The application of these systems to 
e-HRM is illustrated by Burgard and Piazza. Reynolds, Fedorovich, and Williams consider that there is a gap 
between research focusing on the technological aspects of computer technologies, and the human resource 
impacts. This article focuses on emerging trends in computer technologies, and the HRM implications of these 
technologies.

Human computer interaction (HCI) is another issue to be taken into account. Campderrich refers to the in-
terdisciplinary field of human computer interaction (HCI) and Kathleen P. King and James J. King talk about 
ergonomics and the problems that result from using increasingly ubiquitous office/computer technologies.

In a different level, Araujo conducts a literature review and examines the longitudinal effects of computer-
mediated work on team processes and performance, while Shwarts-Asher, Ahituv, and Etzion explore the influ-
ence of virtuallity and structural levels on processes that affect team output. These research articles contribute 
to better understanding of virtual teams.

John Wang, Yan, and Zhang  take a closer look to project management by reviewing the types of methodolo-
gies and tools that exist in business today. Hall and Inskeep present an overview of project management and 
introduce concepts for gaining control of any undertaking, especially e-HRM projects, based on the generally 
accepted principles of project management.

Topic VIII

Topic VIII, “Knowledge and Organizational Learning,” presents one of the major challenges for today’s organiza-
tions, that is, to understand the role of knowledge and learning for business success. In the process of knowledge 
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management (KM) some companies emphasize the use of technology to capture, handle, and locate knowledge 
while others focus on knowledge sharing among workers and the rest of the firm’s stakeholders. But the most 
important things have to do with the transformation of individual knowledge into organizational knowledge 
and with the building of knowledge management systems (KMS). To achieve this goal one has to be aware of 
the historical context and the fundamental concepts of the knowledge management discipline (Pérez-Montoro’s 
article). To suit the role of technology in KM initiatives, Meroño-Cerdán adopts a KMS approach based on 
knowledge processes and Cox and Perkins adopt a KM to view the dyad between human ability, organizational 
need, and the extent to which electronic IS can mediate between them. 

Following this discussion, Edelstein and Lee focus on the creation of a successful knowledge transfer process, 
Costa and Revilla and Sánchez-Alarcos refer to networks of expertise (or communities of practice), and Mayfield, 
Mayfield, and Lunce provide a model to explicate a blueprint for tacit knowledge enhancement through HRIS 
techniques. Victor Wang opens a discussion about the relationship of knowledge facilitator and knowledge dic-
tator in order to determine effective management for HR development (HRD) and HRM. Later, Leray focuses 
on new practices of knowledge’s acquisition, introducing a different view between knowledge and power. In 
the following articles, Burakova-Lorgnier outlines theoretical discussions around the social capital theory, as 
well as its quantifiability and contribution to the further improvement of e-HRM, and Gibney, Zagenczyk, and 
Masters argue about self-service technology and its relation with social capital. 

Castilla and Gallardo, considering HRIS like an intersection between HRM and IT, propose an intellectual 
capital model taking into consideration that a correct definition of intangible assets will determine an appropriate 
HRIS and viceversa. In the following articles, Yang discusses issues related to the learning organization, and 
Victor Wang points out that “without in-depth knowledge of learning organizations vs. static organizations, e-
HRM would become an empty term.” In the era of knowledge economy intellectual capital and learning become 
major sources of competitiveness. Consequently, HRIS need to embrace these concepts. Open source projects 
and the development of organizational learning are presented by Guilloux and Kalika. And finally in this part, 
Ramalho Correia and Mesquita invite the reader to think about lifelong learning in the context of a knowledge 
based society as a tool to update the knowledge that organizations will need to remain in the market in competi-
tive positions. People are the most important asset in a “knowledge based/learning economy” and this requires 
that every citizen be equipped with the right knowledge, skills, and attitudes to achieve.

Topic IX

Topic IX, “Other Trends and Issues in E-HRM,” begins with a research on the relationship between corporate 
social responsibility and financial performance (Arora). In the e-HRM world investing in building better employ-
ment relations has also both direct and indirect benefits for the organizations. Searching for similar conclusions, 
Blanco reviews the application of the total quality management (TQM) philosophy to e-HRM. As Blanco states 
“TQM affects all employee-related issues from productivity, loyalty, and work ethic to overall well-being” as 
social responsibility does. When deploying the human capital of an organization service quality can be influ-
enced. Lastres-Segret and Cadagan-García present an empirical study which identifies different factors that 
influence the quality of service taking into account how different organizations from the service sector manage 
their human resources. 

Needless to say that technological advances and HRIS technology are affecting operational structures within 
organizations. A direct consequence of that is the growing up of call centers which have been tightly integrated 
into e-HRM practices, as presented in Carroll’s work. This article ends by drawing out the balance between 
HRM practices and operational structural design.

But how are these changes affecting other organizations and sectors? Mockler and Dologite, and Crisós-
tomo-Acevedo and Medina-Garrido present the new technological work environment in the healthcare sector. 
IT systems have been incorporated to services at hospitals so a new type of worker, the healthcare teleworker, 
is needed. Different sources of the resistance to incorporate telemedicine are briefly discussed. In the next ar-
ticle, Joseph and Ezzedeen discuss governments’ use of e-HRM as a means of improving overall public sector 
performance. 
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The level of e-HRM adoption among European firms is presented by Galanaki and Panayotopoulou. These 
authors consider three important elements: the extent of e-HRM deployment, the characteristics of the companies 
that adopt e-HRM, and the level of satisfaction with the system. A contrast, from an Anglosaxon perspective, can 
be found in Olivas-Luján and Florkowski’s work where an empirical study of the diffusion of HRIT is presented. 
Finally, Val Hooper and Lau investigate the adoption of e-HRM in large organizations in New Zealand. These 
three articles are essential to understand how organizations are adopting and accepting technological changes 
with regard to HRM functions. Without no doubt, top management commitment is not a trivial factor influencing 
the adoption of technological centered HRM. 

Technology and computer-mediated relationships, in both public and private organizations, are not free of 
worries. In that sense Ritter’s work brings good final reflections about old problems, such as sexual harassment, 
which are still alive in our more technological work environments. Building more friendly working environments 
does not depend on technology. It is up to our values and behaviors. 

The Spanish anthropologists Eudald Carbonell and Robert Sala wrote a book entitled Encara no som humans 
(We are not Human Beings Yet, Editorial Empúries, Barcelona. 2002). They state that we will only be able to 
progress as human beings if we really use the technology and apply critical knowledge to evolve. In doing so, 
we must never forget that we all are much more than workers and/or e-workers. 

For more information on the Topics discussed, please see the Contents by Topic section. 
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INTRODUCTION

Developing trust among team members is critical 
for achieving high performance outcomes. Recently, 
global business operations necessitated working in a 
team environment with colleagues outside traditional 
organizational boundaries, across distances, and across 
time zones. In this article, we discuss how human re-
source practices can support organizational initiatives 
when business operations mandate increased virtual 
teamwork. We examine the role of HR in enhancing 
relationship building and the development of trust 
among workers who may rarely, if ever, meet face-to-
face. Using research from teamwork, social exchange 
theory, and knowledge sharing, we discuss how four 
areas of human resources management—recruitment, 
training, performance appraisal, and compensation/re-
ward—might combine with technology to facilitate the 
development of trust among virtual team members.

BACKGROUND

Trust is a key element in successful collaborative work. 
Lipnak and Stamps (2000) call trust “the elixir of group 
life, the belief or confidence in a person or organization’s 
integrity, fairness, and reliability.” (p.70) Trust includes 
the willingness to be vulnerable to another party, ex-
pecting that he/she will perform actions important to 
the trustor without controlling or monitoring him/her 
(Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995). The challenge 
in virtual teams is how to develop such confidence in 
another person and the organization in the absence of 
shared physical work spaces. Teams are more than just 
a group of individuals working together. Team members 
are charged with delivering extra performance outcomes 
that result from committing to a common purpose, a set 
of performance goals, and a common working approach, 

while holding each other individually and mutually ac-
countable (Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). Commitment 
is the glue that holds team members together. Without 
the benefit of face-to-face interactions in traditional 
teams, however, virtual team members must find other 
ways to develop the level of commitment necessary to 
produce similar high performance outcomes. Capital-
izing on recent advancements in technology can be an 
effective alternative. In fact, a recent study on global 
virtual teams found that e-mail improved language 
accuracy and helped overcome differences in verbal 
and nonverbal styles of intercultural communication. 
This was primarily due to members not incorrectly in-
terpreting differences in body language and approaches 
to public/private spaces, no need to interpret silences 
and greater ability to balance personal-contextual dif-
ferences (see Shachaf, 2005). 

The Internet and a host of communications software 
allow employees and teams to work in unprecedented 
ways, saving organizations millions of dollars in time 
and materials (Majchrzak, Malhotra, Stamps, & Lip-
nack, 2004). Communication devices have become so 
portable that it is nearly impossible to go anywhere in 
the world and not see someone accessing technology 
to maintain relationships. The proliferation of Internet 
cafés has made international travel an opportunity to 
experience new places while remaining connected to 
those at home (both personally and professionally). 
Students in business schools world-wide are learning 
to work in virtual teams as part of their IT curriculum. 
Recruiters are becoming keenly aware of the challenges 
techno-savvy workers present when demands for posi-
tions offering state-of-the-art technology eclipse interest 
in and a focus on the “soft skills” required for virtual 
teams and project work. As a result, a clear challenge 
facing HR is how to successfully balance technology 
and traditional teamwork issues while creating high 
performance teams in a virtual environment.
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Ulrich (1998) delivered a clear mandate for HR 
professionals: convince managers and employees that 
“the soft stuff matters.” (p. 133) When team members 
lack the opportunity to interact face-to-face, HRM 
must credibly demonstrate to their customers (i.e., 
executives, managers, staff) that trust and relationship 
building are just as critical as accessing sophisticated 
software applications. Technology was initially viewed 
as the cure-all for encouraging collaborative behavior 
(Davenport & Prusak, 2000). Less than stellar produc-
tivity and employees finding alternatives to learning the 
new technology were surprising, yet understandable. 
Although technology is one important element, the most 
successful organizational outcomes are achieved when 
people, collaboration, reward systems, and technology 
all intersect (Lewison, 2002). 

From a recruitment perspective, as the war for talent 
heats up, virtual teams are becoming a vehicle for not 
only meeting project goals faster and more efficiently, 
but for enhancing the recruitment and retention of 
talented individuals seeking non-traditional working 
arrangements. Early research on teams posited that as 
new members were added to an existing team, team 
dynamics drastically changed (Tuckman & Jensen, 
1977). Anecdotal evidence from one author of the 
present article suggests that the introduction of a new 
team member to a virtual team provided a fresh start 
and opportunities to change old habits, thereby recharg-
ing group dynamics. Not all teams are this fortunate. 
Virtual teams are likely to have even greater challenges 
than traditional teams when new members arrive unless 
special efforts are provided for virtual social interac-
tions to re-establish relationships.

From a training perspective, employees working 
in virtual teams are likely to have a range of comfort 
levels with technology, and some individuals may have 
never worked in virtual project teams. Both situations 
necessitate coaching and skill enhancement for em-
ployees to be successful in a virtual team environment. 
Such training strategies can enhance virtual teaming, 
as demonstrated in a recent study that found moderate 
correlations between training and successful knowledge 
management practices (Yahya & Goh, 2002). The 
success of these strategies can be applied to similarly 
collaborative ventures such as virtual teaming, which 
also requires a high degree of trust among individuals. 
For example, computer-based training (CBT) can be 
one development opportunity promoted and managed 

by HR to meet performance standards and enhance 
career goals.

The performance appraisal process must establish 
criteria for successful collaboration and provide a 
mechanism for accurately documenting contributions 
to team goals. West (2004) suggests that too many 
managers assume that employees understand the 
organization’s core values, to their detriment. The old 
adage that what gets measured is what frequently gets 
done applies to developing trust in virtual teams. Along 
with measuring task-related outcomes of virtual teams, 
HR needs to develop performance criteria related to 
the soft skills of virtual teams. Firms are increasing 
paying attention to emotional intelligence (EI) dimen-
sions within groups, including group efficacy, group 
identity, and trust between group members (Druskat 
& Wolff, 2001). Although challenging to measure, 
virtual teaming must be linked to group EI attitudes 
and behaviors for maximum effectiveness (see Jordan, 
Ashkanasy, Hartel, & Hooper, 2002). 

Finally, compensation and reward systems must be 
designed to include group incentives and provide ad-
ditional rewards for collaborative knowledge sharing 
and innovative thinking. Yahya and Goh (2002) describe 
a consulting firm in which team members used Lotus 
Notes technology for collaborative work. Despite ac-
cess to advanced technology, the project failed because 
employees had not learned to work collaboratively. 
Past experience in an individualistic environment 
taught them that competition was more acceptable than 
teamwork. Until reward systems focus on collaboration 
and cooperation, individuals will not be motivated to 
change their behaviors. It is the responsibility of HRM 
to ensure that “the reward systems reward teamwork 
as well as individual performance” and to periodically 
check whether team members believe such systems 
are equitable and motivating (West, 2004, p. 191). 
Organizations with reward structures that encourage 
collaboration and propagate a culture of sharing and 
trust possess a strong competitive advantage (O’Dell 
& Grayson, 1998). 

ENHANCING TRUST AT THE 
INTERSECTION OF TECHNOLOGY AND 
HRM 

Creating the proper culture to facilitate the flow of both 
tacit and explicit knowledge among team members with 
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A
few or no face-to-face meetings requires going well be-
yond securing sophisticated technological components 
(Ruppel & Harrington, 2001). In addition to effectively 
using technology, employees must be willing to col-
laborate with individuals with whom they are unfamiliar, 
and those located in other countries. Unfortunately, 
virtual team experiences can be unsatisfying, yielding 
less than optimal results. Some teams experience a 
complete lack of trust among team members. This can 
result from the fear of a loss of personal power, misuse 
of knowledge, or lack of appropriate acknowledgment 
of their contributions (Levin, Cross, Abrams, & Lesser, 
2002). Knowledge management research has found 
that when employees view knowledge as power, they 
may withhold valuable information to enhance their 
individual value in the organization. Personal power 
motives are damaging to the development of mutual 
trust within groups. Furthermore, in environments 
that are unstable and constantly changing, mistrust 
can become an even more powerful force for hoard-
ing behaviors. Knowledge management literature has 
examined situations referred to as the “not invented 
here syndrome” (Davenport & Prusak, 2000). Behaviors 
associated with this attitude are frequently observed 
in knowledge-intensive firms where employees are 
unenthusiastic about incorporating knowledge from 
external sources. The lack of trust about the validity 
or reliability of external information sources can be 
devastating to goal accomplishment. 

In effective teams, individual and mutual account-
ability leads to increased trust among group members 
(Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). And especially in 
virtual teams, trust must be mutual and reciprocal to 
compensate for the lack of interpersonal interactions. 
Team members must be encouraged by a caring envi-
ronment, or a “context that encourages cooperation, 
sharing, loyalty, and creativity” (Van Krogh, Ichijo, & 
Nonaka, 2000, p. 49). Mayer and his colleagues found 
that employees were able to work together much more 
effectively when they perceived an environment of 
mutual trust (1995). Social exchange theory suggests 
that a high level of mutual trust must exist among 
employees, and HR activities should focus on develop-
ing such trust to improve organizational effectiveness 
(Whitener, 1999) and build the foundation for successful 
virtual collaborations.

In addition to mutuality concerns, virtual team 
members must be motivated to collaborate voluntarily. 
Among team members who voluntarily collaborate and 

share knowledge, there are expectations of receipt of 
future benefits (Jarvenpaa & Staples, 2001). Organiza-
tions also establish trust with employees by developing 
performance management systems that reward team 
members appropriately for collaborative performance. 
Outdated measures that fail to include explicit criteria 
for teamwork, collaboration, and accomplishment of 
team goals run the risk of indirectly encouraging mis-
trust. In addition to performance criteria, compensation 
systems and incentive plans need to consistently and 
fairly reward individuals who demonstrate ongoing 
collaborative behavior. In the recruitment process, 
establishing expectations and perceptual obligations 
among applicants for collaborative behavior and clearly 
articulating reciprocal incentives encourages this be-
havior upfront (Cohen & Prusak, 2001). Recruitment 
efforts can also underscore the non-monetary incentives 
for virtual teaming, including not having to travel dis-
tances to meet, less disruption in personal lives due to 
technology use, opportunities to broaden one’s career, 
and acquiring diverse perspectives by working across 
organizations and cultures on a variety of projects and 
tasks (Duarte & Snyder, 2001).

It is not sufficient for HR professionals to leave 
technology issues to the IT department. In order to 
maintain credibility, HR professionals must keep 
abreast of technological developments and investigate 
opportunities for successful virtual teaming through-
out their organizations. Understanding how to enter 
payroll changes into the HRIS system or knowing 
how to change life insurance beneficiaries are insuf-
ficient to establish credibility with a technologically 
astute workforce. There are several challenges facing 
organizations that utilize virtual teams. We discuss 
several examples, highlighting opportunities and/or 
challenges for HR.

First, there is an underlying assumption that distance 
makes trust more difficult for virtual teams than for 
regular, co-located teams. In addition to e-mail, which 
is now widely available, shareware or nominally-priced 
software easily accessible via the Internet can help 
organizations break down the distance barriers. The 
challenge for HR is to ensure that virtual team members 
are flexible enough to adapt to new, unfamiliar tools, 
and that they will find them useful. Effective recruit-
ment strategies can ensure that applicants are screened 
for adaptability and flexibility. Existing employees, 
however, may require coaching or additional training 
to reduce inhibitions associated with using unfamiliar 
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software. A challenge inherent in virtual teams that 
might not be found in other teams is the inability of 
one team member to mandate use of a new software 
tool. Disparate levels of technology acceptance may 
cause some team members to push for more and bet-
ter technology while others may be intimidated by 
the technology, or may simply not see the value in 
switching. Developing and maintaining trust in virtual 
teams will hinge on whether members can openly and 
honestly discuss such issues, using richer forms of 
communication (e.g., telephone, videoconferencing), 
rather than online discussions. HR can assist in sched-
uling telephone conference calls and/or investigating 
videoconference services for team members. 

Next, many virtual teams come together for a finite 
period of time, which is frequently of a short duration. 
In such cases, team members have been found to rely 
upon “swift trust” to build esprit de corps among group 
members. Swift trust involves less focus on interper-
sonal and social aspects of relationship in the initial 
stages, relying instead on the professional reputations 
and the integrity of team members (Hoefling, 2003). 
There is little or no guarantee of ongoing trust until 
such time as it is appropriately earned (or discredited). 
Mechanisms for developing ongoing trust would be oc-
casional discussions of personal issues (e.g., vacations, 
hobbies, families) so that individuals begin establishing 
relationships. In some virtual teams, it is commonplace 
to exchange amusing Web links that may be related 
to the activities in which individuals are engaged. 
In other cases, individuals may begin private off-list 
discussions with some or all of the group members, 
which can also enhance relationships and build trust. 
Such virtual interactions are the equivalent of office 
banter around the water cooler. 

The role of HR here may be less tangible, but 
important nonetheless. In their role as communica-
tors, HR must with become “a vehicle for creating 
capabilities and capitalizing on the human factor,” 
particularly among employees with expertise (Leng-
nick-Hall & Lengnick-Hall, 2003, p. 96). Using exist-
ing HRIS systems, HR professionals can enhance the 
organization’s competitive advantage by facilitating 
the development of communities-of-practice that allow 
virtual team members to demonstrate their knowledge 
across a variety of areas not be directly related to the 
project at hand. When employees participate in such 
activities, trust and camaraderie is fostered and feelings 
of legitimization are developed (Hildreth & Kimble, 

2000). As members of these communities increasingly 
interact, confidence and personal relationships are also 
enriched, thereby enhancing trust.

Finally, the difficulties of identifying and selecting 
team members to work on a virtual team can be chal-
lenging, particularly if membership is defined solely 
by expertise or knowledge. Regardless of whether 
face-to-face or telephone screening interviews are used, 
more time must be spent getting to know potential team 
members, checking references for criteria inherent in 
virtual teaming, and thinking about team dynamics. In 
an ideal situation, a team leader may have the luxury 
of knowing how potential team members previously 
performed, and can make determinations based on 
first-hand knowledge and by accessing performance 
reviews. When an individual is a new hire to a virtual 
team, access to sufficient information to determine 
person-job fit may be difficult to secure from anyone 
other than the applicant. Here, reference checking 
becomes more critical and should extend beyond 
references supplied solely by the applicant. Many 
HR recruiters are accessing the Internet, conducting 
a Google search (inserting an applicant’s name in the 
search window to see what the Internet might find on 
the individual), or accessing personal weblogs (online 
diaries posted on a Web page that are chronological logs 
of one’s thoughts). Snowball reference checking may 
also be useful here. This involves asking an existing 
reference at the end of a call for other individuals who 
might speak to the applicant’s ability to be flexible and 
adaptable. Securing behavioral examples that support 
reference information can then be directly linked to 
virtual teaming success factors. In addition, applicants 
should be given a realistic preview of the nature of 
virtual teaming required, including both positive and 
negative aspects. Turnover can be reduced if a realistic 
job preview (RJP) is done right before a job offer is 
made, and information given directly after hire (termed 
“realistic socialization”) enhances overall performance 
(Phillips, 1998). Although RJP research has yet to focus 
specifically on virtual teams, specific types of RJPs are 
thought to be important in addressing virtual teaming 
outcomes (Phillips, 1998). 

FUTURE TRENDS

There is no doubt that virtual teams are here to stay. It 
is estimated that by 2010, 70% of the U.S. will spend 
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10 times longer per day interacting virtually (Emelo 
& Francis, 2002). Such proliferation suggests that 
organizations are becoming more global in nature and 
that more employees will be required to work virtually. 
Trends in virtual work behavior that are starting to 
emerge include moving discussions of task-technol-
ogy fit outside the IT department. Task-technology fit 
involves determining if the technology being utilized 
has features that support the needs of the task. If so, 
then performance of those tasks will be enhanced with 
the utilization of these support technologies (Shirani, 
Tafti, &Afisco, 1999). Increasingly, HR is beginning 
to leverage information located in extranets, intranets, 
and Web portals to access extensive search and learn-
ing mechanisms that allow employees to work more 
collaboratively and to identify individuals’ training 
needs. Recruitment has increasingly moved away from 
manual paper-handling towards more Web-based func-
tions, allowing for greater access to more employees. 
Along with increased information access and enhanced 
technology are issues of privacy and online misbehavior. 
Proving wrongdoing or documenting poor performance 
become more challenging for managers who must 
complete performance evaluations for employees they 
may never have met. It is important for HR to build 
strong relationships and develop trust themselves with 
managers charged with such activities. They must offer 
managers opportunities to learn the best practices for 
meeting standards of due diligence in handling and 
investigating delicate employee issues, regardless of 
workers’ virtual locations. Employees who were dif-
ficult to manage in face-to-face teams will become 
even more difficult in a virtual work environment. 
Managers and HR must become strategic partners and 
assist each other in developing trust between virtual 
team members and those charged with administrative 
functions. Although technology may seem an easy 
alternative to in-person discussions, it is important 
for both HR professionals and managers to remember 
the importance of relationship building in establishing 
trust throughout the organization. 

CONCLUSION

The global expansion of the work context has opened 
the door to increased use of virtual teams. Although 
many team processes have changed, particularly as 
they relate to technology, some things remain constant. 

Trust, cooperation, and collaboration are issues that 
remain critical success factors for high performing 
teams regardless of team member location. Effective 
HR professionals must keep current with technological 
changes to be viewed as credible resources. Traditional 
functions of recruitment, training, performance ap-
praisals, and compensation management must begin to 
address issues peculiar to virtual teams. By developing 
mutual trust between managers and HR profession-
als, both become better equipped to understand the 
strengths and limitations of teams working in a virtual 
environment.
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Topic: Knowledge and Organizational Learning

INTRODUCTION

The free licenses specify the principles of use and dif-
fusion of the free software while supporting the open 
and collective innovation (Chesbrough, 2003). Often, 
the successes of the open-source community seem like 
an implausible form of magic (see the magic cauldron 
from Raymond [1999]). As Demazière, Horn, and 
Zune (2006) recall it, if open source projects can be 
regarded as virtual teams (Lipnack & Stamps, 2000), 
it should also be stressed that they seem like a true 
“enigma” in sociologists eyes. Open source rests on 
voluntary developers (Muffato) and does not function 
on modes of production framed by wage. Moreover 
these communities are not subjected to a strong plan-
ning of work but rather to a flexible calendar. What is 
the human resources (HR) secret management of open 
source project? In this article two main elements will 
be discussed: firstly the activity theory and HR and 
secondly the open source project and the organizational 
learning development.

BACKGROUND

Several theoretical fields propose practice, action, 
and experiment to understand the field of computer 
supported cooperative work. The theory of distributed 
cognition makes the assumption that knowledge is not 
only in the human brain but also in cognitive systems 
including/understanding of the interactions between 
users and the artifacts which they use (Hutchins). The 
theory of situated action is centered on human activity 
which emerges from a situation of work. The unit of 
analysis is not the individual but the actor in the actor’s 
environment (Suchmann). The activity theory concen-
trates on the mediation towards the tool and offers a 
body of concepts making it possible to make bridges 

with other approaches coming from social sciences. It 
locates the conscience in the daily practical experiment 
and affirms that the actions are always integrated in a 
social group composed of individuals and artifacts. It 
integrates analysis of individual knowledge, processes 
of distributed cognition, artifacts, social contexts, and 
interrelationships between these elements. 

Elements of the model include object, subjects, tool, 
community, rules, and division of labor. 

The next schema shows mediation by the tool at the 
individual and collective level (Engeström, 2001)

The model integrates object of the activity, the open 
source project usually accessible in a forge.

Community is associated with subjects who adhere 
to the same object of activity. They can be associated 
with an “epistemic community” as a producer of the 
open source project knowing (Cohendet, Creplet, & 
Dupouët 2003) and with hybridization, because they 
can bring different points of view since the innova-
tion can be simultaneously worked by heterogeneous 
rationalities. The community can be described as 
hybrid since it mixes heterogeneous profiles driven 
by divergent interests, but they are carrying changes 
since they are relying on different intentionnalities 
(Engeström, 2001). 

Tool represents material tools (data processing) 
or intellectual tools (language) used in the process of 
transformation. 

Rules are more or less explicit and represent stan-
dards, conventions, and accepted practices of work. 
Rules carry in them cultural heritage. Concept of rule 
mediates the relation between subject and commu-
nity. Within the framework of collaborative systems, 
awareness is an element necessary to the activity of 
a group (De Araujo & Borges, 2007). The objective 
is to give to users of collaborative platform dynamic 
information on the activity of others. There is visibility 
of everybody actions. Carroll, Neale, Isenhour, Rosson, 
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and McCrickard (2003) distinguish three mechanisms 
of awareness for remote collaboration. “Social aware-
ness” is a question of knowing the actors, of detecting 
presence of the users and their availability. Action 
awareness (contribution of the various members of 
the platform) must be visible. “Situation awareness” 
is where the tasks to be carried out are noted. 

Concerning the “social awareness,” open source can 
integrate many tools to communicate with the members 
of the community (e.g., mall, mailing list, addresses 
institutional, and telephone). It can integrate a system 
of mutual evaluation (teamwork/attitude, design/ar-
chitecture, follow-through/reliability, and leadership 
/management) representing the members’ credibility. 

Concerning the “action awareness” we can note the 
importance “of the documents for the action” in open 
source projects. Visible elements via the interface can 
be CVS tree, forum, follow-up, and articles. 

Concerning the “situation awareness,” a window 
tab “follow-up” can make it possible to see the list of 
the actions to be undertaken and lists their evolutions 
to be realized (i.e., date of beginning, completion date, 
and rate of advance). 

Division of labor reflects responsibilities, that is, 
roles of the individuals in the community. Division of 
labor mediates mainly the relationship of object-com-
munity. The model is not fixed; it is systemic and the 
various elements are likely interevolved during the 
activity. In an open source model, various modules 
are developed in a separate way without it being nec-
essary to coordinate the activity of the programmers 
intervening on different parts. That makes it possible 
for the team to work in all autonomy. We can also find 
this subdivision in a CVS tree which gives an overall 
picture of the code of this project. It makes it possible to 
see the complete history of each file of the deposit. The 
files are stored thanks to a manager of configurations 
(CVS) who authorizes work in parallel on the same 

source file, with load for the developers to amalgamate 
later on the parallel versions thus created. 

How Structuring an Open Source Project 
and Developing Organizational Learning?

The activity comprises certain properties. An activity 
has an object towards which it is directed, and which 
justifies the existence (intentionality) of it. An activity 
has at least an active subject (actor) who understands 
and is in agreement with the object. All participants 
of an activity do not completely understand the object 
of the activity (passive subjects). An activity is a col-
lective phenomenon. An activity is carried out by its 
participants through actions directed towards conscious 
goals. An activity exists in a material environment which 
it transforms. An activity is a historical phenomenon of 
development. Contradictions which appear are force 
of development. The existing relations between the 
elements of an activity are culturally mediated. The 
artifact incarnates the collective experiment of the 
community. The artifact is not fixed; it is in constant 
evolution to meet the community’s needs. 

Structuring an Open Source Project 

In an open community source, there is often only 
one person (project leader) who is the most active 
developer. There is also a group of “core members” 
coordinating the project, which is integrated for a long 
time and which contributed much to the source code. 
Active developers frequently contribute to the project 
while peripheral developers contribute to it only oc-
casionally. Passive users belong to the broadest group. 
These roles are not static and can evolve in the course 
of time (Figure 2).

First rank (core) is represented by the project admin-
istrator equipped with leadership (Fleming & Wagues-

Figure 1. Mediation at the individual and collective level (adapted from Engeström)
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pack 2007; Kasper, 2006: O’Mahony & Ferraro, 2007; 
Zigurs, 2003). The leader of an open project source 
must assume four roles: a) promote a vision, b) divide 
the project into small well defined modules, c) attract 
the programmers, and d) take care of the coherence of 
the project. Administrator must attract new firms. 

Activities of the leader of the project can be broken 
up according to the items of social MIX (employment, 
indirect remuneration, valorization, participation) 
(Table 1). Developers can be motivated with extrinsic 
motivations (e.g., reputation among the peers, technical 

training, indirect earnings, or benefit of future career) 
or intrinsic (e.g., pleasure, freedom, or fight against the 
systems owners) (Rossi & Bonarccorsi, 2006). 

How Developing Organizational Learning?

According to Engeström (2001), contradictions of a 
system of activity are driving its evolution. The au-
thor suggests giving a very detailed attention to the 
tensions, paradoxes as a source of change and devel-
opment. The system of activity authorizes expansive 
transformations since the object and the reason for 
the activity are reconceptualized. Taking again the 
formula of Engeström, the open source project analysis 
highlighted paradoxes and thus a strong potential of 
expansive transformation. 

Kuutti (1991) recalls that the participation in various 
interconnected activities, having very different aims, 
can cause tensions and distortions. Kuutti (1991) identi-
fies three families of roles and extent of their potential 
of action. Passive roles do not leave any initiative to the 
actors; the use of artifacts is done in a predetermined 
way. Active roles make it possible to the actors to decide 
where, when, and how to use artifacts placed at their 
disposal. Expansive roles able actors to develop new 
artifacts within the activity. This role makes it possible 
to act on the course of the activity while adapting or 
by proposing new artifacts (Table 3). 

If an open source project coordinator wants the open 
source to evolve, the corrdinator must capitalize on 
the ambiguities of the open source project and follow 
dynamically the activity of cross-level relationships 
(Niederman, Davis, Martina, Greiner, Wynn, & York, 
2006). 

Figure 2. Open source project team structure (Crowston 
& Howiston, 2004)

In itia teu r

C ore-deve lopers

A ctive  use rs

R e lease  coord ina to r

C o-deve lopers P assive  use rs

EMPLOYMENT: recruitment, selection, attract the institutional ones 

REMUNERATION: indirect opportunities (reputation)

VALORIZATION: evangelize the open source project, training, 
careers management (level of the meritocracy)

PARTICIPATION: communication, dynamization of collective work 

Table 1. Role of the leader of the project and HRM
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Table 3. Typology of support of work (Kuutti, 1991) adapted to open source project
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FUTURE TRENDS

In open source software, human beings mediate their 
activity by an artifact. Activity theory proposes a mul-
tilevel analysis to better understand evolving FOSS 
projects. Perspectives concerning artifact, individual, 
and community can be deepened: How is the cognition 
memorized in the artifact and how does knowledge 
creation evolve? As open source includes lots of pro-
grammers, engineers, and computer scientists, what 
are their conceptions of organizing skills and human 
resource management (HRM)? How does one build 
social capital in an open source project? How does 
one maintain team’s motivations, trust, and creativity? 
How does one link heterogeneous members (develop-
ers, users)? What are the role of bridging and bonding 
ties? What kind of leadership is necessary in this kind 
of structure? What are the leaders’ individual differ-
ences, professional histories, and behaviors critical to 
the open source success? Are there suitable situations? 
What kind of level of action exists? How are leaders 
disseminated in the project? How is meritocracy mea-
sured by the system (O’Mahony & Ferraro, 2007)? Are 
there classical processes which could optimize open 
source community or is it a question of reinventing 
governance? 

The common object of open source activity evolves 
all the time and is part of its inventiveness. What are 
the specificities of organizational learning? How is 
creativity maintained? Who remains? What are the 
personal trajectories when open source projects evolve 
from a community to a foundation, a start up, or a 
consortium? 

CONCLUSION

Open source software communities are among the most 
fruitful and strangely the least understood examples of 
successful online collaboration. Only a few researchers 
have focused on how human resource management 
supports open source management. This article has 
dealt with the link between activity theory and HR at 
an individual and collective level. It has led to under-
stand the potential process of transformation of the HR 
function. With greater emphasis being placed on the 
links between open source and expansive learning new 
governance structures will be developed; new skills 

will be imagined to manage the activity of cross level 
relationships (Niederman et al., 2006).
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KEY TERMS

Awareness: Defined as being conscious of the 
presence of the other users and their actions while 
interacting through the application.

Epistemic Community: A network of knowledge-
based experts.

Extrinsic Motivation: A construct that pertains 
whenever an activity is done in order to attain some 
separable outcome.

Forge: The electronic platform where repository of 
open source code can be downloaded, where support 
request can be written, where patches can be added, 
and where public forums can be reached. 

Intrinsic Motivation: Defined as the doing of an 
activity for its inherent satisfactions rather than for 
some separable consequence.

Meritocracy: Means that people ascend to positions 
of authority based on accomplishment, achievement, 
and expertise rather than hierarchical level.

Organizational Learning: An area of knowledge 
within organizational theory that studies models and 
theories about the way an organization learns.

Virtual Team: A group of people who interact 
through interdependent tasks guided by a “common 
purpose” and work “across space, time, and organi-
zational boundaries with links strengthened by webs 
of communication technologies (Lipnack & Stamps, 
2000) 
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INTRODUCTION

Given the increased globalization and 24/7 business 
operations, can we reasonably expect to rely on e-
training to address a forecasted worldwide shortage 
of skilled workers? To answer this question, we will 
examine the key supply and demand determinants of 
the global worker shortage and analyze the critical 
systematic requirements that tend to favor the use of 
asymmetric, interactive, e-training technologies. Re-
cent meta-studies of distance education conclude that 
distance education delivery is both cost-effective and 
is superior to face-to-face instruction, when controlling 
for several important intervening variables. Further, 
such studies conclude that when organized, system-
atic student discussions are employed the benefits are 
substantially enhanced.

Give some of these identified benefits, can Internet 
technologies be used to somehow enable learning/train-
ing to take place, across different cultures and languages, 
as opposed to traditional training/educational systems 
which use “live” trainers/teachers in this process? To 
address this proposition, we will expand the discus-
sion of tutored video instruction (TVI) by reviewing 
the recent research on some alternatives, regardless of 
whether the students taking the course are discussing 
the course materials at the same time.

BACKGROUND

A worldwide shortage of skilled workers has been fore-
casted for most of the 21st Century. The reputed causes 
of this shortage include demographic shifts, the failure 
of most developed countries to pass comprehensive 
immigration legislation, technological innovation, and 
globalization. The World Health Organization estimates 
that there is already a growing shortage with skilled 

workers worldwide, especially in developing countries. 
(WTO, 2006). Skilled manufacturing workers are in 
high demand in the U.S., especially workers that can “fix 
robots and other equipment in a 21st Century factory” 
but are not available (Tumulty, 2005). The National 
Association of Business Economist polled 103 corpo-
rate planners and discovered that over a third of them 
were experiencing difficulties hiring skilled workers, 
a conclusion that was in agreement with labor surveys 
conducted recently by the U.S. Federal Reserve Sys-
tem. Regional shortages of skilled workers that were 
identified by the Federal Reserve surveys included 
manufacturing workers in the Cleveland area, energy 
workers in the Dallas region, and financial services, 
nursing and construction workers by the San Francisco 
region (USA Today, 2005).

Even China and India, whose rapid economic growth 
supposedly created jobs at a rate sufficient to absorb 
the local unemployed, are reporting skilled worker 
shortages. Multinational firms have tended to regard 
India as a country with an abundant supply of English-
speaking technicians. “Not true,” says T. V. Mohandes 
Pai, Insosys Technologies’ human resources director. He 
concludes that India has a “crippling shortage of skilled 
employees that threatens Indian’s economic growth.” 
Pai reports that his firm, India’s second largest infor-
mation technology firm, is currently having difficulty 
finding an additional 26,000 engineers, accountants 
and programmers, as are other multinational firms 
like Citigroup, Google, and General Electric (Singh 
& Sharma, 2007). 

After surveying 83 human resources professionals, 
Farrell and Grant (2005) concluded that only 10% of 
Chinese job candidates were suitable for filling mana-
gerial jobs in foreign firms in nine occupational areas: 
engineers, quantitative analysts, generalists, life science 
researchers, finance workers, accountants, doctors, 
nurses, and support staff. Further, they observed that 
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given the global aspirations of most of the Chinese 
firms surveyed of the 75,000 additional leaders that 
these firms will need there were fewer than 5,000 that 
they could identify to fill those positions. 

Manpower Inc., an employment services company 
with 4,400 offices worldwide, recently released the 
results of their labor survey of 52,000 employers in 27 
countries, reporting that over 40% of those employers 
were experiencing difficulties finding skilled workers. 
The 10 most difficult jobs to fill, their survey concludes, 
are sales representatives, skilled manual trade workers, 
technicians, engineers, accounting and finance staff 
workers, laborers, production workers, drivers, execu-
tives, and machinists (Manpower Inc., 2007).

One of the major causes of this shortage is the 
increasing use of outsourcing services by large, multi-
national employers. In 2004, it was estimated that 20% 
of all U.S. companies were expanding their outsourc-
ing efforts (Campoy, 2004). The Forrester Research 
organization has estimated that 315,000 service jobs 
were moved abroad by U.S. firms in 2003, but by 2015 
about 3.3 million business processing (BP) and infor-
mation technology (IT) jobs of U.S.-based firms will 
be relocated abroad (Brainard & Litan, 2004).

EquaTerra’s Outsourcing Pulse Surveys report in-
creases in both BP and IT job outsourcing for 2006 and 
2007. The demand by firms globally was estimated to 
be increasing by 37%, but increases above 50% were 
expected in Europe, the Middle East, and Africa (Cripps 
Sears, 2007; EquaTerra, 2007). The outsourcing of IT 
service jobs are expected to generate $56 billion in 
revenues and create 4 million jobs by 2015 in China 
alone (Xu, 2007).

Expertus, acknowledged as one of the Top 20 Com-
panies in Training Outsourcing, recently conducted a 
survey of 268 multinational firms, each with an average 
number of employees in excess of 5,000. Eighty-two 
percent of the firms surveyed were providing training 
to their employees and employees of their partners 
and/or customers outside their headquarters country. 
Because of their multinational locations, and given a 
greater reliance on outsourcing, these firms reported 
that over 72% of the total value of their training budgets 
was consumed by training efforts in foreign locations 
(Expertus, 2007).

MAIN FOCUS OF THE ARTICLE

Facing a worldwide shortage of skilled workers, how 
are firms’ training programs going to be altered? To 
maximize the effectiveness of those programs it would 
appear that the following issues will dominate such 
decisions:

• Firms will have to train larger numbers of workers.
• Firms will have to train for a larger number of 

occupations.
• Training will be given to workers of firms and 

their partners, suppliers, and customers.
• Many of those workers requiring training will be 

located in foreign countries and they will therefore 
require training that is, at least in part, delivered 
in a foreign language.

• The ideal times for such training will be strongly 
impacted by where the trainee is located.

What do we know about distance education tech-
nologies that will help trainers make better decisions 
about how they train their twenty-first century workers? 
We know that: 

1. Most distance education technologies can be used 
for training;

2. Almost all distance education technologies are 
cheaper for the firm to use (as compared to the 
use of a live instructor/trainer); and 

3. Trainees that are trained using most distance 
education technologies perform better (i.e., score 
better on follow-up examinations of understand-
ing what they are being trained to do) than those 
trained via live trainer. 

But from our research on such technologies we also 
know that the average trainee prefers a live trainer to 
almost any form of distance education technology, 
unless that technology can somehow be adjusted to 
improve collaboration amongst trainees during the 
learning process.

No Significant Difference? Recent meta-analyses 
of distance education conclude that at the very least 
distance education delivers as good an educational 
“product” and/or “experience” as that provided by 
live classroom instruction (i.e., when the teacher and 
students meet together) (Allen, Bourhis, Budrrell, & 
Mabry, 2002; Bernard et al., 2004; Zhao, Lei, Lai, & 
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Tan, 2005). Generally, distance education students 
perform better; i.e., their classroom performance, as 
evidenced by their grades on examinations, quizzes, 
assignments, projects, research papers and student 
retention rates (i.e., the ratio of the number of students 
who continue their education to the number that began 
their studies) are also higher. 

The meta-study of Zhao et al. (2005) is perhaps the 
most comprehensive and robust. The results of their 
study also identify an additional critical variable to 
the overall success of distance education: the degree 
of collaboration. As the instructor direct involvement 
in the students’ learning is increased (e.g., telephone 
calls, audio-conferencing, live discussions, Q-and-
A) the effectiveness of distance education improves 
Johnson and Johnson (1996) found that collaboration 
has a significant impact on learning, regardless of the 
method of delivery chosen for that education. Students 
engaged in collaborative learning do better than those in 
non-collaborative situations and enjoy it more, too.

Is one distance education technology more effective? 
Yes, many studies have compared various distance edu-
cation technologies and one of them--TVI--performs the 
best. TVI delivers instruction/training by requiring that 
students/trainees gather in groups to watch videotapes 
of students that are working in a classroom with a live 
instructor and then undergo a structured discussion of 
that experience. Discussions are led by a tutor that has 
been trained to lead such discussions, charged with 
stopping the videotape when student questions arise 
or when students wanted to interject their thoughts. 
Gibbons, Kincheloe, and Down (1977) provide a report 
of the initial development of this technology. 

TVI is especially effective when used in the teach-
ing of conceptual and applied-knowledge topics. 
Subsequent studies of the use of TVI include those by 
Anderson, Dickey, and Perkins (2001), Lowell and 
Clelland-Dunham (2000), Murray and Efendioglu 
(2004), and Sipusic et al. (1999). In the last example 
we report on the use of TVI to deliver an entire MBA 
curriculum, in English, to students in China. Generally 
the students enrolled liked their experiences with this 
program, and there was no significant cultural prefer-
ence for or against TVI demonstrated by the students 
(as compared to those students taking their MBA 
education live on campus).  

Enhancing TVI’s Effectiveness: Almost all studies 
of the effectiveness of TVI conclude that the tutor is 
the most important element in this distance education 

technology. Subsequent studies have been directed 
an enhancing the role of the tutor (i.e., improving the 
tutor’s effectiveness). VanDeGriff and Anderson (2002) 
reported on one study that focused on designing better 
ways to better guide discussions. They discovered when 
specific tools were designed to guide each discussion 
they were found to be highly correlated with overall stu-
dent satisfaction and performance. Further, an analysis 
of instructor/tutor responses suggested that these tools 
provided “a catalyst for questions” as well “helping” 
[to assess] the students’ levels of understanding” of the 
materials included in the videotaped materials.

A second attempt at tutor enhancement, called 
supplemental instruction, focused on the quality and 
quantity of tutor-student interactions. Working in 
groups, the students are directed by the discussion 
leader to develop answers to questions that develop from 
the discussions and to predict exam questions. There 
is also a video version of this technique: video-based 
supplemental instruction (VSI). Studies of effective-
ness of VSI conclude that these students using this 
technique generally earn higher grades, have higher 
course completion rates, and higher graduation rates 
(Martin, Arendale, & Blanch, 1997).

Since the success of TVI is a direct function of the 
quality and quantity of discussions, can technology 
somehow “create” a replacement for the discussions? 
One comprehensive model, Distributed Tutored Video 
Instruction (DVTI), was designed by Sun Microsystems 
to simulate face-to-face TVI sessions. 

The [DVTI] system uses an open microphone archi-
tecture in which anyone can speak and be heard at 
the same time. Students wear stereo headphones with 
a built-in microphone attached . . . Real-time video of 
each participant’s face and upper body is delivered 
from a camera positioned beside the monitor. These 
images are arrayed in individual cells of a 3x3 “Brady 
Bunch” matrix. Videotape of the course lecture plays in 
the lower right cell . . . The tutor controls the VCR that 
plays the course video. Students can verbally request 
that the tutor pause the tape or can send a pause request 
message to the tutor by pressing a button on the user 
interface (Sipusic et al., 1999, p. 6-7)

A comparison study of DTVI against TVI showed 
that there was no statistical difference between the stu-
dent satisfactions, although the TVI students “enjoyed” 
their course more than those that were taking the course 
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via a DTVI system and received higher grades.

Three other alterations of TVI have been developed 
to substitute digital technology for the group discus-
sant (i.e., tutor) should also be noted. First, Fortino and 
Nigro (2004) report on the use of an online (Internet) 
learning paradigm, Collaborative Learning on-Demand 
(CLoD), for the purpose of supporting synchronous 
(i.e., where geographically diverse viewers watch the 
videotaped lecture and participate in a group discus-
sion) DTVI. 

CLoD protocols are of four types: (i) media, for the 
transmission of archived lectures (or playback); (ii) 
control, for the description, initiation and shared con-
trol of the playback session; (iii) collaboration, for the 
exchange of information among the group members; 
(iv) coordination, for coordinating users’ control ac-
tions. (Fortino et al., 2004, p. 2)

Tiernan and Grudin (2000) report on an experi-
ment of a prototype system to support asynchronous 
(“anytime, anywhere) DTVI (i.e., where geographi-
cally dispersed viewers watch the videotaped lecture 
at different times and participate in a discussion of 
that lecture via annotation systems). These systems 
are thought to provide an alternative for the DTVI 
students’ discussion and collaboration by permitting 
each student to pause the lecture at any time and add 
their comment or question either by typing or speaking. 
The student’s interjection is linked to the videotape; 
subsequent viewers are therefore able to watch the video 
and learn from other students’ contributions. Research 
on the use of this method of supporting DVTI found 
that students found the experience to be equal to, or 
better than, working alone. When compared to a control 
group taking the course live, these students reported 
that it was easier to generate arguments in this manner, 
that they learned more, and that they were more “able 
to think and analyze” the course materials.

The third variation is that of distributed collab-
orative video viewing (DCVV). Cadiz et al. (2000) 
reports on an experiment to compare four means of 
conducting discussions: text chat, audio-conferenc-
ing, video-conferencing, and face-to-face discussion. 
The major conclusions of this experiment was that the 
DCVV-audio student groups were more satisfied with 
the discussion (than DCVV-video groups) and that the 
four groups had almost identical quiz scores on the 
lecture material. Additionally, the authors recommended 

that the use of a designated “discussion leader” would 
improve the effectiveness of the DCVV-audio, -video, 
and -text chat alternatives.

FUTURE TRENDS

To train more employees from more cultures in more 
locations will require trainers to employ technologies 
developed to deliver education at a distance. There is 
strong evidence that firms can employ effective and 
cost-efficient distance education technologies to meet 
the expanded demand for training. 

However, research on the effectiveness of distance 
education also suggests that one delivery technology, 
Tutored-Video Instruction, is superior to others. TVI 
enhances student performances, providing a learning 
experience that is superior to that of live instruction 
at a much lower cost. Further, this technology can be 
used to deliver training at a distance either on a syn-
chronistic (i.e., all trainees being trained at the same 
time) or asynchronistic basis. Firms should therefore 
welcome its use to train their culturally-diverse, geo-
graphically-diverse workforces. 

CONCLUSION

Tutored video instruction has been shown to be a 
cost-effective and pedagogically supportive means of 
delivering education that is superior to other forms of 
distance education in delivering training at a distance. 
It has been employed successfully to deliver training 
and there appear to be no cultural impediments to its 
use for this purpose. 

Various alternatives for digitally substituting for the 
role played by the tutor are available. When TVI was 
used for geographically dispersed students its cost-ef-
fectiveness increased without having any impact on 
student performance. 
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KEY TERMS

Asynchronistic Distance Education: Students 
studying at a distance that are not learning as a group 
(i.e., are engaged in studying at different times).

Collaborative Learning on Demand (CLoD): 
Substituting digital technology for the group discussant 
(i.e., tutor). This substitution, which can result from 
many different alternatives, must be used to support 
synchronous learning or training.

Distance Education Technology: A method of 
delivering instruction or training to students that are 
located geographically in a different location than that 
of the teacher/trainer.   

Distributed Tutored Video Instruction: This 
method of delivering education or training via TVI 
digitally replaces the tutor by substituting information 
and technology for the live tutor.   

Supplemental Instruction: A method of instruc-
tion that is based on enhancing both the quality and 
quantity of tutor-student interactions. Students are 
directed by the discussion leader to develop answers 
to questions that develop from the discussions and to 
predict exam questions.

Tutored Video Instruction: A distance education 
technology in which a group of students watch a vid-
eotape of students engaged in a prior learning exercise 
and then participate in a discussion of that experience 
that is led by a tutor.
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INTRODUCTION

Information technology in the past decade has drasti-
cally changed the human resources function. Providing 
support for mainly administrative activities such as 
payroll and attendance management in the beginning, 
information technology today enhances many of the 
recruitment function’s subprocesses such as long- 
and short-term candidate attraction, the generation, 
pre-screening, and processing of applications or the 
contracting and onboarding of new hires. Online job 
advertisements on corporate Web sites and Internet 
job boards, online CV databases, different forms of 
electronic applications, applicant management systems, 
corporate skill databases, and IS supported workflows 
for the contracting phase are only few examples of the 
various ways by which information systems today sup-
port recruitment processes. However, little attention so 
far has been paid to the question of how these different 
forms of software support are effectively adopted by 
employers and how the interplay between HR depart-
ments, specialized departments, shared service centers 
and external service providers can be understood on an 
organizational level. Therefore, our research questions 
within this article are how do human resources infor-
mation systems (HRIS) diffuse along the recruitment 
process? How can we explain the phenomena empiri-
cally observed? In order to answer these questions, we 
outline the literature on IS adoption and diffusion. 
Then, building on own longitudinal qualitative and 
quantitative research, we present a theoretically and 
empirically grounded framework of HRIS adoption 
and diffusion for the recruitment function.    

BACKGROUND

The adoption and diffusion of information technology 
is among the most researched fields within the IS disci-
pline. While this research in the beginning emerged from 
more general approaches to the adoption of innovation 
such as Rogers (1983) modeling individuals’ adoption 
of different forms of innovation, these models on the 
level of the individual later were complemented by 
research on the organizational process of IT adoption 
and diffusion. Today, hybrid models such as Gallivan 
(2001) can be found that combine individual and orga-
nizational adoption decisions and processes. 

As the former models tried to identify those factors 
that account for an individuals’ adoption or non-adop-
tion of a certain technology, models explaining these 
individual decisions are also referred to as factor models. 
Among the most important work in this field are Rog-
ers’ (1983) diffusion of innovation (DOI) theory and 
the technology acceptance model (TAM) by Davis, 
Bagozzi, and Warshaw (1989). DOI theory, for example, 
identified the characteristics of the innovation, the social 
system and the communication channels used as fac-
tors influencing adoption decisions. These factors were 
considered to interact over time (Prescott & Conger, 
1995). Several extensions to DOI theory recognized 
additional influential factors such as managerial sup-
port (Leonard-Barton & Deschamps, 1988), knowledge 
burdens (Attewell, 1992), and social contacts (Katz & 
Shapiro, 1986). Compared to DOI, Davis in this TAM 
framework shifted the focus from the external factors 
explaining individual adoption to the explanation of in-
dividuals’ internal beliefs, attitudes, and intentions. With 
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perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use Davis 
identified two factors impacting individuals’ acceptance 
of IT (1989). While Fichman (1992) argued that these 
two factors were “essentially the same” as the relative 
advantage and complexity identified by DOI theory, other 
researchers such as Mathieson et al., (2001), Taylor and 
Todd (1995), and Venkatesh and Davis (2000) further 
extended TAM proving the explanative power of ad-
ditional factors on technology acceptance.

Similar to these models on the individual adoption 
decision, models on the organizational adoption process 
also go back to Rogers (1983) who in his work identi-
fied five stages of organizational adoption. These are 
the identification of the problem and the search for a 
suited innovation resolving it for the first two stages 
and the adaptation, clarification and routinization of the 
technology as well as of the organizational processes 
for the later three stages. Further important research 
in the context of organizational adoption was carried 
out by Kwon and Zmud (1987), Leonard-Barton et al. 
(1988), Argawal, Tanniru, and Wilemon (1997), and 
Fichman and Kernerer (1999).

THE ADOPTION OF HRIS FOR  
RECRUITMENT

In order to further investigate the adoption of HRIS, 
we conducted quantitative and qualitative research 
with large and medium-sized employers in Germany. 
Since 2002, we questioned the Top 1,000-companies in 
Germany (with response rates ranging from 14.4% to 
19.6%) on their recruitment practices and the adoption 
of information systems for the recruitment function. 
One year later, we started a complementary survey 
with small and medium-sized employers. Over the 
years, a total of 21 case studies were conducted with 
17 different companies. The results from this empirical 
research can be found in Keim, König, von Westarp, 
and Weitzel (2006).

Building on the previous theoretical considerations, 
we established a framework for HRIS adoption. As the 
major dimensions of this framework we used Fichman’s 
(1992) suggestion that the locus of adoption was a 
suitable categorization instrument for IS adoption and 
Prescott et al.’s (1995) classification criterion of the 
locus of impact. Our model separates five different 
stages (Keim, Malinowski, & Weitzel, 2005): 

• Stage 0: The HR department makes the decision 
to post job ads online. Also, these ways of can-
didate attraction are complemented by the active 
approaching of candidates identified in the CV 
databases of Internet job portals. For both ways, 
the adoption and diffusion of IT is limited to the 
HR department as the single organizational unit 
involved in this process.

• Stage 1: A database is built up in which all incom-
ing structured digital applications are stored such 
as the applications received via the application 
forms on the corporate Website and in Internet job 
boards. Only the HR department is given access 
to this database.

• Stage 2: In order to implement a company-wide 
internal candidate pool for external candidates, all 
incoming applications are stored in this central-
ized database. This implies that incoming paper-
based and e-mail applications are digitalized and 
then at least partly indexed. As now all external 
candidates are stored in the same system, access 
to the database is also granted to managers from 
specialized departments thus enabling an IS sup-
ported internal workflow.

• Stage 3: The database is extended to also rep-
resent current employees or internal candidates 
that wish to change their position within the 
company. While this might look like a minor step 
at first, consequences are substantial as the locus 
of impact by migrating to this phase passes from 
the HR and specialized departments to the entire 
workforce. 

• Stage 4: In this final scenario not only all internal 
members of the company do have different rights 
to access the system, but also external partners 
are granted such rights thus allowing for inter-
organizational collaboration. The system now 
integrates personnel marketing agencies, execu-
tive searchers and others into the process thus 
extending the locus of impact from the entire 
workforce to external recruitment partners.

Figure 1 illustrates the different stages of the frame-
work. Also, for each stage the percentage of companies 
form the quantitative research and the number of com-
panies from the qualitative research that are positioned 
at each of the stages are indicated. It becomes apparent 
that the adoption of HRIS decreases with the progress 
of the recruitment process; a phenomenon to which we 
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based on prior research such as Fichman et al. (1999) 
also refer to as the “assimilation gap” of HRIS adoption 
(Keim et al., 2005). In order to overcome this gap, HR 
managers need to promote the adoption of form-based 
or structured digital applications among their candidates 
so that the potential for process optimization through 
the adoption of internal profile databases can be fully 
leveraged and thus administrative burden within the 
recruitment function can be reduced. 

FUTURE TRENDS

While the core of this article has already outlined sev-
eral current and future trends of HRIS usage for the 
recruitment function, we anticipate further long-term 
developments. 

First, we see internal profile databases or skill pools 
as a core module of any future recruitment solution. 
These databases will capture all potential candidates 
available to a specific employer independently of the 
application channel chosen by the job seeker and in-
dependently of the origin of the profile (e.g., the direct 
entry of the profile by the candidate, the employer’s 
internal shared service center or external service pro-

vider, or the exchange of profiles through interfaces 
with databases of executive search agencies, Internet 
job portals or public job centers). 

Second, the data stored in this integrated information 
system will be more comprehensive than today (e.g., 
by capturing data from employer-candidate interac-
tions), by complementing candidate data with data from 
external sources or publicly available sources such as 
Internet Websites and especially social networking 
platforms. This extended data basis will then lay the 
foundations (i) for relationship management approaches 
to personnel attraction such as presented in Keim and 
Fritsch (within this Encyclopedia) and (ii) for an ana-
lytical IS support for recruitment such as the decision 
support presented in Färber, Keim, and Weitzel (2003) 
or Malinowski et al. (2006). 

Third, as the previous considerations indicate, the 
interorganizational optimization of the recruitment 
function might represent a next stage of improved 
recruitment processes. While IS support for the recruit-
ment function in a first stage was limited to isolated 
process phases such as the posting of online job ads 
only, the second stage with applicant management 
systems covered all internal phases of the recruitment 
process from the posting of job ads over the gen-

Figure 1. HRIS diffusion according to locus of impact (extending Keim et al., 2005)
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eration to the processing of applications. The better 
integration of external organizations such as service 
providers, executive search and personnel marketing 
agencies, Internet job boards and even universities in 
a third stage in our eyes promises to leverage further 
optimization potential. 

Finally, as many employers tend to increasingly cap-
ture structured digital information from their applicants 
and employees, recruitment systems in the long-term 
might merge with personnel development tools into 
unified HR software solutions. Such integrated HRIS 
support could allow for a higher transparency of the 
skill sets internally or externally available to a specific 
employer at a specific point of time. On this basis, HRIS 
could provide means to anticipate emerging skill gaps 
and to reach higher efficiency with regard to the overall 
allocation of the human resources available. 

CONCLUSION

In this article, we showed that while IS adoption and 
diffusion represents one of the most researched areas 
within the IS discipline, little understanding exists so 
far of the adoption and diffusion of IS in the HR field. 
Based on own longitudinal qualitative and quantitative 
research with large and medium-sized employers we 
illustrated (1) that HRIS adoption increases over time 
and (2) that it decreases with the phases of the recruit-
ment process progressing. In line with prior research 
we referred to this phenomenon as the assimilation 
gap. We showed that this gap can be explained based 
on existing frameworks of IS adoption and diffusion 
and outlined paths for HR responsibles on how to 
overcome this gap. We concluded with an outlook of 
what potential future directions of IS support for the 
recruitment function might be. By this means, we hope 
to advance HRIS research in the field of personnel 
recruitment and to assist practitioners in successfully 
implementing HRIS in order to contribute to a modern, 
efficient organization of the recruitment process.  
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KEY TERMS

Application, Digital /Electronic/Online: Typi-
cally opposed to paper-based applications. Terms used 
as synonyms to describe those applications that enter 
companies via e-mail or via the application forms 
on Internet job boards or on the corporate Web site. 
E-mail applications are also denoted as unstructured 
digital applications, form-based applications are also 
referred to as structured digital applications. While 
this difference might appear as being of minor im-
portance at first glance, it has major implications for 
the possibilities to store, retrieve, and rank incoming 
applications (e.g., in an internal profile database), and 
thus, to optimize the overall recruitment process. Basi-
cally, an applicant’s personal Web site containing a CV 
could be considered as a third (and also unstructured) 

type of online applications that in practice, however, 
is only rarely used. 

Application Service Providing (ASP): An ap-
proach in which the provision of an IT infrastructure 
and even more importantly of a software application 
including its maintenance and updates is rented from an 
external service provider. Thus, the software applica-
tion is no longer physically located within the company 
but at the external service provider. In the recruitment 
context, some applicant tracking systems are offered 
as ASP-solutions (e.g., by Internet job portals or other 
specialized software vendors). Applicant profiles then 
can only be accessed and managed over the Internet. 
While this approach is supposed to reduce total cost 
of ownership as the software is hosted, maintained and 
updated for several customers at once, possibilities 
for adapting the software to customers’ requirements 
are limited.  

Applicant Tracking System (ATS): An information 
system that supports the internal phases or activities of 
the recruitment process and that--opposed to person-
nel marketing channels such as Internet job boards or 
corporate Web sites--in most cases is invisible to the 
applicant. For example, an ATS supports recruiters in 
the posting of job ads and especially in the pre-screen-
ing and management of incoming applications (e.g., by 
actively tracking the status of these applications and by 
supporting the annotation and forwarding of applica-
tions as well as the real-time interaction between HR 
and specialized departments). While some employers 
keep the status information of an application for inter-
nal purposes only, others make it externally available 
so that the ATS in this case is partly transparent to the 
applicant. The important point, however, is that the 
status management is embedded in a larger workflow 
and that the status information is automatically tracked 
by the system instead of human control. 

Corporate Web Site, Career Section: One of the 
two major online personnel marketing channels with the 
external Internet job boards representing the other one. 
The career section of the corporate Web site typically 
offers functionalities and contents such as general as 
well as target group specific information of a company 
as an employer, information on recruiting events in 
which the employer is taking part, contact data of 
people dealing with candidates’ inquiries, an electronic 
job market in which all vacancies of the company can 
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be browsed or searched for as well as a functionality 
supporting the application process e.g. a Web-based 
application form. More elaborated versions provide 
the candidate with means to personalize the career 
section to his or her needs (e.g., by storing relevant 
data and job ads in a personal account) by specifying 
job search agents or by supporting the management of 
an application profile.    

Database, (External) CV/(Online) Resume: A 
database on the Internet in which candidates post their 
resumes that then can be searched by multiple employ-
ers at the same time. For employers, these databases 
provide the possibility to instantly identify and contact 
candidates without posting job ads. CV databases are 
often offered by Internet job portals and licenses for 
searching these databases account for considerable 
parts of the portals’ turnovers. 

Database, Internal Profile (also: Corporate 
Skill Pool): A database that in opposition to external 
CV databases is run by a single employer and whose 
profiles can only be accessed by this employer. The 
profiles stored in internal profile databases can have 
various sources, e.g. (i) the manual entry by candidates 
via the company’s application forms, (ii) the entry of 
the applicant’s data by an external service provider or 
internal shared service centre in case the employer aims 
at digitizing and structuring incoming paper-based and 
e-mail applications or (iii) the download of profiles from 
an external CV database into the internal system. In 
some cases the internal profile database also captures 
(iv) the profiles of a company’s current employees in 
case an electronic internal labor market is used. Thus, 
as an internal profile database might store profiles of 
internal as well as external candidates, the word “inter-
nal” does not refer to the nature of the profiles stored, 
but to the purpose of the database. 

Internet Job Board/Online Career Portal: One 
of the two major online personnel marketing channels, 
the career section of the corporate Web site representing 
the other one. Typical services of job boards include the 

posting of job ads and the searching of CV databases 
for employers as well as the searching for job ads and 
the posting of one’s resume for job seekers. Internet job 
boards play a vital role as intermediaries on the labor 
market bringing employers and job seekers together. 
While sometimes used as a synonym, we employ the 
term online career portals for those Internet job portals 
that offer a broader range of functionalities and services 
to their customers (e.g., target group specific contents 
and others). A well-known example is Monster.com.  

Outsourcing, HR Process: The external procure-
ment of an entire business process or of selected 
subprocesses. The external service provider typically 
operates these processes for several customers at once 
so that effects of specialization and cost reduction can 
be achieved. In the recruitment context, subprocesses 
relevant for outsourcing are response management and 
others. In some cases, the external partner also provides 
a shared IT platform so that the outsourcing of the 
business process is combined with an outsourcing of 
IT infrastructure and applications, e.g. of the applicant 
tracking system that then is provided as an application 
service providing solution. An alternative to the external 
provision of such services is their internal bundling in 
a shared service centre (SSC). 

Social Networking Platform (SNP): A very recent 
category of Internet Web sites or portals that support 
users in representing their professional or personal 
contact networks by inviting other people to link their 
profile to the user’s own profile. In case SNPs capture 
professional contact networks they can be considered 
as competing with external CV databases even though 
users of social networking platforms (SNPs) not neces-
sarily indicate their availability for a job change and 
profile data are not necessarily structured the same 
way as a CV or resume would be. However, browsing 
contact networks in literature has been identified as a 
typical and efficient way of searching for candidates or 
jobs respectively and companies start to increasingly 
use such tools for recruitment purposes.
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INTRODUCTION

Fairly recently numerous technological applications 
have emerged, claiming to cover nearly every “tradi-
tional” human resources management (HRM) activity; 
not only complementing it, but often even substituting 
it (Martin, Alexander, Reddington, & Pate, 2006). In 
order to meet the demands of today’s knowledge-based 
economy, companies must maximize the potential and 
productivity of their employees, a goal towards which 
HRM information systems in general and e-HRM in 
particular could help. Some of these applications even 
claim that they can achieve synergies that were not 
possible before, by integrating all the HRM functions 
under one software suite, and combining results and 
feedback from all their different applications. In this 
article, we study the adoption of e-HRM in Europe, 
looking at three mail elements: the extent of e-HRM 
deployment, the characteristics of the companies that 
adopt e-HRM, and the level of satisfaction from the 
system.

BACKGROUND

The term e-HRM was first used in the 1990s and refers 
to conducting HRM activities using the Internet or the 
Intranet (Lengnick-Hall & Moritz, 2003). As the term 
was inspired by the popular term of e-commerce, it 
wrongfully adopted the “e-” prefix, signifying “elec-
tronic.” Since e-HRM is very specific to the use of the 
Net, a more accurate term would be “online HRM.” 
Although e-HRM is particularly Web-oriented, a total 
e-HRM system may include enterprise resource plan-
ning software (ERP), HRM shared service centers, 
interactive voice response systems, manager and em-
ployee portals, and Web applications 

Strohmeier (2007) defines e-HRM as the applica-
tion of information technology for networking and 
supporting at least two individual or collective actors 
in their shared performing of HRM activities. He notes 
that in e-HRM, technology serves both as a medium, 
connecting spatially segregated actors, and as a tool 
for task fulfillment, as it supports actors by substitut-
ing for them in executing HRM activities. E-HRM is 
considered to have the potential to lower administrative 
costs, increase productivity, speed response times, im-
prove decision making, and enhance customer service, 
thus helping HRM to become more strategic, flexible, 
cost-efficient, and customer-oriented (Shrivastava & 
Shaw, 2003).

According to its primary focus, three functions of 
e-HRM have been identified (Lengnick-Hall & Moritz, 
2003; Walker, 2001):

• Publishing of information. It involves one-way 
communication from the company to the em-
ployees or managers. In this form of e-HRM, 
the company uses the Intranet as the primary 
information delivery medium

• Automation of transactions, with integration of 
workflow. In this form of e-HRM, paperwork is 
replaced by electronic input. Intranets and Ex-
tranets are used, frequently combining several 
different application programs. 

• Transformation of the HRΜ function. In this 
form, e-HRM liberates the human resources 
function from its operational focus and redirects 
it toward a strategic one. Under this form, HRM 
takes up the following tasks: partnering with the 
line, creating centers of expertise, and service 
center administration. This form of e-HRM is 
rare even in countries like the USA, which are 
very advanced in HRM (Lengnick-Hall & Moritz, 
2003; Walker, 2001). 
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Table 1. Suggested typology of e-HRM systems

Three Generations of e-HRM

1st Generation of e-HRM: speed-
ing up

2nd Generation of e-HRM: quali-
tative changes and improvements

3rd Generation of e-HRM: things that 
could not be done before

Fu
nc

tio
n 

of
 e

-H
R

M

Publishing of infor-
mation

e-HRM’s major function is the 
publishing of information and it 
speeds up this process compared 
to traditional HR

e-HRM major function is the 
publishing of information and it 
brings upon qualitative changes 
in the way information is pub-
lished (content of information 
communicated)

e-HRM major function is the pub-
lishing of information and it allows 
HRM to do things in the communica-
tion of info that were not possible 
before (public reached)

Automation of trans-
actions

e-HRM’s major function is the 
automation of transactions, 
which are sped up, compared to 
prior traditional HRM (more time 
effective)

e-HRM’s major function is the 
automation of transactions, to 
which it has brought upon quali-
tative changes (fewer mistakes 
and better handling of data)

e-HRM’s major function is the 
automation of transactions. It allows 
doing things that could not be done 
before. (e.g., allows the employee to 
choose from several benefit schemes)

Transformation of 
HRM

e-HRM allows HRM to take up 
a more strategic role, through 
the substantial savings in time it 
achieves

e-HRM allows HRM to take up 
a more strategic role, through 
better quality

e-HRM allows HRM to use tools it 
did not have before, in order to sup-
port its strategic function.

Another classification of e-HRM is based on the 
advancement of the tools it uses, in comparison with 
traditional HR. This distinction has been expressed in 
three generations of e-HRM (Evans, Pucik, & Barsoux, 
2002), namely:

• 1st Generation of e-HRM: It involves initial 
attempts to exploit e-HRM. Those are predomi-
nantly transactional, using Intranet or electronic 
means to speed up service delivery or to reduce 
costs. Examples of this are payroll processing and 
providing of training information so that people 
can satisfy their skill development needs on a real 
time basis.

• 2nd Generation of e-HRM: It involves qualitative 
changes and improvements in the way HRM 
services are offered. For example, when 360o 
feedback is performed online, new possibilities 
for multiple appraisals open up. Another example 
is e-recruitment and the potential for Intranet-as-
sisted open job markets. Such tools allow one to 
undertake things that were not feasible previously, 
such as benchmarking the functional competen-
cies of the firm.

• 3rd Generation of e-HRM: It means using technol-
ogy to do things that could not be done before. 
An example would be the possibility to measure, 
on a regular basis, the energy that people put into 
their work. 

The above categorizations can be presented using 
two dimensions: generation of e-HRM, signifying the 
extent of change/improvement it brings upon HRM 
in general, and the level of automation it allows to 
transactions. Table 1 presents the above categorization 
of e-HRM.

From the literature we can summarize several fac-
tors facilitating the adoption of e-HRM. First, comes 
the organizational culture. The effect of organizational 
culture on the successful adoption of e-HRM has been 
discussed in relation to the emphasis that companies 
put on intense, face-to-face services (Legnick-Hall & 
Moritz, 2003). Another related issue is the effect of 
culture on the change management that the transition 
to e-tools entails, as performance-oriented cultures are 
more likely to accept change, and consequently to adopt 
electronic tools (Jackson & Harris, 2003). 

Employee’s IT skills and their familiarization with 
the electronic tools benefit e-HRM adoption. This can be 
affected by past experience, since past usage determines 
perceived ease of use of an information system (Shriv-
astava & Shaw, 2003). Moreover, the crucial role of 
communication to employees as a facilitator in e-HRM 
implementation is underlined in many studies (Ruta, 
2005). This is why the HRM function needs to invest 
in IT training and communicate the benefits of employ-
ees’ participation and involvement in e-HRM services 
(Panayotopoulou, Vakola, & Galanaki, 2007).

Collaboration of HRM and IT has also been identified 
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as a crucial success factor in e-HRM adoption and use. 
This collaboration can ensure successful integration of 
technology into HRM processes, aiming at responding 
to the need for quality HRM services (Panayotopoulou 
et al., 2007).

Finally, the industry/sector, in which the company 
operates, plays an important role in e-HRM adoption. 
For example, companies in high-technology sectors, 
such as telecommunications, use more elaborate e-HRM 
systems. Previous research has shown that image is a 
reason for earlier adoption of e-HRM in technology-
intensive sectors (Galanaki, 2002). Companies in IT 
want to show early adoption of IT tools from fear of 
staying behind, as this does not match their image. Also, 
having already introduced technology for customers 
(e.g., e-banking) positively affects internal customers’ 
attitude toward technology. 

As e-HRM enables HR departments to supply their 
services to their internal customers with a capability 
and degree of interaction not previously possible (Al-
leyne, Kakabadse, & Kakabadse, 2007), it is important 
to consider their views on the system’s success. One 
of the most widely used measures of the success of 
information systems in general is considered to be user 
computing satisfaction. Huang, Yang, Jin, and Chiu 
(2004) argue that the employees’ needs and preferences 
are important considerations in designing and manag-
ing a business-to-employee system. Moreover, both 
the internal marketing and IT literature on satisfaction 
regard customer involvement as an important part of 
the satisfaction outcome (Alleyne et al., 2007).

E-HRM in European Firms

In the e-HRM literature there are only a limited num-
ber of international studies (e.g., Harris, van Hoye, & 
Lievens, 2003; Ruta, 2005). Here, we attempt to give 
a comparative picture of e-HRM adoption in 16 Eu-
ropean countries, using data from the last round of the 
CRANET survey (2004). The level of e-HRM adoption 
is determined by a question indicating the stage of Web 
deployment, from one-way to two-way communication. 
The extent to which the system meets the needs of the 
HRM department is also examined. 

The questionnaire of the survey is the same for 
all participating countries and it is completed by HR 
managers. The sample used in this case comprises of 
5,016 companies employing at least 200 employees, 
from all economic sectors in 16 European countries. The 

countries included in our sample are Austria, Belgium, 
Cyprus (Greek part), Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Ger-
many, Greece, Iceland, Netherlands, Norway, Slovakia, 
Slovenia, Sweden, Switzerland, and UK. 

The level of e-HRM adoption in those 16 countries 
is presented in Figure 1. It shows the percentage of 
organizations using one-way and two-way communica-
tion e-HRM. Not surprisingly, in all but four countries 
(namely Austria, Denmark, Iceland, and Sweden), the 
percentage of companies adopting e-HRM for one-
way communication is higher than that for two-way 
communication. This indicates the importance of the 
national setting in successfully adopting e-HRM tools, 
since countries such as Denmark, Sweden, Iceland, 
and Austria are characterized by very high Internet 
penetration in the population (Denmark=69.2%, 
Sweden=75.6%, Iceland=86.3%, Austria=56.6%), in 
comparison to the European average (39.8%) (Internet 
World Statistics, 2007). 

Data analysis reveals the characteristics of the 
companies that adopt e-HRM. Bigger companies are 
more likely to use e-HRM systems not solely for one-
way communication and publishing of information, 
but rather for two-way communication and submission 
of data from the end user. This could be, because for 
larger companies, implementing an e-HRM system 
with higher capabilities may prove more cost-effective 
than putting in place a basic information-announcement 
system, due to the economies of scale effects that al-
low for quicker redemption on the initial investment 
on the system. Similarly, larger companies are more 
likely to use more elaborate e-HRM systems that al-
low for more complex transactions. Previous studies 
have shown organizational size as a determinant of 
whether an organization has an HRIS at all, and for 
which HRM activities it will adopt HRIS (Ball, 2001; 
Hendrickson, 2003).

Moreover, there is a relationship between the stra-
tegic role of HRM and the deployment of e-HRM. 
For example, companies with more elaborate e-HRM 
systems are more prone to place the head of the HRM 
department at the main board of directors. Moreover, 
the majority of the organizations having a written 
HRM strategy seem to use e-HRM tools that allow for 
interaction and submission of information by the end 
user. This expresses perhaps the yearning of companies 
with written HRM strategy for more openness and two-
way communication with their employees. The same 
holds for the existence of a written business strategy 
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and corporate values statement. Finally, companies that 
spend a higher amount on training as a percentage of 
their overall payroll costs are more likely to introduce 
e-HRM systems of higher potential. The above findings 
suggest that companies valuing HRM are more likely 
to invest in complex e-HRM systems. It also supports 
the argument that e-HRM can upgrade the role of the 
HRM department to a more strategic one. As Brock-
bank and Ulrich (2005) note, to align HR strategies and 
practices with their key constituents, HR professionals 
need to understand and adopt technological trends, 
since technology influences business processes, ser-
vices, products, and information on three dimensions, 
that is, speed, efficiency, and connectivity. Apart from 
substantial reductions in cost and time and transition of 
administrative activities from the HRM department to 
the employees themselves, e-HRM can bring about an 
“increased emphasis on HRM as a strategic business 
partner, whose primary challenge is to recruit, develop 
and retain talented employees for the organizations” 
(Ensher, Nielson, & Grant-Vallone, 2002, pp. 238). It 
is a commonplace that the strategic direction of the 
HRM function results in increased responsibility of line 
management for activities previously carried out by the 
HRM function. Such development highlights the need 
for HRM professionals to support the line managers in 
carrying out traditional HRM activities. E-HRM can 
be proven as a key tool in achieving this goal.

In addition to the above, it seems that a company’s 
personnel structure is also related to the adoption of 
e-HRM. In our sample, a high proportion of manual 
staff is negatively related, while a higher proportion of 
professional/technical staff is positively related to the 
adoption of e-HRM systems that allow for more complex 
transactions. Similarly, the educational background of 
the employees is also related to the adoption of e-HRM 
systems. The higher the proportion of graduates and 
post-graduates in the overall company’s workforce, 
the more complex transactions the e-HRM system 
allows for the end user. This could be attributed to a 
higher level of IT skills and familiarization that better 
educated employees possess. 

The company’s performance is also related with 
the use of composite e-HRM systems. Specifically, 
sample companies with higher service quality per-
formance and rate of innovation are more prone to 
adopt complex e-HRM systems. This is in line with 
the view that HRIS and e-HRM are seen as innovative 
(Hendrickson, 2003).

Finally, regarding user satisfaction from e-HRM, 
the findings from the CRANET sample (summarized 
in Table 2) show that, although the majority of com-
panies still use e-HRM for one-way communication, 
the subsample of these users are less satisfied from 
their system (57.1%) than the ones using e-HRM for 
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Figure 1. CRANET 2004 findings (16 European countries) showing the level of deployment of e-HRM
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two-way communication (75%). It seems that more 
interaction from the part of the end user corresponds to 
higher satisfaction of the users, that is, employees and 
the HRM staff. This is consistent with previous studies, 
showing customer involvement as an important part of 
the satisfaction outcome (Alleyne et al., 2007). 

FUTURE TRENDS

In this article we examined the level of e-HRM adop-
tion, the characteristics of the companies that adopt 
e-HRM, and the level of user satisfaction from the 
system, based on a sample of 16 European countries 
from the CRANET data. The inclusion of the remain-
ing countries in the sample would clearly give a better 
picture of the level of e-HRM adoption in Europe. 

Based on our findings, there are issues that require 
further research. First, it would be useful to shed more 
light on user satisfaction, by investigating various 
components of the concept, like convenience, assort-
ment, delivery, information, interface, accuracy, price, 
and security. Collecting data from multiple internal 
and external customers of the e-HRM system would 
also contribute to this direction. Second, it would be 
interesting to further explore the effects of e-HRM 
deployment on the role of the HRM department, and 
vice versa. Since it has been repeatedly sustained that 
the role of the HRM function can be upgraded by 
e-HRM adoption, examining e-HRM applications in 
terms of their sophistication and value to the internal 
customers would help the HRM specialists to develop 
higher quality electronic tools and increase the value 
added. Third, since our research could not reveal ex-
tended adoption of 3rd generation e-HRM systems, it 
would be particularly valuable to adopt a qualitative 
approach in order to identify, understand, and clarify 

the specific alternative ways of using e-HRM to do 
things that could not be done before in HRM. 

CONCLUSION

Summarizing our findings, we could say that organiza-
tions adopting more elaborate e-HRM systems have 
similar pivotal characteristics. First, they are larger 
companies, often multinationals. Second, they have a 
more strategic direction for their HRM function. This 
can be inferred from the fact that the head of the func-
tion has a place on the main board of directors, they 
have a verbally articulated business and HRM strategy, 
as well as corporate values, and they heavily invest in 
training. Third, they have a high proportion of profes-
sional/technical staff and well-educated employees. 
Fourth, we found that companies with high innovation 
and service quality, in general, are likely to use more 
innovative e-HRM modules and electronic tools. 

Moreover, our findings support that higher user sat-
isfaction is a result of two-way communication e-HRM 
and therefore, of higher Web deployment of e-HRM. 
HRM departments wishing to increase the value of their 
e-HRM services for their internal customers should take 
this into consideration, as they should work towards 
increasing the elaboration of their e-HRM systems, not 
only by improving the quality of information and the 
level of interaction, but also by trying to extend their 
application to things that could not be done before.
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KEY TERMS 

CRANET Survey: One of the largest and most 
representative independent surveys on comparative 
HRM. The CRANET network, established in 1989, is 
coordinated by the Centre for European HRM at the 
Cranfield School of Management, UK. Since its incep-
tion, five rounds of the survey have been completed. In 
recent years the network has expanded to non-European 
countries, with 34 universities participating in the 2003-
04 round. The questionnaire focuses on HRM issues at 
organizational level, such as, HRM function, manage-
ment strategy, recruitment and selection, training and 
development, performance appraisal, compensation and 
benefits, employee relations, and communication. 

E-HRM: The application of the Internet and Intranet 
along with other technologies for networking and sup-
porting at least two individual or collective actors in 
their shared performing of HRM activities. 

E-HRM Deployment: The level of communication 
that the e-HRM system allows for. One-way commu-
nication includes information publishing with none 
or limited participation (e.g., can allow employees to 
access some personal information). Two-way commu-
nication has various levels, from allowing employees to 
update simple personal information to allowing them to 
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perform complex transactions and select items which 
can be calculated by the system, approved/declined, 
and confirmed to the employee. Finally a system may 
allow for more complex transactions.

Functions of e-HRM: According to the primary 
focus of e-HRM, three distinct functions have been 
identified: publishing of information, automation of 
transactions, and transformation of the HRΜ func-
tion. 

Generations of e-HRM: According to the tech-
nological advancement of the tools used, e-HRM is 
classified in three generations: 1st, 2nd and 3rd. The 1st 
means speeding up and reducing costs of traditional 
HRM functions, the 2nd involves qualitative changes 
and improvements, whereas the 3rd allows one to do 
things that could not be done before.

Strategic HRM: Highlights an increased emphasis 
on HRM as a strategic business partner. It is charac-
terized by a shift in the responsibilities of the HRM 
department, from everyday administrative tasks to 
more strategic ones, aiming at aligning corporate and 
HRM strategy. This development implies an increased 
involvement of the HRM professionals to strategy 
formulation and implementation, together with the 
devolvement of traditional HRM activities to the line 
managers. It is generally accepted that the more aligned 
HRM strategies are with the business, the greater the 
contribution of HRM to organizational performance. 

User Computing Satisfaction: One of the most 
widely used measures of the success of information 
systems. Many elements have been linked to user 
satisfaction, like convenience, assortment, delivery, 
information, interface, accuracy, price, and security.
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Topic: Other Trends and Issues in E-HRM

INTRODUCTION

Human resources are usually the most expensive 
resource in any organization. They thus need careful 
management. The aim of human resources manage-
ment (HRM) is to 

Ensure that a firm has the right number of people with 
the required knowledge, skills, abilities and competen-
cies, in the right place, at the right time, at an affordable 
cost and who are motivated and committed to achiev-
ing the current and strategic need of a firm. (Macky 
& Johnson, 2000, p. 3)

Information communication technologies (ICT) 
have changed the way organizations conduct their 
business. The use of ICT in HRM is often referred 
to as e-HRM, Web-based HR, or virtual HR, which 
Lepak and Snell (1998) define as “a network-based 
structure built on partnership and typically mediated by 
information technology to help organizations acquire, 
develop and deploy intellectual capital” (p. 216). ICT 
has made e-HRM applications not only possible, but 
also economically viable (Watson Wyatt, 2002).

However, the adoption of e-HRM in New Zealand 
does not appear to have progressed as speedily as the 
adoption of technology in many other functional ar-
eas of the organization. Although most organizations 
utilized basic ICT applications such as e-mail and the 
Internet in the HR department, the majority do not 
appear to have moved far enough into actual e-HRM 
development, such as e-recruitment and e-benefits 
(Watson Wyatt, 2002). 

This study thus sets out to examine the adoption of 
e-HRM in New Zealand and to identify a comprehen-
sive set of potential factors influencing the adoption of 
e-HRM. The objectives of the research were:

1. To identify the e-HRM applications that have 
been deployed. 

2. To determine the HR business functionalities 
supported by those e-HRM applications. 

3. To determine which factors influence the adoption 
of e-HRM applications. 

4. To determine what the challenges are in the adop-
tion of e-HRM applications. 

5. To explore the organization’s future plans in 
adopting e-HRM applications.

The study focused on large organizations because 
smaller ones had not moved far enough into e-HRM 
development to provide useful responses (Watson 
Wyatt, 2002). 

BACKGROUND

Functions within the HR department have historically 
been both transaction- and information-intensive with 
approximately 60 to 80% of the department’s time be-
ing spent on “adminstrivia” or “blocking and tracking” 
procedures (Rodriguez, 2003). 

However, greater globalization and outsourcing 
pressures (Rodriguez, 2003), decentralization of HR 
functions (Wyatt Watson 2002), and the need for mul-
tiple point applications supporting market requirements 
(Ashbaugh & Miranda, 2002) have changed demands 
made on the HR department. In addition, while HR 
processes become increasingly IT-dependent, at the 
same time the technology is changing rapidly. Con-
sequently, a skills shortage of technically competent 
employees develops and companies are thus required 
to invest to upgrade employee skills (Ashbaugh & 
Miranda, 2002).

The emphasis on attracting and retaining the right 
people and skills has increased pressure on HR depart-

Adoption of E-HRM in Large New Zealand  
Organizations
Gloria Lau
Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand

Val Hooper
Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand

Copyright © 2009, IGI Global, distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.



��  

Adoption of E-HRM in Large New Zealand Organizations

ments to focus on strategic HR functions (i.e., recruiting 
and retention) to drive organizational success (Rose & 
Kumar, 2006; Wild, 2001) rather than administration. 
In New Zealand, as is in the rest of the world, orga-
nizations’ HR functions are expected to adopt a more 
advisory, efficient, flexible, and customer-oriented role 
(Johnson, 2002; Lepak & Snell, 2002).

Despite this, the traditional HR model (Figure 1 - 
left) dominates in most HR departments. It is intensely 
bureaucratic, and features a large-scale hierarchy and 
standardized operations, with HR planning and ad-
ministration being the one standard function in a HR 
department (Macky & Johnson, 2000). It has a one-
size-fits-all approach and demonstrates lack of capacity 
for innovation (Carnevale, 1992). 

The desirable model (Figure 1 - right) demonstrates 
a shift of the HR department from a business unit to 
a service center with three core functions: strategic 
planning, consultation and learning, and procedures, 
administration, and transaction processing (Bussler 
& Davis, 2001/2002). This provides the opportunity 
for e-HRM.

AN OvERvIEw OF E-HRM

The two models (Figure 2) below illustrate the differ-
ence between an organization that has adopted e-HRM 
and one that has not.

An organization that has not adopted e-HRM is 
referred to as manifesting the “old model.” HR only 
has minimal involvement in strategic planning, is only 
reactive to employees’ needs, and is slow to adopt new 
channels of communication; it is very involved in data 
maintenance but constrained by technology. Admin-
istration involves cumbersome, manually intensive 
data collection, lots of redundant data, and inadequate 
information quality (Macky & Johnson, 2000).

An organization that has adopted e-HRM is referred 
to as manifesting the “new model.” The HR department 
acts as a business partner in the organization (Gephart, 
1995; Jossi, 2001; Nguyen & Woll, 2006) by enhancing 
strategic planning, aiding redesign processes, and by 
acting as a customer service to employees, with high 
accountability and the provision of rich, integrated 
information to managers and employees (Bussler & 
Davis, 2001/2002). 

The components of e-HRM (Figure 3) and traditional 
HRM are relatively similar. They include e-career 
management, e-training and e-development, e-recruit-
ment, e-performance management, and e-compensation 
(Bussler & Davis, 2001/2002). According to Walker 
(2001), the most common e-HRM applications for 
employees are HR communication, benefits services, 
personnel data updates, and job postings; for manag-
ers they are personnel changes, salary actions, and job 
requisitions. 

Figure 1. Traditional and desirable models of HR functions
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A

E-HRM provides tangible benefits such as transac-
tion load reduction, and hence reduction of the total 
cost of HR, elimination of redundant and/or inefficient 
systems, and consequently enhancement of decision-
making capability, and access to a single source of 
information through self-service for employees, thereby 
improving efficiency, and reducing wait time and errors 
on changes (Bussler & Davis, 2001/2002). 

Intangible benefits of e-HRM stem from HR data 
transparency and visibility. This then promotes em-
ployee empowerment, improves employee satisfaction, 
“employability,” and retention, along with supporting 
employee work/life balances. The employer thus be-
comes an “employer of choice” and attracts the best 
people (Bussler & Davis, 2001/2002). Furthermore, 
as firms endeavor to compete through human capital, 
their competitive advantage is increased (Lepak & 
Snell, 2002). 

One of the major challenges in successfully adopt-
ing e-HRM is to gain executive support (Keebler & 
Rhodes, 2002). Staff, especially HR staff, needs to 
acquire substantially altered skills sets (Lepak & Snell, 
1998). The HR department also needs to understand 
how the organizational change processes can be used to 
implement e-HRM (Walker, 2001); however, bureau-
cratic inertia within organizations can be difficult to 
overcome (Lepak & Snell, 1998). Managerial resistance 
might develop because the increased reliance on IT 
might be seen as a threat to disband HR positions or 

even the whole department (Stewart, 1996). In addi-
tion, line managers may solve their own HR problems, 
thus diminishing the traditional role of HR (Beatty & 
Schneier, 1997).

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIvE OF  
E-HRM ADOPTION

According to Rogers (1983), an innovation is “an 
idea, practice, or object that is perceived as new by 
an individual or other unit of adoption” (p. 11). Rüel, 
Bondarouk, and Looise (2004) argue that e-HRM is 
an innovation in that it provides the opportunities for 
the HR department to operate more efficiency and 
effectively.  

Rosner’s (1968) efficiency-choice perspective 
views an organization’s decision to adopt an innova-
tion as being based on the economic incentives and 
technical efficiency of the innovation. The factors that 
would influence an organization to adopt e-HRM are 
based on its potential to be an idiosyncratic, scarce, 
and inimitable resource to the organization (Amit & 
Schoemarker, 1993; Barney, 1991). The greater the 
perceived potential benefits, the greater the likelihood 
of adoption (Saloner & Shepard, 1995). 

However, Rogers’ diffusion of innovation theory 
(Rogers, 1983, 1995) provides a more comprehensive 
basis for understanding the successful adoption of e-

Figure 2. Old and new models of e-HRM adoption
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HRM. The theory is comprised of five stages: awareness, 
persuasion, decision, implementation, and conforma-
tion (Rogers, 1995) (Figure 3). Persuasion is influenced 
by the five categories of critical characteristics, that is, 
relative advantage, compatibility, complexity, trial-
ability, and observability (Rogers, 1995). 

The “persuasion” and “decision to adopt” stages are 
especially relevant for the adoption of e-HRM because 
they represent the most critical stages in corporate deci-
sion making in this regard. The persuasion stage forms 
potential adopter attitudes towards the innovation. The 
decision stage occurs when an individual or organiza-
tion engages in activities that lead to the adoption or 
rejection of e-HRM. This part of the model thus formed 
the basis for the empirical research.

Research Methodology

The research was conducted using a mixed methods 
approach, that is, first qualitative in-depth interviews 
and then a quantitative survey. Biases inherent in any 
single method could neutralize the biases of other 
methods (Creswell, 2003). 

The sampling frame for both phases consisted of 
the top large (300+ employees) New Zealand compa-
nies from a wide range of industries and government 
departments. Stratified sampling, based on industry 
classification, was used in the selection of 45 com-

mercial organizations, and a random sample of five 
government departments was selected. 

The key informant approach (Seidler, 1974) was 
adopted on the assumption of them being the most 
knowledgeable about the issue being explored. HR 
directors/managers were thus the target participants. 

Phase �

The purpose of this phase was to explore current uses 
and applications of e-HRM, the factors and expected 
benefits that influence its adoption, and the challenges 
faced in doing so.

Convenience sampling based on geographic location 
was employed to identify the sample for the qualitative 
phase. This comprised of five organizations (four com-
mercial and one government) and was selected from 
the 50 already identified. Semistructured interviews 
which lasted between 45 minutes and one hour were 
conducted with each of the key informants; they inter-
views were recorded, transcribed, and then submitted 
to the interviewees for verification.

Analysis of the transcripts proceeded according to 
the pattern matching technique advocated by Miles 
and Huberman (1998). This comprised of coding and 
an iterative process of grouping into themes and con-
ceptual categories. 

Figure 3. Model of stages in the adoption of the innovation (e-HRM) (Source: Adapted from Rogers 1995, p. 163)
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A
Findings of the Qualitative Phase
All five participating organizations had embraced the 
e-HRM concept with four having implemented some 
form of e-HRM application and the remaining orga-
nization due to do so within 6 months.

Table 1 reflects the deployment of applications. 
Overall, the use of Intranet and e-mail as a communi-
cation function was well established. Three organiza-
tions had implemented an employee and manager HR 
portal/kiosk, which allowed anytime access to retrieve, 
update, and maintain HR records, such as personal 
information and leave balances. 

The business functionality of the adopted applica-
tions included e-payroll, e-performance management, 
e-recruitment, e-procurement, e-training, and Intranet 
for communicating company policies. Employee 
productivity applications, such as updating personnel 
records and job postings, dominated the rest. All five 
organizations reported planned budgets to deliver 
additional applications to enhance both managerial 
productivity, such as online reporting and approval, 
and strategic applications, such as talent management 
and HR reporting and analysis.

All organizations indicated similar objectives in the 
adoption of e-HRM (Table 2). The top five objectives 
included improvement of the HR function’s efficiency 
and effectiveness, improvement of the quality and 
timeliness of service to employee, transfer of HR from 
administrative to a more strategic, enhanced ability to 
recruit, retain, and develop top talent, and reduced HR 
operating cost. 

The organizations had generally been successful in 
achieving their planned objectives although there were 
some barriers, such as cost of ownership, acquiring 
adequate funding, other HR initiatives taking prece-
dence, lack of technical skills during implementation, 
and difficulties in gaining executive support because 
of an inability to show a return on investment. 

In order to overcome the challenges, respondents 
highlighted the need for adequate funding before 
implementation, the need to gain high level executive 
commitment, collaboration between the HR and IT 
departments, and the promotion of strong marketing 
and employee communication. 

The insights obtained from the interviews helped 
to identify gaps in the information base, which helped 
focus the second phase of the research. 

Phase �

The second phase, a quantitative survey, was used to 
further address the identification of e-HRM applica-
tions deployed, functionalities of e-HRM applications, 
influential factors, and challenges of e-HRM and future 
adoption of e-HRM.

A survey instrument, a questionnaire, based on 
the literature review and findings of the first phase, 
was developed and pretested. It was precoded and a 
Web-based questionnaire was dispatched via e-mail 
to the potential respondents. Twenty-nine completed 
questionnaires were returned, which was a response 
rate of 64%. 

The responses were recorded as received, and 
analyzed. 

Findings of the Quantitative Phase
The data revealed that the large majority, 93%, of or-
ganizations had adopted some form of e-HRM, while 
the remainder was planning to do so within the next 
12 months.

The ranking of the strategic objectives and perceived 
benefits in adopting e-HRM applications go hand in 
hand. Most prevalent among the top objectives and 
perceived benefits was the need to improve the HR 
department’s efficiency and effectiveness in terms of 
the quality and timeliness of service to employees. 

Applications

Case One Case Two Case Three Case Four Case Five

IT  
Organization

Financial  
Organization

Government 
Organization

Consulting  
Organization

Utility  
Organization

A Internet & Intranet     

B HRIS     

C Kiosk/Portal (Web self service)     

D Outsource     

Table 1. E-HRM applications deployed
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Respondent’s Profile Case One Case Two Case Three Case Four Case Five

Objectives IT  
Organization

Financial  
Organization

Government  
Organization

Consulting  
Organization

Utility  
Organization

Global/Nonglobal Operations     

A Improve overall organizational 
efficiency and effectiveness 

High
↑

High
↑

High
↑

High
↑

High
↑

B
Improve the human resource 
functions efficiency and ef-
fectiveness

High
↑

High
↑

Very High
↑↑

High
↑

Very High
↑↑

C Improve the quality and timeli-
ness of service to employees

Very High
↑↑

High 
↑

Very High
↑↑

High
↑

High 
↑

D Provide self-service for employ-
ees and managers 

High 
↑

High 
↑

Very High
↑↑

High 
↑

High 
↑

E
Improve employees awareness, 
appreciation, and HR policies 
within the company

Average
↔

Average
↔

Average
↔

Average
↔

Average
↔

F Improve managers ability to 
meet HR responsibilities

Very High
↑↑

High 
↑

Average
↔

High 
↑

High 
↑

G Lower human resource operat-
ing cost

High 
↑

High 
↑

High 
↑

High 
↑

High 
↑

H
Transfer HR from administra-
tive to a more strategic role in 
the organization

Very High
↑↑

High 
↑

Very High
↑↑

Average
↔

Very High
↑↑

I Enhance ability to recruit, 
retain, and develop top talent

Very High
↑↑

Average
↔

Average
↔

High 
↑

Very High
↑↑

J It is a trend of IT that is essential in 
today’s commercial environment

Very High
↑↑

Low
↓

N/A
×

Average
↔

Low
↓

Table 2. Summary of e-HRM adoption objectives, indicating ratings

Transforming HR from being administrative to a more 
strategic role in the organization and lowering HR op-
erating cost were also important (Figures 4 and 5). 

Of the companies that had adopted e-HRM applica-
tions, all respondents used HRIS, Internet, and the com-
pany Intranet. Seventy-six percent of the respondents 
also had a Web portal/kiosk providing employee and 
manager self-service applications, leave management, 
and online pay slips. 

This indicates an increase in information access for 
employees and managers representing a shift away from 
the traditionally centralized and hierarchical approach 
to information sharing.

With regard to the business functionalities of those 
e-HRM applications, the most frequently named func-
tions included e-payroll, e-personal employee data 
management (employee self-service), and the Intranet 
for communicating company policies. Other popular 
functions included e-recruitment and e-management 
tools (Figure 6). These business functionalities create 
an overall level of automation for the HR department 
to increase their operational efficiency and effective-
ness. 

Figure 7 shows that limited budget was the main 
challenge in e-HRM adoption, followed by the cost 
of technological ownership and the inability to show 
return on investment (ROI). This indicates that orga-
nizations were finding it hard to convey and quantify 
the value of e-HRM and were thus not securing the 
necessary funding required for their preferred levels 
of e-HRM adoption. 

In ranking the success factors of e-HRM adoption 
(Figure 8), over 81% of participants pointed toward 
gaining executive level support as being crucial for 
adequate budget and resources to be allocated. For 
that reason, the education and involvement of senior 
managers could significantly influence the form, size, 
and commitment to the entire adoption process. Another 
highly ranked success factor was the marketing, and 
levels of employee education and communication, of 
the e-HRM application initiatives.

Almost 83% of the respondents indicated they had 
investment plans with resources already budgeted and 
allocated to adopt additional e-HRM applications in 
the future. 
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Figure 4. Main objectives in adopting e-HRM

Figure 5. Perceived benefits of e-HRM

Figure 6. Business functionalities of e-HRM applications
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Figure 7. Main challenges encountered in the adoption of e-HRM

Figure 8. The success factors in the e-HRM adoption
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Future e-HRM adoption seemed to be linked to 
productivity applications for employees and manag-
ers (e-recruitment and e-performance management) 
and strategic applications (talent management and 
strategic reporting tools) that enabled HR, employees, 
and managers to concentrate on providing strategic 
HR management.

Discussion

The overall findings showed that e-HRM is a growing 
phenomenon among large companies in New Zealand 
and that companies are embracing e-HRM seriously 
by formulating future investment plans to adopt more 
strategic e-HRM applications. 

The findings also appear to reinforce studies by 
Cedar (2001), Rüel et al. (2004), Towers Perrin (2001) 
and Watson Wyatt (2002), indicating that New Zealand 
organizations are moving in tandem with the global 
trend towards e-HRM adoption.

In exploring the persuasion and decision stages of 
e-HRM adoption according to Roger’s (1983) model, 
this study found that the persuasion stage is mostly 
influenced by relative advantages, compatibility, and 
complexity of e-HRM, although aspects of triability 
and observability are also evident. 

Relative Advantage 

The advantages which organizations envisaged or ex-
perienced from e-HRM were prominently noted. 

Providing employees and managers with self-service 
which would improve the quality and timeliness of HR 
information emerged as one of the key objectives of 
most respondent company’s e-HRM strategies (Wright 
& Snell, 1998). Furthermore, besides lowering HR 
operating cost, companies emphasized the advantage 
of moving to a more strategic HR environment to 
increase the overall organizational efficiency and ef-
fectiveness (Lepak & Snell, 1998). The majority of 
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organizations also indicated that e-HRM could play 
a highly significant role in a company’s performance 
(Bussler & Davis, 2001/2002).

Compatibility and Complexity

To a certain extent the challenges experienced by or-
ganizations in the introduction of e-HRM reflected its 
incompatibility with some segments of the organiza-
tion. The most widely reported challenges were gaining 
executive commitment, the cost of technology and 
limited budget, the problems of demonstrating ROI, and 
the inadequate or nonexistent technical infrastructure. 
While the general attitude towards the use of e-HRM 
was positive, competing, higher priority HR initiatives 
hampered its adoption. Despite the increasing recogni-
tion and importance of e-HRM as a strategic function, 
it has not yet reached the critical importance that it 
warrants for success. This is understandable given that 
e-HRM is still developing and changing rapidly.

Other important challenges included having stream-
lined leave approval and workflow, clear accountabil-
ity of managerial responsibilities, and organizational 
structure change. This reflects Lepak and Snell (1998), 
who notes that the changing focus of HR was likely 
to require substantially modified skill sets and busi-
ness processes. It also suggests that the complexity of 
what needs to be learned, done, or changed might be 
contributing to the resistance to adoption. 

Triability and Observability

To a large extent, in this case, triability and observ-
ability go hand in hand. The preparedness of most 
organizations to commit funding to the acquisition 
of (further) functionality and applications of e-HRM 
indicates that they have both tried what is currently 
available and found it advantageous or that they have 
observed the benefits, as in the case of organizations 
that have not yet implemented e-HRM, and been im-
pressed by them.

On the other hand, the indirect influence of the 
difficulty in demonstrating ROI in e-HRM could be 
construed as a lack of observability.

The study has thus demonstrated the appropriateness 
of Rogers’ (1983) model in the adoption of the innova-
tion of e-HRM, particularly with regard to the impact 
of the persuasion stage on the adoption decision.

FUTURE TRENDS

Although the sample was relatively small, this explor-
atory study has demonstrated a general trend towards 
the adoption of e-HRM. Organizations’ e-HRM strate-
gies are driven mostly by a desire to improve their HR 
functions’ efficiency and effectiveness, to transfer HR 
from an administrative to a more strategic role in the 
organization, and to improve the quality and timeliness 
of services to employees. In their adoption of e-HRM, 
the companies have displayed an inclination towards 
Web-based systems. Challenges tend to focus on lack 
of top management support but the budgetary commit-
ments that all organizations have made to e-HRM indi-
cate their appreciation of the benefits of it. Indications 
are thus that the HR role is moving to a more strategic 
one. Consequently, the HR departments will eventually 
become composed predominantly of managers, HR 
consultants, and system integrators/helpdesk support, 
and less of administrative support staff. 

CONCLUSION

The intention of this study was to explore the adoption 
of e-HRM in New Zealand and to identify a compre-
hensive set of potential factors influencing the adoption 
of e-HRM. In doing so, the study identified the various 
e-HRM applications deployed, the HR functions sup-
ported by those applications, the factors influencing the 
adoption of e-HRM, and the challenges experienced. 
These manifested the five criteria of persuasion of 
Roger’s (1983) theory of the diffusion of innovation: 
relative advantage, compatibility, complexity, triability, 
and observability. In addition, the organizations’ future 
plans regarding e-HRM were explored. 

Overall, the study delivered findings which accorded 
with the literature and which indicated the same trends 
with regard to future developments. With the greater 
focus on the advantages to be gained from e-HRM, 
HR departments are on a course to becoming much 
more strategically oriented, and e-HRM is seen as the 
means of achieving this.
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KEY TERMS

Adoption: Understanding and acceptance of a 
concept, and its acquisition and use with an implied 
eventual positive outcome in mind.

Application: The type of usage—defined by pur-
pose—often used to describe software packages.

Benefit: The positive outcome of a decision or 
activity; an improvement attributable to some deci-
sion or activity.

Challenge: An issue that arises that can provide 
potential obstacle to achieving an objective but which 
can act as a spur to achieving an objective not previ-
ously considered or not considered achievable.

E-HRM: A network-based structure built on partner-
ship and typically mediated by information technology 
to help organizations acquire, develop, and deploy 
intellectual capital (Lepak & Snell, 1998, p. 216).

Objective: The target, goal, or purpose, which 
drives and guides decisions and activities.

Organization: A group of two or more people who 
work together towards a common goal.

Success: The achievement of an objective.
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INTRODUCTION

A good question human resources development (HRD) 
and human resources management (HRM) practitio-
ners ask is “why do we explore learning theories?” 
The simple answer is we want quality learning in our 
organizations. HRD, HRM interventions, and man-
agement policies are congruent with the assumptions 
about human nature and organizational life. Naturally, 
learning theories about human behavior carry with 
them assumptions about human nature, the purpose of 
training, and desirable values. Understandably then, a 
better understanding of the various learning theories will 
result in better decisions regarding learning experiences 
and more desirable outcomes (Knowles, Holton III, & 
Swanson, 2005). Without a doubt, learning theories will 
contribute to long-term gains in our human capital. The 
purpose of this article is neither to solely outline exist-
ing learning theories in contemporary human resource 
management settings nor to present an analysis of the 
theory of helping adults (andragogy) vs. the theory of 
teaching children (pedagogy). It is rather an attempt 
to incorporate andragogy and pedagogy into effec-
tive teaching/facilitating methods of human resource 
development and human resource management in 
contemporary organizations. The collaborative use of 
andragogy and pedagogy is believed to lead to better 
learning outcomes in any organization (Knowles et al., 
1998, 2005). In e-HRM, it does not necessarily require 
that andragogical approach be used. The collaborative 
or single use of andragogy and pedagogy depends 
on a plethora of factors: organizational differences, 
individual differences, and subject matter differences 
(Knowles et al., 1998, 2005). To address the above 
pertinent issues associated with HRD, HRM and e-
HRM, it is necessary and important to look into two 
important terms, namely, andragogy and pedagogy 
and how these two different approaches affect effec-
tive teaching/facilitating methods of HRD, HRM, and 
e-HRM in today’s learning organizations. 

BACKGROUND

The concept of helping adults learn had been evolving 
in Europe for quite some time before it was introduced 
to North America by adult education leaders. It was a 
German grammar school teacher by the name of Al-
exander Kapp who coined the term andragogy in 1833 
to differentiate it from the theory of youth learning, 
which is widely called pedagogy, the art, and science 
of teaching children. Andragogy is defined as the art 
and science of helping adults learn (Knowles et al., 
1998, 2005). Art here refers to “style,” and science 
here refers to “method.” A number of scholars in the 
fields of adult education, HRD, and HRM including e-
HRM helped popularize the principles of andragogy. It 
must be noted that andragogy has been applied to more 
than the previously mentioned fields. First, Lindeman 
(1926) identified several key assumptions about adult 
learners. Table 1 shows a summary of Lindeman’s key 
assumptions about adult learners. 

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Knowles added 
one more assumption related to motivation to learn. 
At present, the andragogical model has emerged as 
the theoretical framework to guide adult teaching and 
adult learning. It is adult learning that is addressed in 
today’s HRD, HRM, and e-HRM. Knowles popular-
ized this model and devoted his life to adult education 
and training in North America (Bash, 2003). Table 2 
provides a summary of the andragogical model. 

The debate regarding andragogy vs. pedagogy has 
been going on in the field of adult education, training 
(HRD), HRM, and e-HRM and learning organiza-
tions for years. In the 1960s and 1970s, Knowles et 
al. (1998, 2005) distinguished between pedagogy 
and andragogy. They suggested that children should 
be taught pedagogically and adults should be taught 
andragogically (Jarvis, 2002). The pedagogical model 
assigns the trainer/teacher full responsibility for making 
all decisions about what will be learned, how it will 
be learned, when it will be learned, and if it has been 
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learned (Knowles et al., 1998, p. 62). This is what we 
call teacher-directed education. Based on today’s adult 
learners’ needs in today’s organizations, the pedagogical 
model does not work effectively. This is not to say it 
does not work at all. It may prove to be highly effective 
in some situations. For example, in e-HRM, employees 
may not have the necessary technological skills needed 
to improve human performance. When such is the case, 
they may require that their leaders, trainers, or teachers 
employ the pedagogical model because of employees’ 
preference for speed, convenience, and even learning 
styles (Knowles et al., 1998, 2005). In some organiza-
tions, leaders enjoy coaching and directing leadership 
styles. When such is the case, employees may not 
have a choice but to follow the pedagogical model in 
terms of increasing human performance. But overall, 
a learner-centered model should be used to help adult 
learners learn according to andragogical assumptions 
because today’s organizations hire adult employees 
at all levels. Worthy of note is the fact that adult em-
ployees may be self-directed in learning in some cases. 
Therefore, they may prefer the andragogical model in 
general. The next section will discuss andragogical 
theory in more detail and how it can be incorporated 

into effective teaching/facilitating methods of HRD, 
HRM, and e-HRM. 

LEARNING THEORIES: ANDRAGOGY 
OR PEDAGOGY

Good learning theories specify what instructors do to 
help learners learn and what learners do in order to 
maximize learning. This is the case with andragogy. 
Because andragogy flows directly from humanism 
(Nuckles, 2000), which postulates that humans have 
unlimited potential for learning and that their learning 
will eventually become self-directed and because an-
dragogical leaders, such as Rogers (1951, 1961, 1969) 
and Knowles (1970, 1973, 1975, 1979, 1984, 1986, 
1998, 2005), firmly believe that instructors cannot teach 
another individual directly, the role of an instructor 
of adults has been defined as that of a helper. In other 
words, an instructor of adults in learning organizations 
has to be that of a facilitator. This is why andragogy 
has been defined as the art and science of helping 
adults learn. The word “helping” is used here instead 
of “teaching” to differentiate it from youth learning. 

1. Adults are motivated to learn as they experience needs and interests that learning will satisfy.

2. Adults’ orientation to learning is life-centered.

3. Experience is the richest source for adults’ learning.

4. Adults have a deep need to be self-directing.

5. Individual differences among people increase with age. 

Table 1. Lindeman’s key assumptions about adult learners

Table 2. The andragogical model

1. The need to know. Adults need to know why they need to learn something before undertaking 
to learn it.

2. The learners’ self-concept. Adults have a self-concept of being responsible for their own 
decisions, for their own lives. Once they have arrived at that self-concept they develop a deep 
psychological need to be seen by others and treated by others as being capable of self-direction.

3. The role of the learners’ experiences. Adults come into educational activity with both a greater 
volume and a different quality of experience from youths. By virtue of simply having lived 
longer, they have accumulated more experience than they had as youths. 

4. Readiness to learn. Adults become ready to learn those things they need to know and be able 
to do in order to cope effectively with their real-life situations. 

5. Orientation to learning. In contrast to children’s and youths’ subject-centered orientation to 
learning, adults are life-centered in their orientation to learning. 

6. Motivation. While adults are responsive to some external motivators, the most potent motiva-
tors are internal pressures. 
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According to Knowles et al. (1998, 2005), a helper is 
also a facilitator. A facilitator is required to perform a 
different set of functions that require a different set of 
skills. A facilitator should not be a knowledge trans-
mitter or information presenter. A facilitator can be a 
process designer and manager who requires relationship 
building, needs assessment, involvement of students in 
planning, linking students to learning resources, and 
encouraging student initiative (Knowles et al., 1998, 
2005). According to these roles of instructors, learn-
ers are expected to negotiate curricular priorities with 
their instructors because if learners do this, they will 
know exactly what to learn, how to learn and when to 
learn. This strategy of instruction falls in line with the 
first principle of the theory of andragogy, “the need 
to know.” Further, learners are encouraged to involve 
themselves in the planning process with their instructors. 
Because adult learners have a rich reservoir of prior 
experience, prior experience is expected to be used 
as a learning resource. This is the second principle of 
the theory of andragogy. In view of other principles of 
the theory of andragogy such as self-directed learning, 
readiness to learn, orientation to learning and motiva-
tion to learn, adult learners often enter into learning 
contracts negotiated with their instructors. A learning 
contract can specify what learners should learn. And 
because adult learners are capable of teaching them-
selves, a learning contract makes sense with adult 
learners. Further, adult learners are encouraged to solve 
real life problems because their learning tends to be 
task-oriented instead of subject-centered. Because of 
their orientation to learning, adult learning can also be 
considered “contextual.” 

However, if andragogical leaders or adult learning 
in today’s learning organizations fail to do what they 
are expected to do according to the andragogical model, 
they sometimes revert to the pedagogical model. This is 
not to say that andragogy is good and that pedagogy is 
bad. Certain learning situations predetermine whether 
the andragogical model or the pedagogical model is 
realistic even for adult learners. For example, if adult 
learners have high need for direction and structure and 
high need for support, andragogical instructors have 
to become coaches or knowledge presenters and adult 
learners have to assume a submissive role of simply 
following their “pedagogical” instructors, because adult 
learners at this time are dependent learners (Grow, 
1991; Wang, 2006). However, if adult learners always 
remain pedagogical learners and andragogical instruc-

tors always control learning, this runs contrary to the 
principles of the theory of andragogy. This situation 
may be determined by HRD, HRM and e-HRM initia-
tives or practices in some organizations. Some leaders 
may not be aware of the benefits that andragogy may 
bring HRD, HRM, and e-HRM. 

Over the years, even andragogical leaders do not 
agree with one another regarding how adult learners 
in today’s organizations should be taught. Some Euro-
pean andragogical leaders even claim that andragogy 
is dead (J. Henschke, Personal Communication, March 
24, 2006). However, up to now, no other theorist has 
formulated a better learning theory than the theory of 
andragogy that can really help adult learners learn. 
Disappointment occurs when adult learners and adult 
educators do not conform to the andragogical model. 
However, the father of adult education, Knowles et al. 
(1998, p. 183) made it clear that an essential feature 
of the theory of andragogy is flexibility. It can be 
translated into the collaborative use of andragogy and 
pedagogy in today’s HRD, HRM and e-HRM. To better 
illustrate this point of Knowles et al., Wang’s (2006, p. 
125) research presents a vivid graph that helps scholars 
and researchers discern the multilateral relationships 
between andragogical instructors and adult learners: 

To achieve Knowles’ flexibility, both andragogical 
instructors and adult learners can stay in any of the 
quadrants in Wang’s graph, depending on learners’ need 
for direction and need for support. In fact, the peda-

Figure 1. Wang’s andragogical and pedagogical model 
of training
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gogical model is included in this andragogical model 
because of adult learners’ high need for direction and 
high need for support. Only when adult learners have 
low need for direction and low need for support, can 
andragogical model be implemented. As to when to 
use the andragogical model or the pedagogical model, 
of course factors other than learners’ need for support 
and learners’ need for direction need to be taken into 
consideration. For example, learners’ learning styles 
can be a huge factor in determining the use of the 
theory of andragogy or pedagogy. Although scholars 
and practitioners can not agree on the use of either 
andragogy or pedagogy, at least, we know under both 
the andragogical model and the pedagogical model the 
role of the instructor and the nature of the learner is to 
maximize learning. 

FUTURE TRENDS

The issue of andragogy and pedagogy will continue 
to spark subsequent research in today’s organizations. 
Some instructors tend to align themselves with the 
andragogical model while others tend to align them-
selves with the pedagogical model. When it comes 
to HRD, HRM and e-HRM initiatives and practices, 
they may not have a choice but to follow their lead-
ers’ instructions. In some cultures, the pedagogical 
model seems to work well with both instructors and 
adult learners in their organizations. For example, in 
Confucius-Heritage societies, the pedagogical model, 
which features teachers as the unchallengeable author-
ity figures and students as absolute followers, is dearly 
welcomed (Wang & Bott, 2003-2004, p. 47). And the 
andragogical model may be vehemently rejected be-
cause it gives learners too much control over learning. 
Hence, further research lies in whether certain cultures 
welcome certain learning theories and certain cultures 
reject certain learning theories. This is not uncommon 
in that external societal forces may predetermine the 
use of learning theories. 

Another trend in the future will be that scholars and 
researchers will continue to test the validity and reli-
ability of the theory of andragogy in different learning 
situations in today’s organizations. Although andragogy 
has been beautifully well reasoned (Brookfield, 1995), 
and, although andragogy has been considered the 
single most popular idea in the education and training 
of adults (Brookfield, 1986), resistance to the use of 

this theory may stem from andragogical instructors’ 
prior training and background. Too many andragogical 
instructors are hired by today’s organizations without 
proper andragogical training (King, 2005). One area 
of future research will be what today’s organizations 
can do to make their andragogical instructors buy into 
this andragogical model. 

CONCLUSION

This article has pointed out that the collaborative or 
single use of andragogy and pedagogy is determined 
by contextual factors such as organizational difference, 
individual difference and subject matter difference. Key 
stakeholders of HRD, HRM including e-HRM should 
be equipped with knowledge and skills regarding the 
successful use of the theories andragogy vs. pedagogy 
in today’s organizations. After all, it is better learning 
outcomes that are needed in today’s HRD, HRM, and 
e-HRM. 

Pedagogy evolved first between the seventh and 
twelfth centuries in the monastic and cathedral schools 
of Europe out of their experience in teaching basic 
skills to young boys (Knowles et al., 1998, 2005). 
Then, the pedagogical model even became the existing 
educational model for higher education and corporate 
training in the West. In some organizations, the andra-
gogical model characterized by negotiating curricular 
priorities, giving out learning contracts, and informal 
evaluation of learning is never heard of. Andragogy 
was first coined in 1833 and then emerged as a theory 
in the 1960s and 1970s as more and more adult learn-
ers returned to campuses to further their education 
and as more and more well-educated adult learners 
are employed by today’s learning organizations. The 
pedagogical model puts a strain on adult learners’ 
learning simply because the pedagogical model does 
not release the energy of adult learners. Instead, it gives 
instructors much control over learning. The theory of 
andragogy has the potential to encourage adult learn-
ers to become self-directed learners, to inspire them to 
realize actualization. Likewise, the theory of andragogy 
has the potential to encourage instructors to perform the 
function of a learning facilitator instead of a knowledge 
dictator. In this knowledge economy, in this information 
age when knowledge increases exponentially, it is high 
time that we turned to a learning theory that can truly 
maximize learning. Whichever learning theory helps 
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us learn better, that theory is the one that we should 
use to guide our action in learning. Finally, a quote 
from Knowles (1979, p. 53) may help us view learn-
ing theories from a practical perspective, “So I am not 
saying that pedagogy is for children and andragogy for 
adults, since some pedagogical assumptions are realistic 
for adults in some situations and some andragogical 
assumptions are realistic for children in some situa-
tions. And I am certainly not saying that pedagogy is 
bad and andragogy is good; each is appropriate given 
the relevant assumptions.” “These principles must be 
viewed as a “system of elements that can be adopted 
in whole or in part.” 
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KEY TERMS

Andragogy: The art and science of helping adults 
learn. The word “helping” is heavily emphasized to 
differentiate the theory of andragogy from the theory 
of youth learning. Some scholars refer andragogy a set 
of assumptions; others refer it to a set of guidelines. 
Still others refer it to a philosophy. However, Knowles 
refers it to a theory, which has been widely accepted 
in the field of adult education and training. According 
to andragogical leaders in North America, the theory 
of andragogy sparked a revolution in adult education 
and training simply because previously every learner 
was taught pedagogically. 

Confucius-Heritage Society: Confucius saw grow-
ing disorder in his lifetime. In response, he developed 
a philosophy to maintain the status quo in societies. 
His philosophy has been translated into teaching, “let 
a teacher be a teacher and let a student be a student.” 
What this means is that teachers are leaders and stu-
dents are followers. Their roles are well defined. In 
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other words, in Confucius-Heritage societies such as in 
Japan, China, South Korea, and Singapore, pedagogy 
is deeply rooted in their cultures. Probably andragogy 
has only a small place in these societies. 

Flexibility: Flexibility is used figuratively, meaning 
to change easily in response to situations. In this article, 
it refers being able to move freely from the pedagogical 
model to the andragogical model and vice versa. 

Humanism: Humanism originated in China. It 
literally means teacher of the humanities. It is further 
believed that humanism would develop autonomous 
and responsible individuals. Humanistic instructors 
see themselves as facilitators, helpers, and partners in 
the learning process. They establish a context for learn-
ing and serve as a flexible resource for adult learners. 
Humanistic teachers must trust students to assume 
responsibility for their learning. (as cited in Wang and 
Sarbo, 2004, p. 209-210) 

Learning Contract: A document spelling out 
learner expectations within an organizational context. 
Learning that has as its purpose improving one’s com-
petence to perform in a job or in a profession must take 
into consideration the needs and expectations of orga-

nizations, professions, and society. Learning contracts 
provide a means for negotiating reconciliation between 
these external needs and expectations and the learner’s 
internal needs and interests. 

Pedagogy: The art and science of teaching children. 
The word “teaching” is emphasized because the role of 
an instructor is defined as that of a knowledge dictator. 
A knowledge dictator is supposed to lecture heavily and 
children are supposed to assume the role of following 
their instructors submissively. 

Principle: A standard, such as a guide to behavior, 
rule. 

Societal Forces: Political culture, social culture, 
and economical development of a given society. These 
forces may determine educational theories that one may 
use to educate and train the workforce. 
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INTRODUCTION

Nowadays, most human resources (HR) managers are 
confronted with cost pressure, the demand for offer-
ing “high-quality-HR services” and the necessity for 
strategic contributions (Hewitt, 2004). Human resource 
management (HRM) with its current structures and 
tools is often unable to completely fulfill these require-
ments. Therefore, a strong need for reorganization of 
HR as a function is obvious. In the last few years, many 
efforts have been undertaken by HRM practitioners 
to re-structure HRM at the level of organizations as 
reflected in surveys or case studies from leading firms. 
Examples can be found in Som (2003) and Fairbain 
(2005). Moreover, the restructuring of the HR func-
tion has been the subject of a broad discussion among 
scientists and researchers in the field of management 
(Becker & Huselid, 1999; Caldwell, 2003, 2004; Truss, 
Gratton, Hope-Hailey, Stiles, & Zaleska, 2002). It is 
remarkable that this discussion has mainly focused 
on the strategic role of HRM (Lawler III, 2005), and 
consultants in the practical field have particularly given 
advice to improve the quality of HR services (Hewitt, 
2004; Towers Perrin, 2005). A more complex view on 
the restructuring of HRM is rarely to be found. 

BACKGROUND

Organizations often prefer an easy way of reorganization 
by simply cutting HRM costs. As Capelli (2005) has 
stated when companies were downsizing, human re-
source functions capabilities were the first thing cut. 

But, what does Restructuring of HRM functions 
imply? 

Restructuring of HRM functions describes a more or 
less radical modification of roles, tasks and structures 
in all HR-related practices, like recruitment, place-
ment, payment, development of human resources, and 
in structures and processes of the HR departments, 
and their co-operation with the top management, line 
managers, HR consultants, HR service providers, and 
employee representatives. 

Starting from this broad view, it can be stated, that 
restructuring of the HRM function have to be seen as a 
normal part of its development. A view on the history 
of HRM reveals that at every developmental stage, 
specific roles, and tasks, and, moreover, a specific focus 
on restructuring of HR functions within each stage can 
be found (see Table 1). 

The further text will focus especially on the ongoing 
development (i.e., the stage in which HRM acts as a 
“strategic business partner”). This stage can be identified 
in the extent to which newly structured HR departments 
and a new division of labor between HR-departments, 
line managers, and internal or external providers of HR 
services have been implemented. 

The current reputation of HRM has been built gener-
ally upon excellent services and consulting processes as 
represented in stage 3. Now HRM is being increasingly 
asked for strategic contributions (Cascio, 2005; Lawler 
III, 2005; Ulrich & Brockbank, 2005). This article 
focuses on the “link” between the current reputations 
while focusing on the future role of HR. 

Here, a framework will be introduced to enable an 
interdisciplinary and more complex approach on HR 
restructuring (see Table 3). It includes drivers, barriers, 
objects, pathways, and results as well as success factors 
and perspectives of restructuring of HRM function.
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FRAMEwORK FOR RESTRUCTURING 
OF HRM FUNCTIONS

All activities of HRM restructuring must be aligned 
on the realization of the organizational strategy1. To 
differentiate activities, the framework is based on the 
different possibilities of HR to contribute to organiza-
tional success. It is proposed to use the widely known 
role set by Ulrich (as shown in 1997, 1998, and 2001) 
and to apply the concept of corporate value chain 
(Porter, 1985) to HRM (Becker, 2001). Taking this 
into account, three relevant groups of HR functions 
can be identified. 

1. Strategic functions: Main objective is better 
strategy orientation of HR with the focus on stra-
tegic contributions. From this point, the corporate 
strategy should be defined collaboratively with 
HRM as a strategic partner (Broadly discussed 
by Ulrich & Brockbank (2001), Robinson & 
Robinson (2005) and Lawler III, Ulrich, Fitz-Enz, 
and Malden (2004)).

2. Consulting functions: Main objective is a stronger 
value orientation with the focus on value creation 
through HR activities. The relevant functions can 
be realized through professional consulting of line 
managers and employees by HRM and through 
facilitating and coaching line managers. These 

tasks were described by Ulrich (1997, 1998) as 
tasks of HR as a business partner. 

3. Service functions: HRM contributes to cost 
reduction and proves its own efficiency. Main 
objective is here an improvement of service ori-
entation with the focus on transactional processes 
or operational excellence. The potential to realize 
theses processes technically is very high. Actual 
examples are ESS and MSS, which allow employ-
ees/managers to do parts of HRM by themselves. 
These could be realized technically by human 
resources information systems (HRIS). 

The potential for value creation is much higher by 
means of strategic functions as by means of adminis-
trative functions. The three groups of HR functions 
correspond with the three future HR product lines as 
defined by Lawler III et al. (2003). Moreover, different 
target groups could be addressed. 

The drivers and barriers, objects, pathways and 
results of the ongoing HRM restructuring have to be 
seen as having a specific impact on these groups of 
HRM functions in order to achieve the planned service 
level, to create the planned value or to reach a specific 
strategic contribution.

Stages of the development 
of HRM Time period Relevant tasks Role Focus of restructuring within 

the stage

(1) HR-Partial/File-Adminis-
tration (“File-maintance”) until mid of 1960s Fulfillment of management 

information needs Personnel Office Focus on restructuring of HR 
data base 

(2) HR-Full-Administration
“Government account-
ability”

from the mid of 
1960s until  
mid of 1980s

Compliance with legal & tax 
rules, fulfillment of adminis-
trative and legally mandated 
tasks 

Personnel Administra-
tion

Focus on optimal, legal handling 
of a full range of administrative 
tasks, development of HR depart-
mental structures 

(3) HR Professionalization 
(“Organizational account-
ability”

in  the 1980s and 
1990s

Accountability for success (in 
single business units), effec-
tive use of HR-Tools  (recruit-
ment, development, etc.) for 
business success

Personnel 
Management

Focus on increasing profession-
alization of the HR departments, 
development of services and 
tools, optimizing the cooperation 
with other HR partners  

(4) HR Strategic Integra-
tion (“Strategic business 
partner”)

start in the late 
1990s, ongoing 
development

“Add value to the business” 
(Cascio, 2005).Contribu-
tions with strategic impact, 
participative developed orga-
nizational strategy (strategic 
partnership)

Business partner and 
role sets, for example 
Ulrich (1997, 1998) 
and Lawler III & 
Mohrman (2003)

Focus on outsourcing, enabling 
of line managers to do HRM, 
inclusion of new fields (e.g., 
knowledge management, cultural 
development, creation of a new 
model of cooperation between 
HR partners)

Table 1. Historical development of HRM (on the basis of Cascio, 2005)
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Table 2. HRM functions and target groups 

Groups of HRM functions Target Groups

Strategic functions
Top-Management, Specific 
groups (high potentials, young 
managers)

Consulting functions Line Managers and Employees

Service functions All Employees 

Table 3. Framework: Restructuring of HRM functions

Drivers

Globalization
Need for Flexibility
Intangibles
Stakeholder demands
IT-Technologies

Groups of HR 
functions 

Objects of change Pathways of change Results (with sources)

Strategic Functions Contributions to organi-
zational success,
Abilities, Skills, Values 
of HRM,
Structures, 
Tasks,
Activities,
Tools,
Quality,
Costs

Change Management,
Assignment of consultants,
Improvement of service 
quality and delivery, 
Division of tasks, central-
ization,
Cooperation
(internal/external),
Outsourcing,
Cost cutting,
Measurement of progress,
Use of own concepts
Self led/organized,
Line manager responsibil-
ity, 
IT based services

Strategic contributions and takeover of strategic role (Cascio 
2005; Lawler III et al., 2003; Ulrich. 1997, 1998) or role as stra-
tegic player (Ulrich & Beatty, 2001), support of organizational 
effectiveness (Lawler III, 2005), cultural change (Fairbain, 2005) 
or the change of mental methods (Pfeffer, 2005), “HR as key 
contributor to strategy planning” (Lawler III et al., 2004, p. 33)

Consulting  
(Consultancy 
Services)

Support of managers by realization of their business plans 
(Lawler III et al., 2003), new division of tasks--line-manager op-
erate HRM tasks (Larsen & Brewster, 2003), the improvement of 
internal consultancy processes partly by means of modern HRIS, 
creating of HR policies (Lawler et al., 2004) or better consulting 
quality (Towers Perrin, 2005)

Services  
(Transactional 
services)

Centralization of transactional tasks/processes,  implementa-
tion of Shared Services Centers (Bergeron, 2002; Lawler et al., 
2004), specialized HR Shared Service Center, Outsourcing of 
transactional and consulting processes (Lawler & Mohrmann, 
2003, Lawler et al., 2004) to new employee services companies 
(single HR service providers, consultants, employment services, 
and firms offering a full service in HRM), cost savings long/
medium term (Towers Perrin, 2005), new vendor/ relationship 
management (Graddick-Weir, 2005) 

Barriers

No sufficient abilities 
and skills for restructur-
ing, Lack of available 
resources and tools, 
Divergent stake-holder 
interests,
Quality externally 
provided solutions in HR 
consultancy and service
conflicting interests in 
top management 
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Drivers of HRM Restructuring

Drivers of HRM restructuring are closely connected 
with the development in the corporate environment. 
These factors include current trends in the environment 
with more or less influence on the enterprises as  

• Implications of globalization. Globalization 
leads to the development of supranational rela-
tion between people, falling relevance of physical 
locations, complex international supply links with 
deep effects on organizational culture and working 
practices as well as mergers, acquisitions, dives-
tures change traditional structures dramatically.

• Increasing requirements on flexibility and 
mobility of Human Resources. Lifetime employ-
ment and seniority-based systems are no longer 
in use; due to rapidly changing market conditions 
actual topics are contingent work, independent 
contracting, and more free-market arrangements 
(Capelli, 2005).

• Arising role of stakeholder issues. Stakeholders 
like investors, customers, employees and their 
respective expectations play an increasing role 
for the success of restructuring processes. HRM 
must increasingly align its practices with the 
requirements of stakeholders (Lawler III et al., 
2004, Ulrich et al., 2005).

• Importance of highly committed employees 
and the knowledge of employees as intangible 
assets. HRM must meet the relevant business 
demands (IBM, 2005) and the expectations of 
employees according to the specific business 
situation. Role of leadership and personal in-
volvement as well as coaching and facilitating 
for the long-time commitment and retention of 
employees is evident. 

• Information and communication technology 
enable the permanent use and deployment of 
actual workforce information for HRM. In 2001 
Walker present technologies, which had been used 
for restructured HRM (elements of HRIS like 
work flow, manager and employee self services, 
interactive voice response, HR Service Center, 
HRIS and databases, stand-alone HR-systems 
such as data-marts and data-warehouses). 

Barriers of HRM Restructuring 

Barriers can be divided into personal, organizational, 
and resource related barriers. Personal barriers can be 
seen in lacking abilities and skills for restructuring of 
the concerned persons, e.g. HR manager, or respon-
sible management staff. Organizational barriers are 
closely connected with interests and support of the top 
management teams, and other stakeholders; divergent 
interests may have a negative influence on the restruc-
turing process. Moreover, lack of resources and change 
management tools can be seen as barriers. Last but not 
least, a minor quality of externally provided solutions 
of HR consultancy and services will have a limitation 
effect on an outsourcing oriented restructuring.

Objects and Pathways of Changes in 
HRM Functions

The changes in HR functions are targeted at the vari-
ous contributions of HRM activities to organizational 
value creation and success, but include the skills of 
HRM, the structures, the tasks and activities, the used 
tools, but also the quality of the offered contributions, 
and the respective costs. They are objects of changes 
following different pathways.  

The significant failure rate of corporate restructur-
ing underlines the need of concept-based restructuring 
(amongst others Beer & Nohria, 2000). The following 
deficiencies are known: No clearly defined roles, no 
ongoing measurement of success, and no systematic 
application of modern tools. Noticeable is the absence 
of complex practical concepts (see recommendations 
in Hewitt (2004) and Towers Perrin (2005)).

Pathways of HRM restructuring mainly com-
prises:

• Use of concepts and experiences/measure-
ment: The usage of new management concepts 
like process management, or blue prints with 
role and process models is often recommended. 
Experiences show that restructurings start regular 
with the centralization of transactional tasks. 
Design of the HR department is often process 
oriented and follows the groups of functions 
(transactional, consultancy and strategic processes 
= shared services, consultancy services and centers 
of expertise) and includes outsourcing of tasks. 
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Objectives of restructuring (e.g., improvement 
of service quality and delivery or simple cost 
cutting, are permanently measured). Performance 
measurement for HRM seems to be one important 
way for restructuring HRM. 

• Change Management: Restructuring of HRM is 
often planned and organized as specific change 
process and is based on IT based remodeling 
of HR-processes. Roles and responsibilities are 
more or less clearly defined. The shift of tasks to 
line management leads to a new shape of HRM. 
As a result of task centralization, outsourcing and 
line manager responsibility, the re-arrangement 
of internal and external cooperation marks 
another pathway or restructuring.

• Self organized or self-led: Restructuring of 
HRM is managed by HRM themselves (Som, 
2003). By their opinions and their behavior, HR 
executives can effectively promote or impede 
restructuring. If the HR executives are not being 
gained as change agents, restructuring starts with 
a change of management. Often companies use 
assignment of consultants for the preparation 
of restructuring of HRM. 

Actual Status and Success Factors 

At the moment, it must be considered that most 
companies are at the beginning of restructuring the 
HR function (Towers Perrin, 2005). The previously 
mentioned pathways can be mainly found in large 
organizations. 

A precondition for successful restructuring is the 
definition of the future role of HRM. The advanced role 
set (see Lawler III et al., 2004, p. 23; Ulrich, 2001/2005) 
should be considered. These new roles include on the 
one hand new roles for HR professionals as business 
strategist, coach, designer and deliverer, facilitator, 
and on the other hand, three roles as manager, busi-
ness and strategic partner (Lawler III et al., 2004, p. 
23-42). That means upcoming different contributions 
to organizational value creation. 

First experiences of HRM restructurings show the 
following groups of success factors:

• Cost handling and expectancies: It seems that 
cost savings in transactional processes through HR 
outsourcing are possible, but only in a medium 
and long-term perspective (Towers Perrin, 2005). 

Costs are not the only reason for outsourcing 
of HR services; other considerations as service 
quality and accessibility to the latest technology 
are important too - a single focus on cost can 
sub-optimize the efforts (Lawler et al., 2004).

• Quality of services: The quality of transactional 
and consultancy HR services--often internally or 
externally realized by means of HRIS--must se-
cured permanently, because success of HRIS and 
HRM in the field of administration and consulting 
are closely connected (Becker et al., 1999, p. 295; 
Lawler et al., 2004, p. 32). 

• Cooperation with external providers: If HR 
processes are outsourced HRM have to manage the 
cooperation with external providers effectively. 
Only HRM could define and assess the service 
delivery level of HR services. The long-term suc-
cess depends on the company-vendor relationship 
(Towers Perrin, 2005). 

• Importance of strong management: A strong 
management of HR restructuring is necessary to 
meet the expectancies of stakeholders (Ulrich 
et al., 2005) as well as to reach the own objec-
tives. Ongoing strategic contributions by HRM 
are expected. That means that companies have 
to design and retain expertise in relevant HRM 
fields. If they lose expertise, they will be unable 
to take strategic tasks (Som, 2003, p. 286). 

• Measurement of own restructuring: Specific 
metrics can be seen as a fundamental basis for 
a successful restructuring. A professionalized 
HRM is able to do this task effectively. Without 
an accurate measurement, it may impossible to 
determine how successful the restructuring of 
HRM will be (Hewitt, 2004), which will conse-
quently lead to problems with the legitimacy of 
HRM activities.

FUTURE TRENDS

Restructured HRM increasingly and systematically 
influences leadership processes, organizational culture, 
and organizational effectiveness, especially by means 
of new management tools - which are developed, in-
troduced, and controlled by HRM. 

The ongoing outsourcing of transactional HR-pro-
cesses will cover other HR-processes like recruitment 
and consulting processes, as shown for recruitment 
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processes (Sommer, Brauner, & Simon, 2005). HRM 
must furthermore develop its own strategic competence 
to be able to give performance related contributions to 
realization of the corporate strategy with main fields 
in change management, intangibles, and new organi-
zational capabilities. 

Furthermore HRM measures and developments 
have to be based definitely on a HRM own operational 
model (“Value chain”) as well as an own value base. 
That means the overall “Values” of HRM: Visibility, 
credibility, responsibility, and accountability will be 
more important. Future HRM must be based, developed, 
and measured increasingly on these basic values.

CONCLUSION

The linkage between HRM systems and company 
performance is evident (for further descriptions see 
Bowen & Ostroff, 2004, Pfeffer, 2005) characterizes 
the tasks of HRM more comprehensively as “important 
keepers and analysts of an organization’s culture.” 
Furthermore HRM has proved to be a key source of 
organizational effectiveness - organizational design, 
change management etc. (Lawler et al., 2004, p. 39-40; 
Lawler, 2005). In order to effectively manage the HR 
function, HR management needs to measure and report 
a broad range of indicators (Hewitt, 2004; Saratoga 
Institute, 2006). 

A successful restructuring of the HRM function will 
support a fundamental change from service oriented 
personnel administration to strategy focused HRM. 
The quality of restructuring of HRM function builds 
therefore the basis for the future role of HRM. 
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KEY TERMS

Consulting Functions/HR Consultancy Services: 
HRM is accepted as business partner and key part of 
the management team. It provides services and tools 
that enable line managers to do HRM by themselves. 
HRM also provides coaching and knowledge support 
in the area of people development and other HRM 
subjects. 

Delivery Models: Approach for restructuring of 
HRM. Applying of business principles to HRM, HR 
can be organized along lines of business principle, 
focusing on different activities and deliverables like 
service delivery, policy expertise & consulting processes 
ownership, business partnership. 

Employee Self Services (ESS)/Manager Self Ser-
vice (MSS): Employees are able to view company and 
personal information. They could change individual 
information, put in employment related enquiries, 
apply for new jobs internally, or book measures of 
HR development. Managers have access to specific 
applications, which enable them to retrieve informa-
tion on HR issues (policies, manuals, plans, strategies 
etc). Managers are allowed to run scenarios to salary 
increases, personnel costs, skill development etc.

HR BPO (Human Resources Business Process 
Outsourcing): HR BPO occurs when an organization 
outsource specific HRM tasks, or processes to a vendor. 
One actual example is recruitment process outsourc-
ing (RPO), which means outsourcing of all recruiting 
relevant processes to a (specialized) provider. 

HR Center of Expertise: Provides high-quality 
services with strategic impact, like competency & 
knowledge development. This Center provides strategic 
value by experts, who can redesign HR related processes 
and are able to develop and implement new HR poli-
cies. The Center also ensures that all HR practices are 
strictly aligned with corporate strategy. 

HR Shared Service Center: Centralization of HR 
processes in one entity. Enables companies to achieve 
economies of scale by establishing a separate entity 
within the company to perform HR services (payroll, 
payments of benefits, and other transactional services 
like travel and expense processing).
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Human Resource Management (HRM): Involves 

all management decisions and actions that aim at gaining 
competitive advantage by using its human resources 
effectively. These include providing of capable, flex-
ible, and committed people, managing and rewarding 
their performance and developing relevant competen-
cies. HRM runs HR practices like recruiting, retention, 
development, and use of human resources. HRM is 
often realized by specific HR-departments.

Service Functions of HRM: HRM has to deliver 
HR services efficiently. It could be measured on cus-
tomer/employee satisfaction and costs. These services 
are mainly transactional services (like payroll/benefits). 
At present many large companies have centralized 
(HR shared service center) or outsourced transactional 
services.

Strategic Functions of HRM: HRM is an impor-
tant strategic partner of the top management and key 
contributor to strategic planning and implementation 
as well as change management. HRM must give im-
pulses for value creation (strategic HR programs, talent 
development). 

ENDNOTE

1 We are aware of the fact that this claim is norma-
tive, as a lot of stage models of HRM growth. 
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INTRODUCTION

The ever-increasing capabilities of human resource 
information technology (HRIT) and human resource 
information systems (HRIS) have presented HR depart-
ments with an opportunity to generate and analyze vast 
amounts of employee information that could potentially 
be used for strategic decision-making purposes and 
to add value to the HR department and ultimately the 
entire organization. Research in this area has frequently 
highlighted that most organizations merely deploy HRIT 
to automate routine administrative tasks. In general, 
these studies assume the existence of IT capabilities 
and sophistication without further investigating what 
these consist of and how or whether existing IT ca-
pabilities could be related to the different uses of HR 
information, that is, strategic decision-making as op-
posed to automation. In this article, we introduce and 
discuss a model that aids the categorization of firms 
regarding their HRIT capabilities vs. their use of HR 
information. Furthermore, we will explore the factors 
that determine the utilization of HR information for 
strategic decision-making purposes.

BACKGROUND

As organizations continuously thrive to become more 
competitive and to reduce operating costs, the pressure 
on the human resource (HR) function to add value to 
the organization is mounting. A growing number of 
organizations are introducing a variety of information 
and communication technologies (ICT), including 
interactive voice response (IVR), intranet, self-service 
HR kiosks, e-HRM (electronic human resource manage-
ment), and HRIS to achieve just that. The consultation 

of any practitioner based journal or consultancy reports 
on that topic will illustrate the range of technologies 
available, the array of applications, and the plethora 
of providers of these technologies. We will refer to 
these HR related ICTs as HRIT throughout the article 
to simplify matters. Some authors have suggested that 
the introduction of these types of technologies have 
presented HR departments with an opportunity to 
evolve from cost centers into profit centers (Bussler & 
Davis, 2001; Groe, Pyle, & Jamrong, 1996; Hannon, 
Jelf, & Brandes, 1996). Others have advocated that IT 
has the ability to revolutionize the HR function and to 
transform it into a strategic business unit (Broderick & 
Boudreau, 1992; Lepak & Snell, 1998). Yet, research 
has shown that most organizations appear to actuate 
technology merely to automate routine administrative 
tasks (Ball, 2001; Groe et al., 1996; Kinnie & Arthurs, 
1996; Yeung & Brockbank, 1995). 

A host of authors from different disciplines, for in-
stance HR management, strategic management and IT 
management, have attempted to classify HRIT applica-
tions by their purpose, that is, automation vs. strategic 
decision-making. A number of these classifications are 
presented in Table 1. Upon observation, it becomes 
evident that most of these categorizations derive from 
Anthony’s (1965) three levels of management—opera-
tional, managerial, and strategic. On a timescale of de-
cision-making, the functional dimension is considered 
to be short-term, the managerial to be intermediate and 
the strategic to be long-term, respectively. 

Zuboff (1988), for instance, refers to three increasing 
levels of IT utilization—“automating,” “informating,” 
and “transformating”—whereby “informating” entails 
generating information and using this information to 
support strategic decision-making, while “transfor-
mating” refers to the complete transformation of the 
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organization utilizing IT. Kavanagh, Gueutal, and Tan-
nenbaum (1990) place HRIT utilization on a continuum 
from file storage to decision making (Table 1). These 
categories are mirrored in Broderick and Boudreau’s 
(1992) classification. Beckers and Bsat (2002) propose 
a five-step decision support system (DSS) classification 
model to assess whether an HRIS can provide an organi-
zation with a competitive advantage, while Martinsons 
(1994) simply divides HRIT usage into sophisticated 
and unsophisticated applications. Hendrickson (2003) 
asserts that HRIS utilization could potentially lead to 
increases in efficiency and effectiveness, while also 
enabling activities that would not have been feasible 
prior to the introduction of IT. 

These varying but by no means dissimilar categori-
zations of HRIT applications can be converged into a 
single framework. This framework essentially consists 
of a continuum (as suggested by Kavanagh et al., 1990) 
with administrative use at one extreme and strategic 
use at the other (see Figure 1). 

For the purposes of this article, therefore, adminis-
trative use refers to routine data storage and process-
ing, whereas strategic use denotes strategic planning 
(recruitment and selection, training and development 
or HR planning) and decision-making activities. The 
literature suggests that firms can be located somewhere 
along this continuum consistent with the manner in 
which they employ HRIT. Having identified what we 
refer to as strategic use of HRIT, we will now proceed 
to impart what can be understood by the term HRIT 
capability. To achieve this we will draw on the infor-
mation systems literature.

An organization’s tangible IT infrastructure is made 
up of hardware, software, networks, and databases. 
Porter and Millar (1985), however, claim that the term 
“information technology” reaches beyond computers 

to comprise all information generated within an orga-
nization as well as the totality of technologies used 
to acquire, manage and distribute this information. 
Organizations diverge considerably in their level of IT 
capabilities depending on a host of factors including 
company size and industry sector. In terms of HRIT, 
it is the level to which and the tasks for which firms 
employ technology that determine the category of user 
an organization falls under. 

Information technology has frequently been im-
plicated as the catalyst, facilitator, and even basis for 
sustained competitive advantage (Barney, Wright, & 
Ketchen, 2001; Parsons, 1984; Porter & Millar, 1985). 
Other authors have emphasized the strategic impor-
tance of IT in leveraging human resources (Ulrich, 
2000; Yeung & Brockbank, 1995), which itself is often 
considered one of the main sources of competitive 
advantage (Grant, 1991, 1996; Prahalad & Hamel, 
1990). Subsequently, Tansley, Newell, and Williams 
(2001) feel that HR professionals need to accumulate 
and have access to key information about employees 
to capitalize on their skills and competencies. This 
short discourse serves to underline the need for an 
adequate IT infrastructure and relevant IT skills and 
knowledge to capitalize on IT and available informa-
tion (Bharadwaj, 2000). 

While the purpose of and manner in which IT is 
employed can be assessed with the horizontal HRIT ap-
plication continuum depicted in Figure 1, an additional 
measure is required with which to evaluate existing 
IT capabilities. The vertical continuum in Figure 2 is 
instrumental in determining these capabilities. Similar 
to the horizontal continuum, firms could be located 
somewhere along the vertical axis. Firms with low IT 
capability could be grouped at the lower end, and those 
with high IT capability at the upper end of the scale. 

Table 1. HRIT classification summary

Three Levels of Management 
(Anthony, 1965) Operational Managerial Strategic

Classifications of HRIT Applications in the Literature

Zuboff (1988) “automating” “informating” “transformating”

Kavanagh et al. (1990) electronic data pro-
cessing management information systems decision support 

systems

Broderick et al. (1992) transaction processing expert advice decision support

Beckers et al. (2002)
MIS DSS Group DSS Expert Systems (ES)

Artificial 
Intelli-
gence

Martinsons (1994) Unsophisticated sophisticated
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The continua in Figure 1 and Figure 2 combined 
form a two-by-two matrix, which we have termed hu-
man resource information technology utilization matrix 
(see Figure 3). The matrix is divided into four quadrants 
aimed to assess both dimensions simultaneously. It is 
suggested here that companies could be placed in either 
of these quadrants depending on their IT capability, 
on the one hand, and the extent to which they employ 
this technology for administrative or strategic purposes 
on the other. The major limitations of this model are 
that numerous factors exist that affect either or both 
dimensions and that it cannot prescribe individual 
solutions to organizations that underperform on either 
scale. However, the model does highlight on which 
continuum a firm ought to improve in order to make 
most of available technology with regard to analyzing 
HR information for strategic-decision making purposes. 
In order to apply the matrix we need to establish how 
organizations in the quadrants can be categorized. 

FACTORS THAT DETERMINE THE  
UTILIzATION OF HR INFORMATION 

Firms with no or few computers that merely hold basic 
personnel data—in other words an “electronic filing 
cabinet,” could be grouped in the bottom left quadrant 
labeled “AL” (Administrative application and Low IT 
capability, see Figure 3). Kovach and Cathcart (1999) 
argue that HRIS need not be computerized to serve 
strategic purposes. Thus, the bottom right quadrant 
tagged “SL” (Strategic application and Low IT capabil-
ity) categorizes businesses with little or no IT capacity 
that indulge in information management with the aim 
of utilizing this information for planning and decision 
making purposes, which are aligned with and support 
the overall business strategy. One would expect only a 

small number of firms in this category, in view of rapid 
diffusion of IT in organizations. Enterprises in the upper 
left quadrant, labeled “AH” (Administrative application 
and High IT capability), possess state of the art ICT, 
but merely avail of its automating and cost reduction 
capabilities without following any explicit cost reduc-
tion strategy. Finally the upper right hand quadrant, 
“SH” (Strategic application and High IT capability), is 
reserved for those organizations that capitalize fully on 
the strategic abilities of an innovative fully integrated 
enterprise wide system where all stakeholders would 
have access to and make use of its decision support, 
knowledge management and expert system capabilities. 
Although these are somewhat ideal notions of how firms 
could be categorized, most enterprises are expected to 
reside somewhere near the centre, with few companies 
at the extremes, but still within distinct quadrants and 
with scope for improvement in either or both of the 
dimensions, that is, in terms of their IT capability and 
their strategic inclination. 

Research in the area has repeatedly criticized the con-
tinuing administrative use and underutilization of HR 
technology for strategic purposes (Ball, 2001; Kinnie & 
Arthurs, 1996). Some authors have suggested reasons 
for HRIS underutilization (Burbach & Dundon, 2005; 
Kavanagh et al., 1990; Kinnie & Arthurs, 1996). Re-
search evidence suggests that larger organizations and 
those with an established HR Department are more likely 
to use their system strategically. Inner-organizational 
power and politics and a desire to preserve the status 
quo are additional factors that might mitigate HRIS 
utilization. Other reasons for the continued strategic use 
of HRIS include HR practitioners’ lack of IT skills and 
lack of senior management commitment to capitalize 
on system capabilities. Burbach and Dundon (2005) 
have also identified the lack of employee involvement 
in the HRIS implementation process as a barrier to 

Figure 1. HRIT application continuum

Administrative Use Strategic Use

(e.g., Electronic Filing Cabi-
net, EDP, Payroll, Benefits, 
Basic Employee Data)

(e.g., ES, DSS, Human Re-
source Planning, Training & 

Development, Recruitment & 
Selection)

High IT Capability (e.g., Web-enabled ERP, Interactive Voice 
Response, Intranet, Internet, E-Com-
merce capability, HRIS, DSS, Knowl-
edge Base (KB), ES, company network, 
Wide Area Network (WAN) etc.)

Low IT Capability (e.g., single desktop PC, telephone, fax etc.)

Figure 2. IT Capability
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full HRIS utilization and satisfaction with the existing 
HRIS. This seems to suggest that high IT capability 
does not inadvertently lead to strategic applications of 
that technology, which is a point made extensively in 
the literature. A number of authors advocate that capital 
investments in IT alone cannot guarantee its strategic 
application (Davenport, 1994, Miller & Cardy, 2000; 
Porter & Millar, 1985). One could still argue, however, 
that at least moderate IT capabilities are required to 
capitalize on the managerial and executive decision 
making potential of technology, given the implied need 
for sufficient processing power to achieve these aims. 
Thus, the literature seems to suggest that the majority 
of organizations could in fact be located in the AH 
quadrant of our model, that is, organizations possess 
the necessary IT infrastructure but fail to capitalize on 
its strategic decision making potential. 

FUTURE TRENDS

It can reasonably be expected that the general level of 
IT capabilities in firms continues to rise steadily just as 
availability and sophistication of HRIT will increase. 
However, as the matrix suggests this fact alone does 
not guarantee the strategic use of technology. There-
fore, it can be assumed that the number of organiza-
tions in the AH quadrant will increase at the expense 
of numbers in the AL quadrant. Nevertheless, there is 
ample scope for organizations to progress into the SH 

quadrant, if they, inter alia, keep abreast of develop-
ments in HRIT, for instance self-service technology, 
and educate HRIT users in the usage of this technology 
(Burbach & Dundon, 2005). In addition, organizations 
should reinforce the importance of using HR informa-
tion strategically among their stakeholders in order to 
become a strategic-business unit, strive to add value 
to the organization and ensure sure that existing and 
new technology is used to its full potential. 

CONCLUSION

Research on the use of IT and HRIS in HRM has re-
peatedly reaffirmed that existing technologies continue 
to be employed for “automating” activities rather than 
“informating” (Ball, 2001; Zuboff, 1988). Nevertheless, 
transaction processing or automation is not necessarily 
negative. Kinnie and Arthurs (1996) feel that these kinds 
of applications could be beneficial to an organization 
contingent on its circumstances, while Zuboff (1988) 
asserts that organizations need to automate processes 
before they can commence “informating.” As more 
and more organization realize the importance of their 
human resources and subsequently the strategic value 
of analyzing HR information, many of these firms will 
move beyond the operational decision making level 
towards managerial decision-making, especially if 
above average IT capability is in place. 

High IT Capability

Administrative Use

AH
(e.g., state of the art ICT 
used to automate routine 

tasks)

SH
(e.g., fully integrated 

system, linking all parts 
of the organization, deci-

sion support systems, 
expert systems)

Strategic Use

AL
(e.g., filing cabinet 

consulted only when 
updating records)

SL
(e.g., paper based files 
employed for decision 
support, strategic plan-
ning, aligned with HR 
and corporate strategy)

Low IT Capability

Figure 3. HRIT utilization matrix
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Ball (2001) ascertained in her study that those 
organizations that have the necessary capabilities to 
exploit the analytical potential of their HRIS, given 
their organizational context, would do so. We propose 
that the level of existing IT capabilities is one of the 
determinants of strategic or “sophisticated” applications 
of technology (Martinsons, 1994). Nevertheless, IT 
capabilities and the use of HRIS in particular, are not 
an essential condition for, but could be considered a 
key catalyst for, analytical decision support. Authors 
such as Davenport (1994) and Soliman and Spooner 
(2000), however, emphasize that desired improvements 
in information management cannot be attained by 
capital investments in IT alone. As research has shown, 
appropriate IT knowledge and skills is an essential 
ingredient in the strategic application of HRIT (Bur-
bach & Dundon, 2005). Thus, our discussion endorses 
suggestions that IT could, in theory, be instrumental to 
transforming HR into a strategic business unit (Hannon 
et al., 1996; Stroh & Caligiuri, 1998; Tansley & Watson, 
2000; Twomey & Harris, 2000; Yeung, Brockbank, & 
Ulrich, 1994). 
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KEY TERMS

Administrative Use of Human Resource Infor-
mation Technology: Use of HRIT for high-volume, 
transaction processing, non-value adding activities. 

Decision Support Systems (DSS): Systems de-
signed to facilitate senior management decision making 
in the long-term and relate to the overall mission and 
objectives of an organization and are based on ‘what 
if’ scenarios. 

E-Human Resource Management (e-HRM): 
Provision of HR related services via the internet, usu-
ally a company intranet. 

Electronic Data Processing (EDP): Processing 
of routine information purely at an operational level 
dedicated to processing payroll and basic employee 
data.

Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) System: 
An ERP system is defined as an enterprise wide sys-
tem, which fully integrates all functional areas in a 
business, for example finance, production, marketing, 
and HRM. 

Human Resource Information System (HRIS): 
Specialized HR software applications used to collect, 
store, analyze, and disseminate HR related informa-
tion.

Human Resource Information Technology 
(HRIT): Any type of information and communication 
technology used to facilitate human resource service 



��  

Assessing Information Technology Capability versus Human Resource Information System Utilization

provision (interactive voice response, telephone dial-
ing options, facsimile, video conferencing, personal 
computers, computer kiosks, intranet/internet, and 
human resource information systems).

Human Resource (HR) Self-Service: To share 
HR specific information with employees or to enable 
employees to update their personnel records, commonly 
through a company intranet. 

Information and Communication Technology 
(ICT): Umbrella term describing the composite of 
information technologies and communication technolo-
gies. Frequently used interchangeably with information 
technology.

Management Information System (MIS): System 
aimed at decision making at the middle management 
level, for instance budgetary information, time and at-
tendance analysis, ad hoc reports, and projections.

Self-Service Kiosk: A booth or terminal that acts 
as an access point to computer related human resource 
services. These may also be used to communicate with 
and collect information from employees from remote 
locations or where it is unfeasible to provide individual 
workstations for every employee. 

Strategic Use of Human Resource Information 
Technology: Use of HRIT to assist strategic decision-
making processes based on the systematic analysis of 
human resources data. 
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Topic: Managing People and Technology in New Work Environments

INTRODUCTION

Mobile technologies such as laptops and mobile 
phones enable work to be conducted remotely, away 
from the normal working environment. Removing 
the geographical boundaries between work life and 
home life poses new challenges within the context of 
maintaining a healthy work-life balance. This article 
proposes a multidimensional model for assessing the 
impact of mobile technologies on work-life balance 
considering social, organizational, legal, technological, 
and ethical issues to inform the development of human 
resource strategies.

BACKGROUND

‘Work’ and ‘life’ are traditionally viewed as separate 
spheres which need to balance such that one does not 
adversely affect the other (MacInnes, 2005). Stress 
occurs when the spheres are out of balance (Rotondo, 
Carlson, & Kincaid, 2003). Improving work-life bal-
ance can help:

• Organizations to work effectively and efficient-
ly; and

• Individuals manage their time and reduce pres-
sures that encroach on their life outside the 
workplace.

The notion of balance implies the need to establish 
clear boundaries between work and home lives. This 
is expressed as “being able to come to work and not 
worry about my life outside of work and going home 
without having to worry about work.” Work-family 
interference (WFI) occurs when work issues adversely 
impact family life and family-work interference (FWI) 
occurs when the pressures from non-work issues ad-
versely impact the work sphere (Greenhaus & Beutell, 
1985). The employers for work-life balance (EfWLB) 
define work-life balance as being about giving people 

control of when, where, and how they work such that 
they can be fulfilled and enjoy an optimum quality of 
life, whilst being respected in the workplace (McIntosh, 
2003). It should not be assumed that work-life balance 
policies are only of interest to employees with children; 
having time for taking part in learning, the community, 
and social activities are important factors for a healthy 
lifestyle (MacInnes, 2005).

Traditionally, studies focus on the tension of needing 
to be in two places at the same time: the workplace and 
the home. This has led to a central theme in work-life 
balance being that of control; control is often expressed 
in terms of ‘flexibility,’ the ability to make choices and 
having the freedom to prioritize in accordance with 
personal values and maintain an equilibrium between 
multiple roles.  

Mobile technologies, such as wireless Internet 
access, laptop computers, mobile telephones, PDAs 
(personal data assistants), and other hand-held devices, 
increasingly enable ease of access to data, applications, 
and people that was previously restricted to the work-
place. This provides the opportunity for employees 
to work away from a regular workplace and changes 
the significance of the location factor in the work-life 
dyad. However, easing the ability to ‘bring work home’ 
also introduces tension by enabling work to (further) 
encroach on family life.

Work-life is now recognized as being bi-directional 
and multidimensional (Rotondo et al., 2003). This is 
supported by Warren (2004) who suggests that discus-
sion should be repositioned as work-life integration. 
It includes time-based conflict where time in one role 
affects participation in the other; strain-based conflict 
where the demands of one role affect participation in the 
other and behavior-based conflict where behavior ap-
propriate in one role is used in the other role (Greenhaus 
& Beutell, 1985). The following sections discuss the 
impact of mobile technologies on work-life balance.

Assessing the Impact of Mobile Technologies 
on Work-Life Balance
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ASSESSING THE IMPACT OF  
TECHNOLOGY ON wORK-LIFE  
BALANCE

The impact of technology can be seen both as posi-
tive and negative (Berg, Mörtberg, & Jansson, 2005). 
Technology facilitates working arrangements such 
as teleworking (Tietze, 2005) and mobile working 
(Prasopoulou, Pouloudi, & Panteli, 2006) which can 
benefit both employers and employees. These benefits 
are summarized in Table 1.  Technology can make com-
munication easier but it can also be an intrusion.

Addressing location issues resolves some prob-
lems in work-life balance, for example, being able to 
work at home to be with a poorly child, but blurs the 
boundary between work and home (Prasopoulou et al., 
2006) making it harder to balance work and home life. 
Flexible working can become abused when the normal 
expectation is that someone can be contacted anywhere 
anytime about work related issues. The work-life battle 
moves from location-based issues to demands for at-
tention; reflected in the need to be available to respond 
to work issues at home. 

Organizational Culture and Individual  
Empowerment

The work-home culture is a key element of the work-
place that impacts work-home interference (Beauregard, 
2006). Mobile technologies impact the temporal bound-
aries between work and social activities (Prasopoulou 

et al., 2006) as information sharing and communica-
tion activities can be performed irrespective of time 
and location.  Mobile phones are at the interface of 
the private and public spheres of life (Prasopoulou et 
al., 2006). They provide a fixed point of reference for 
connectivity and communication enabling a person to 
remain accessible (Srivastava, 2005). However, the 
ease with which a person can be contacted via a mo-
bile phone can be a double-edged sword (Townsend 
& Batchelor, 2005).

Prasopoulou et al. (2006) report examples of orga-
nizations where standard working hours are in place 
and it is not acceptable to call colleagues on their 
home landline (as this is perceived as intrusion into 
personal life), yet it has become acceptable to contact 
colleagues at home on their mobile phone after hours. 
Institutionalization of ‘anytime anywhere’ availability 
is exasperated as mobile phone numbers tend to be 
more widely distributed to colleagues who would not 
have access to home phone numbers (Prasopoulou 
et al., 2006). Some employees are unwilling to turn 
off their mobile phones at home as the organizational 
culture favors the prioritization of work over family 
and employees perceive that failing to respond to work 
requests ‘after hours’ would result in negative career 
repercussions (Beauregard, 2006). Other employees 
are aware of the risks of increasing stress caused by 
mobile telephones and switch them off at the end of 
the day (Berg et al., 2005). The growing acceptability 
of this work-family interference establishes new orga-
nizational norms and raises social issues.  

Table 1. Benefits and issues of mobile and teleworking

Employees Organization

Benefits Flexible scheduling to work around family situations.
Reduced commuting time and travel expenses.
Greater geographic flexibility.
Remote working is practical and cost-effective.
Enables people with illness, disability, or lack of access to trans-
portation to join the workforce.

Reduced overheads.
Improved staff retention as employees can live remotely.
Improved productivity as employees are more productive at home 
and work longer hours.
Reduced impact of traffic delays and bad weather.
Increased market of potential employees to recruit.
Benefits local economies by helping people to stay/return to 
remote rural areas.  

Issues Costs incurred (e.g., heating, lighting, electricity).
Discipline needed as the structure of ‘going to work’ is removed.
Create a workspace and develop strategies for working effectively 
at home.
How to separate work from home life and control the number of 
hours worked.
Avoiding becoming isolated and disconnected from the company’s 
culture.

More difficult for managers to understand the skills of people 
reporting to them which affects performance reviews.
Lack of organizational learning if performance is focused on deliv-
erables rather than the processes used.
Some managers feel that they have little control over staff working 
at a distance and that employees will abuse this privilege.
Ensuring that remote workers do not become disconnected from 
the company’s culture and ensure effective communication.
Changing processes to ensure that remote workers are appropri-
ately supported.
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Context-sensitive computing technology incorpo-

rates features to help moderate the ‘anytime anywhere 
availability’ situation. Devices can be programmed 
according to organizational policies and individual 
preferences. For example, a mobile phone can be set 
not to ring if the electronic schedule indicates that a 
person is in a meeting (Colbert & Livingstone, 2006) or 
has finished work for the day. Hill, Miller, Weiner, and 
Colihan (1998) emphasize that training should not only 
include instruction on how to use the mobile technology 
but also include the social and psychological changes 
that are required in teleworking and mobile working. 
This requires the repositioning of organizational culture 
and personal empowerment.

Social Issues of Community and 
Occupational Identity

Working away from the workplace requires employees 
to develop self-efficacy and recognize their responsibil-
ity to adhere to organizational codes of conduct and 
procedures. Beauregard (2006) proposes that personal, 
as well as organizational factors may influence the 
work-home interface. For example, personality may 
influence the amount of work taken home and the 
strategies for dealing with the interference. The work 
sphere contributes to how an individual forms their 
occupational identity (Tietze, 2005) and social contact 
requires a community setting with established norms. 
Working in one or more locations at a distance from 
colleagues challenges occupational identity and the 
manner in which communities evolve. When the work 
and life spheres are geographically separated, roles and 
behaviors are easier to define and separate, reducing 
behavior-based conflict.

Ethical Issues

Teleworking blurs the boundaries between the work 
and home-life spheres and the cultural boundaries 
around them need to be redrawn (Tietze, 2005). This 
may involve designating spaces in the home for work 
tasks and developing rituals to disengage and separate 
work from home life (Hill et al., 1998).

Strain-based work-family interference is of particu-
lar concern in professions such as healthcare, involving 
surface acting and emotional labor. Schulz, Cowan, 
Pape Cowan, and Brennan (2004) define emotional 
labor as the emotional suppression needed in order to 

accomplish tasks or protect relationship boundaries 
and the emotional regulation, such as surface acting 
(exhibiting emotions that are not felt), required for 
social interaction. The commute between work and 
home facilitates the transition between the two spheres 
of life, providing the time, space, and routine to re-ad-
just. Montgomery, Panagopolou, and Benos (2005) use 
the metaphor of scuba-diving decompression to reflect 
the transition from work to home. People working in 
emotional environments need to “decompress” before 
returning into their home life. This may take the form 
of structured or informal debriefing procedures. Where 
‘work’ is conducted in the ‘home’ environment, this 
decompression is more difficult to facilitate and can 
increase work-family interference. Montgomery et 
al. (2005) suggest that emotional management train-
ing and opportunities for emotional decompression 
for health-care professionals should be explored. The 
strain of the work undertaken is increased by the isola-
tion and separation from colleagues who can provide 
an informal support network. Debriefing and support 
mechanisms therefore need to be established to assist 
mobile and teleworkers in managing the strains of 
emotional labor.

Technology and Organizational Processes

Technology enables remote working but the produc-
tivity gains from such practices can be limited by not 
having the right technology and business processes. The 
design of the technology also needs to be considered. 
Lee (2006) identifies the following device issues that 
can affect the ease with which tasks can be conducted 
remotely: design of menu structures, accessibility fac-
tors, battery duration, screen size, and weight. Remote 
working can reduce costs, increase staff motivation, 
and improve operational flexibility (Tietze, 2005), 
but requires the redesign of business processes and 
working practices (Clear & Dickson, 2005). This is 
particularly relevant to support processes requiring 
physical signatures or physical attendance at regular 
meetings (Pearlson & Saunders, 2004). Attention also 
needs to be given to the manner in which other central 
services, such as IT support, are delivered (Hill et al., 
1998).  

Mobile technology poses security risks to the 
organization, including the physical security of the 
device and the person using it, the security of data 
held and transmitted and the risk of data corruption 
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and virus infection when the device is returned to the 
workplace. Organizations need to revise their technical 
security policies to include for example, the standard 
use of data encryption and the disabling of infrared 
ports. Guidelines are needed to advise staff on how 
to transport and use the devices safely, for example, 
not to send data via infrared in public places. Pearlson 
and Saunders (2004) point to a ‘flexibility paradox;’ 
organizations need procedures in place to ensure that 
the organization continues to work effectively there-
fore flexible working requires structured approaches 
to business processes. 

Legal Issues

Legislation requires that organizations investigate the 
provision of flexible working policies. The impact of 
such policies on other areas of legislation such as soft-
ware licensing (Lee, 2006), data protection, and health 
and safety policies needs to be considered. Guidelines 
exist surrounding, for example, the acceptable length 
of time spent using a computer without taking a break 
and the organization of workstations to reduce the risk 
of back problems and conditions such as repetitive 
strain injury. These guidelines need to be extended to 
include for example, the safe and appropriate use of 
laptop computers and the organization of workstations 
in the home.

MEASURING THE IMPACT OF MOBILE 
TECHNOLOGY 

Technology changes the way work is conducted in-
cluding the skills required, communication patterns, 
collaboration patterns (how people work together and 
the degree to which they need to), the way people are 
managed, and the manner in which their performance 
is assessed (Pearlson & Saunders, 2004). Figure 1 
presents a model of the factors to be considered within 
work-life balance.

Hyman, Baldry, Scholarios, and Bunzel (2003) 
define a number of measures of work-family interfer-
ence; tangible measures include the frequency of: work 
at weekends, paid and unpaid overtime, and the extent 
to which work is taken home; intangible measures 
include the degrees to which employees perceive that 
work has adversely affected health, they think about 
work in ‘family time,’ they feel exhausted after work, 
they are kept awake at night by problems at work, work 
prevents them spending time with family/friends and 
the frequency of feeling stressed. Previous measures of 
family-work interference and work-family interference 
are extended in Table 2 which proposes parameters 
for measuring the issues identified in Figure 1. This 
provides a tool for assessing the impact of mobile 
technology on work-life balance in an organization 
which can be used to inform the development of hu-
man resource strategies.

WORK LIFE 

Organizational  Social  

EthicalLegal

Time / strain / behavior 
based conflict

Technology

Figure 1. Model of impact of mobile technologies on work-life balance
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Table 2. Parameters for assessing the impact of mobile technologies on work-life balance

Factors Affecting 
Work-Life Balance

Parameters for Measuring the Impact of Technology on 
Work-Life Balance

Areas to Inform the Development of Human Resource 
Strategy

Social Frequency of interruptions during social time.
Duration of interruptions.
Significance/importance of the interruption.
Additional work generated by the interruption.

Agreement on normal hours of availability.
Prepare ‘etiquette’ guidelines for contacting staff out of 
hours and for managing the expectations of availability.
Develop training programme to raise awareness of impact 
on work-life balance.

Organizational Percentage of time spent working off site.
Number of trips to main company site.  
Number of calls out of hours.
Number of calls to mobile phone.
Opportunities for flexible working.
Clarity and equality of policies about opportunities for, and 
availability of, flexible working and procedures for flexible 
working.
Cultural acceptance of flexible working.
Availability of processes for working outside the office.
Ease with which equipment can be removed.
Accessibility of systems outside the workplace.
Processes to manage remote staff.
Processes for evaluating performance.
Processes for career development.
Availability of support services for remote workers.

Develop policies for facilitating and supporting flexible 
working.
Prepare policies to support the management, performance 
evaluation, and career development of remote staff.
Establish broad training programme encompassing social 
and technical issues.
Emphasize greater importance of communication and par-
ticipation opportunities.

Legal Total number of hours worked.
Number of hours worked outside ‘normal’ office hours.
Number of hours worked at evenings/weekends.
Number of holiday days taken.
Time spent ‘working’ whilst on holiday (e.g., checking e-mail).
Time spent using technology between breaks.
Length of breaks.
Policies on staff conduct.
Fair procedures for monitoring staff so that evidence can be 
attained on those that abuse the system.
Procedures for holiday and sickness.
Security of data.
Number of software licenses for off-site working.

Clear guidelines and monitoring procedures for staff 
performance. 
Software licensing.
Data protection.

Technological Availability of required technology (and system access).
Percentage of time spent on data access and transmission.
Accessibility of technology.
Availability of technical support.
Ease of use of systems.
Security of data and equipment.
Availability of safe working conditions (e.g., appropriate 
furniture).

Health and safety of mobile working.
Ethical use of technology.
Data security.
Technical support.
Training in safe use of technology.
Risk assessment procedures.

Ethical Opportunities and support for emotional labor decompression.
Opportunities for mobile and flexible working.
Perceptions that 24x7 availability of staff is expected.
Degree of involvement in decision making and organiza-
tional culture.
Openness of availability of flexible working opportunities.  

Develop policies for facilitating flexible working.
Establish clear policies for communication and participation 
opportunities.
Guidelines on expectations of staff conduct.
Support mechanisms for mobile staff.
Incorporate mobile working policy in vacancy adverts.
Advertise vacancies widely.
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FUTURE TRENDS 

Mobile technology has improved the communica-
tion processes within the work sphere, facilitating 
flexible working patterns enabling organizations to 
meet the demands of the 24x7 digital economy whilst 
empowering staff with the flexibility to control their 
work-life integration. The previous discussion high-
lights how expected availability adversely affects the 
home sphere by increasing work-family interference.  
Emerging technological trends will continue to blur the 
work-life boundary, paradoxically perhaps, improving 
aspects of the home sphere at the expense of the work 
sphere. It is claimed that ubiquitous technologies, such 
as processors and Internet connections embedded in 
domestic appliances will improve the home sphere.  
For example, a refrigerator connected to the Internet 
can reorder produce consumed.  However, this may 
adversely affect the work sphere by increasing the 
demands placed upon staff to be available 24x7 and 
increasing the demand for electronic communication 
whilst reducing social interaction.

As technology drives electronic business and mobile 
working, organizations need to take responsibility for 
managing the social aspects of work practices. Drucker’s 
(1988) prediction of organizations of orchestrated 
knowledge-workers can be reduced to organizations of 
disparate remote automatons unless actions are taken 
to protect and enhance the lives of teleworkers. Drew 
and Murtagh (2005) propose that trends in the over, 
and often inappropriate, use of technology need to 
be countered by guidelines to reduce the intrusion of 
technology by, for example, restricting contact to staff 
outside office hours. However, such guidelines need to 
consider the communication needs of mobile workers 
who choose to work outside office hours.

CONCLUSION

Mobile technologies increasingly enable ease of access 
to data, applications, and people that was previously 
restricted to the workplace and empower individuals 
with greater freedom to choose when, where, and how 
to balance the demands of their work and home lives. 
Although employees can work at home, they should not 
be expected to do so. Human resource strategy needs to 
address the impact of mobile technology on employ-
ees and adopt appropriate guidelines to maximize the 

benefits offered by the technology whilst protecting the 
employee from inappropriate demands being made on 
them; protecting the customer from lack of service avail-
ability and protecting the organization from risks such 
as misappropriation of resources and data protection 
issues. This article presented a model and parameters 
with which to assess the impact of mobile technology 
on work-life balance and assist the development of 
human resource strategies to address the opportunities 
and challenges offered by mobile technology.

REFERENCES

Beauregard, T. A. (2006). Predicting interference 
between work and home. Journal of Managerial Psy-
chology, 21(3), 244-264.

Berg, E., Mörtberg, C., & Jansson, M. (2005). Em-
phasizing technology: socio-technical implications. 
Information Technology and People, 18(4), 343-358.

Clear, F., & Dickson, K. (2005). Teleworking practice 
in small and medium-sized firms: Management style 
and worker autonomy. New Technology, Work and 
Employment, 20(3), 218-233.

Colbert, M., & Livingstone, D. (2006). Important 
context changes for talking and text messaging dur-
ing homeward commutes. Behavior & Information 
Technology, 25(5), 433-441.

Drew, E., & Murtagh, E. M. (2005). Work/life balance: 
Senior management champions or laggards? Women 
in Management Review, 20(4), 262-278.

Drucker, P. F. (1988). The coming of the new organi-
zation. In Havard Business School. Havard Business 
Review on Knowledge Management (pp. 1-19), Harvard 
Business School Press.

Greenhaus, J. H., & Beutell, N. J. (1985). Sources of 
conflict between work and family roles. Academy of 
Management Review, 10(1), 76-88.

Hill, E., Miller, B., Weiner, S., & Colihan, J. (1998). Influ-
ences of the virtual office on aspects of work and work/life 
balance. Personnel Psychology, 51(3), 667-84. 

Hyman, J., Baldry, C., Scholarios, D., & Bunzel, D. 
(2003). Work-life imbalance in call centers and software 
development. British Journal of Industrial Relations, 
41(2), 215-239.



  ��

Assessing the Impact of Mobile Technologies on Work-Life Balance

A
Lee, T-T. (2006). Adopting a personal digital assistant 
system: Application of Lewin’s change theory. Journal 
of Advanced Nursing, 55(4), 487-496.

MacInnes, J. (2005). Work-life balance and the demand 
for reduction in working hours: Evidence from the 
British social attitudes survey 2002. British Journal 
of Industrial Relations, 43(2), 273-295.

McIntosh, S. (2003). Work-life balance: How life 
coaching can help. Business Information Review, 
20(4), 181-189.

Montgomery, A. J., Panagopolou, E., & Benos, A. 
(2005). Emotional labor at work and at home among 
Greek health-care professionals. Journal of Health 
Organization and Management, 19(4/5), 395-408.

Pearlson, K. E., & Saunders, C. S. (2004). Managing 
and using information systems: A strategic approach. 
Chichester: Wiley.

Prasopoulou, E., Pouloudi, A., & Panteli, N. (2006). 
Enacting new temporal boundaries: The role of mobile 
phones. European Journal of Information Systems, 
15(3), 277-284.

Rotondo, D. M., Carlson, D. S., & Kincaid, J. F. (2003). 
Coping with multiple dimensions of work-family con-
flict. Personnel Review, 32(3), 275-296.

Schulz, M. S., Cowan, P. A., Pape Cowan, C., & 
Brennan, R. T. (2004). Coming home upset: Gender, 
marital satisfaction and the daily spillover of workday 
experience into couple interactions. Journal of Family 
Psychology, 18(1), 250-263.

Srivastava, L. (2005). Mobile phones and the evolution 
of social behavior. Behavior & Information Technol-
ogy, 24(2), 111-129.

Tietze, S. (2005). Discourse as strategic coping re-
source: Managing the interface between “home” and 
“work.”  Journal of Organizational Change Manage-
ment, 18(1), 48-62.

Townsend, K., & Batchelor, L. (2005). Managing 
mobile phones: a work/non-work collision in small 
business. New Technology, Work and Employment, 
20(3), 259-267.

Warren, T. (2004). Working part-time: Achieving a 
successful ‘work-life’ balance.  The British Journal 
of Sociology, 55(1), 99-122.

KEY TERMS

Emotional Labor: The suppression or regulation 
of emotions needed in order to accomplish tasks or 
protect relationship boundaries.

Family-Work Interference: The inability to carry 
out work activities due to the pressures and responsi-
bilities arising from home or family life.

Flexible Working: Policies to allow work activities 
to be carried out in different ways, including practices 
such as part-time working, flexi-time, annualized hours, 
compressed hours, staggered hours, job sharing, home 
working, teleworking, and mobile working.

Mobile Technology: Electronic devices and the 
underlying infrastructure (e.g., wireless Internet ac-
cess) that enable communication and remote access 
to data and information. It includes devices such as 
mobile telephones, laptop computers, and hand-held 
equipment (such as personal data assistants).  

Mobile Working: Work arrangements that allow 
employees to freely conduct work at any location away 
from the main employer’s workplace, with full access to 
the information, people, and systems they need in order 
to complete their work (e.g., community nurse).

Occupational Identity: The organizational context 
and the role(s) an individual adopts in the work environ-
ment contribute to an individual’s perception of who 
they are, what they do, and where they come from.

Surface Acting: Pretending to feel emotions that are 
not felt in order to conform to social expectations.

Teleworking: Work arrangements that allow em-
ployees to work at one location, away from the main 
employer’s workplace (literally ‘at a distance’ from 
the workplace, e.g., homeworking).

Work-Life Balance: The empowerment and re-
sponsibility of a person to control activities in work 
and family/social spheres according to their own values 
and priorities such that one aspect does not adversely 
affect their contribution in the other sphere.  

Work-Family Interference: The inability to carry 
out family/social activities freely due to the pressures 
and responsibilities arising from work situations. 
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INTRODUCTION

The scope of this article is to conduct research into 
the influence of the Internet on processes of personnel 
recruitment, in light of the growing number of compa-
nies seeking to attract candidates for employment onto 
their staff and the enormous number of professionals 
who currently use this technology in their search for 
employment or professional placement. 

The exponential growth of the Internet in the world 
is a direct result of the technological facilities inherent 
to its usage and the fascination exerted by the richness 
and reach of information available on the Web (Evans 
& Wurster, 2000).

Evans et al. (2000) refer to a basic law of the in-
formation economy: “There is a universal trade-off 
between richness and reach.” (p. 23) To the authors, 
“richness” signifies the quality of the information de-
fined by the user: accuracy, bandwidth, currentness, 
personalization, interactivity, relevance, security, and 
so forth, while “reach” signifies the number of people 
who share and have access to this information. In the 
former industrial economy, it was only possible to share 
extremely detailed information with a mere handful 
of people. The old technology did not allow the same 
desired degree of richness and reach to be attained 
simultaneously.

In the labor market, the concepts propounded by 
these authors may be used to good advantage, adding 
to what they refer to as “asymmetry of information.” 
By applying this concept to recruiting and taking the 
company as the interested party, one can see how Internet 
technology may harmonize the ability of companies in 
general in their search for professionals, with the impe-
tus of qualified professionals seeking a new position or 
change in profession (Zambos & Salazar, 2001).

Moreover, Shapiro and Varian (1999) stress that, 
with the advent of the Internet, transaction costs have 
an important influence on the value to the consumer. 
According to Shapiro et al. (1999), prospecting for 
opportunities through the Internet is less costly and 
time consuming than the traditional method, especially 
when the physical displacement of the candidates and 
the cost of postage for mailing to a large number of 
companies are considered. 

In line with this, the main objective of this paper is 
to study and present the transformations that occurred 
at a Brazilian company, during its transition from a 
traditional recruiting process to a new one, based on 
the intensive use of the Internet.

Therefore, this paper seeks to find answers to the 
following question (Q1), concerning the company 
under analysis: 

Q1: What were the results obtained with the use of 
the Internet in recruiting processes in terms of 
cost, speed, and accurate matching candidates 
to job positions, compared to the results using 
traditional methods? 

BACKGROUND

Traditional Recruiting

Due to modernization and globalization, employment 
now bears a new and different profile. Recruitment sec-
tors need to attract a group of qualified candidates to the 
organization. The success of recruitment is measured 
by the suitability and adjustment of the new employee 
to the job position in terms of satisfactory performance 
(Chiavenato, 1999).
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Individual performance can be expressed by the 

following equation:

Performance = f (a, e, s); where “a” represents indi-
vidual attributes, “e” represents on the job effort, and 
“s” represents organizational support (Schermerhorn, 
Hunt, & Osborn, 1982).

This equation suggests that performance is the result 
of individual attributes, the effort that the professionals 
put into practice and the backing they receive from the 
organization.

The individual attributes should correspond to the 
job requirements to make performance of the work 
easier. One of the leading managerial abilities is se-
lecting people capable of meeting the demands of the 
position. 

It is worth mentioning the main recruiting techniques 
that make it possible to attract a reasonable number 
of candidates for any selection process. According to 
Chiavenato (1999), these techniques are: 

1. Advertisements in newspapers and specialized 
magazines;

2. Recruitment agencies;
3. Partnerships with schools, universities, and as-

sociations;
4. Posters or advertisements in visible public loca-

tions;
5. Inclusion of candidates by recommendation of 

existing employees;
6. Consultation of candidate files;
7. Candidate database. 

Traditional recruitment is still widely used to fill 
technical, administrative and managerial job positions. 
The well-known employment supplements in large 
national newspapers continue to publish advertise-
ments and job opportunities, demonstrating the health 
of traditional methods.

Recruiting via the Internet

Recruiting in the Internet era has provoked a reformu-
lation of information flows and methods in relation 
to the traditional process (Graham, 2000; Lievens & 
Harris, 2003).

A survey conducted by the International Data 
Corporation (IDC) reveals that the growth attained by 

the ten leading recruitment sites was in the order of 
232% between 1999 and 2000. By decreasing order of 
importance, these are Monster.com, Futurestep.com, 
HotJobs.com, Headhunter.net, and Dice.com. (IDG 
NOW, 2001)

Nakache (1997) mentions the advantageous use of 
the Internet for two specific types of candidates: uni-
versity students for positions as interns (trainees) and 
seasonal labor and technical personnel, especially those 
with uncommon skills. The author further indicates 
some criteria in order to help those companies that do 
not conduct recruiting via the Internet:

•	 Prepare a Web site of the company in terms of 
excellence. Simply advertising positions that are 
currently open is not sufficient to achieve this. 
They must also attract candidates by promoting a 
company that is attractive in terms of opportuni-
ties and prospects;

•	 Check the services of companies that have candi-
dates on file, such as Career Mosaic and Monster 
Board;

•	 Exploit unconventional methods of recruitment 
via the Internet, taking advantage, for example, 
of advertisements for specialized events, which 
may bring together specialists who might be po-
tential candidates or who may provide important 
leads.

Judging from the date of the article, 1997, Nakache 
assembles impressions in an interesting and pioneer-
ing manner that suggests that the Internet is not the 
ideal solution for all types of recruitment. He quotes 
a partner of Egon Zehnder International who lists the 
reasons why traditional recruitment will persist, with 
the Internet as a subsidiary option, rather than the most 
important part of the process, namely:

•	 Frequently, companies are unwilling to broadcast 
their need to fill an executive post;

•	 The professionals who are sought for executive 
positions are normally successful in their careers, 
and are not actively seeking work;

•	 Executives prefer to be recruited in a personalized 
manner, not via the computer.

The panorama presented indicates the growing num-
ber of companies and institutions seeking employees, 
namely headhunters, human resources consultants, 
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employment and outplacement agencies, and interested 
candidates and professionals, among others, that are 
migrating toward the expanding virtual job market 
(Jansen, Jansen, & Spink, 2005). Thus, an emerging job 
market has become increasingly important on the Inter-
net, bringing together professionals seeking positions, 
companies and institutions searching for talent, and 
intermediaries offering services to assist in the search 
for professionals (Braddy, Wuensch, & Grossnickle, 
2003; Feldman & Klass, 2002). Internet advertisements 
have had a good response, according to Schreyer and 
McCarter (1998), for the following reasons:

•	 They replace newspaper ads with digital ads;
•	 They reach a national talent market and a society 

in transition;
•	 They use technology that provides broad access 

to the job market;
•	 They enable companies and employees to have 

greater awareness of their mutual needs;
•	 They set standards for intermediation.

THE CASE STUDY

A single case research methodology was chosen for this 
article, due to the exploratory facets associated with the 
subject. In particular, this work presents one aspect that 
was previously inaccessible to scientific investigation, 
namely the recruiting of professionals by a Brazilian 
company via the Internet, namely Companhia Distri-
buidora de Gás do Rio de Janeiro (CEG).

Brief Overview of CEG

Pipeline gas service in Rio de Janeiro was initiated 
in 1854 with the creation of the then Companhia de 
Iluminação a Gás. In 1865, the Rio de Janeiro Gas 
Company Limited assumed command of the company 
and, in 1886, the Société Anonyme du Gaz (SAG) was 
created. Shareholder control of SAG was transferred in 
1910 to the British-owned Tramway Light and Power 
Company Limited. The State of Rio de Janeiro took 
over the service in 1969, creating the Cia. Estadual de 
Gás (CEG). CEG was privatized in 1997 and renamed 
Companhia Distribuidora de Gás do Rio de Janeiro 
(CEG) in 1998.

Protected by a private monopoly, CEG is a sound 
company engaged in the distribution of three types of 

gas: Natural, Manufactured and Liquid Petroleum Gas 
(LPG) throughout the metropolitan region of Rio de 
Janeiro. It is Brazil’s largest pipeline gas company in 
number of customers. 

The Traditional Recruiting Model at CEG

In its traditional recruiting model, CEG basically fol-
lows the following stages to identify the need to fill a 
position or create a new position:

1. The position is advertised, normally on Sundays, 
in a leading circulation city newspaper, giving a 
succinct description of the main characteristics 
of the position vacant.

2. Résumés are received, normally on the Wednesday 
after the Sunday following that of the ad, as there 
are candidates who send their résumés as late as 
the Friday following the ad;

3. The résumés are opened and sorted, selecting 
those that, a priori, fall within the profile of the 
position open;

4. A second more detailed sorting of the résumés 
initially selected is undertaken;

5. The candidates chosen to participate in the selec-
tion process are contacted by telephone;

6. The participation of the candidates in the selec-
tion process is confirmed, since many candidates 
were not personally contacted and the company 
awaits a return call to messages left;

7. The phases of the selection process are deter-
mined, often involving group dynamics studies, 
psycho-technical tests, an evaluation of general 
and specific knowledge, and culminating in an 
interview with the person responsible for the 
area in which the potential candidate will work 
if selected;

8. The company checks the professional’s career 
background;

9. Medical admission exams are conducted, which, 
in many cases, are also eliminatory;

10. The candidate chosen presents appropriate docu-
ments, diplomas and certificates;

11. The professional chosen receives company ori-
entation so that he/she can then start working in 
the organization.

As can be seen, this is a long, time-consuming pro-
cess that requires investment, since it requires Human 
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Resources professional who is dedicated exclusively to 
following and monitoring all of these stages.

CEG’s Recruiting Model via the Internet

In the case of CEG, the decision to place ads regard-
ing positions available within the company on its own 
Web site—www.ceg.com.br—comes from the human 
resources management team.

The standard CEG recruiting operational process 
via the Internet involves two main channels, as set 
forth below:

a. Process backed by a newspaper ad: In this 
process—the longest—traditional newspaper ads 
are used to attract candidates either because the 
database does not have sufficient names on file 
or there is an urgent need to fill many openings 
for the same position—a frequent occurrence 
for jobs in the commercial area. In such cases, 
the company announces a vacancy in an open or 
closed ad published in the newspaper’s classified 
section. Interested candidates access the site in-
dicated in the ad and complete the form provided 
on the computer. 

Once the form is completed, this candidate will now 
become part of the selection process. On the day the ad 
is published, the person responsible for selection can 
also check the response to the ad and begin sorting the 
résumés using key words or areas of knowledge.

The résumés sent by mail or through the e-mail 
address listed in the ad are not excluded from the pro-
cess, since it is possible to insert them in the database 
through individual input or digital transfer.

b. The process without the aid of a newspaper 
ad: In this case, the database is used directly, 
indicating that there are sufficient résumés in 
terms of quality and quantity to begin the re-
cruiting process. In general, these résumés have 
been spontaneously submitted by candidates and 
stored in the database for up to six months. The 
candidates are selected through database queries 
using a suitable combination of key-words and 
attributes.

CEG’s technological solution for online recruit-
ment was to hire an external supplier in the Human 

Resources area, namely a company with extensive 
candidate database experience and a strong presence 
in the temporary labor market.

In the bidding process, some technology companies 
offered CEG services to model a proprietary database 
to assist in the recruiting process. Nevertheless, CEG 
selected a company that manages 6,000 temps, since it 
clearly showed that it had the expertise to receive résu-
més in an agile manner and offer a database streamlined 
to meet its own needs as an added service to clients 
wishing to migrate from the traditional to the virtual 
method. This permitted the elimination of voluminous 
paper files, migrating to an electronic system known 
by the acronym ASKME.

DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

Quantitative Analysis

To check efficiency in terms of the total reduction in time 
using Internet recruiting versus the traditional method, 
the average times for the entire process for hiring 68 
professionals over the Internet (34 of them backed by 
an ad) and those for another 33 using the traditional 
method were calculated based on data provided by 
CEG’s human resources management. To analyze the 
total time taken in the process, the difference between 
the date of the personnel requisition—the CEG form 
that initiates the process—and the candidate’s first 
effective day of work at the company was calculated. 
The costs were calculated for the traditional process 
and the Internet-based procedure either backed by an 
ad or not.

To evaluate the permanence at CEG of the candidates 
recruited by both the traditional and Internet-based 
recruiting processes, research designed to evaluate 
improvements due to the change in process was con-
ducted on candidates remaining with the company 
within 90 days—the normal probation period regulated 
by law in Brazil.

Table 1 was prepared in order to analyze, on a con-
solidated basis, the principal indicators, namely time, 
cost, and fitness, associated with the CEG recruiting 
processes that involved both the Internet and the tra-
ditional methods.

As can be seen from the results presented in Table 
1, there is sufficient evidence to prove that the Inter-
net is a more agile and cost-effective mechanism that 
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speeds up CEG’s recruiting process in terms of time 
and cost variables.

Having recourse to the Internet using an ad (41 days) 
and without use of an ad (39 days) showed a reduction of 
close to 30% in time consumed compared to traditional 
means (57 days). Furthermore, the variation coefficient 
of the Internet recruiting in both cases (39%) can be 
seen to be substantially lower than that obtained by 
the traditional method (72%). This indicates a greater 
dispersion of results using the latter method than by the 
use of the Internet - where the results tend to be more 
concentrated around the sample average.

When the Internet was used with the assistance of 
a newspaper ad, the cost (US$ 1,412/candidate) was 
reduced by 36% compared to the traditional method 
(US$ 2,216/candidate), and an impressive 88% when 
the Internet was used directly (US$ 260/candidate). It 
can also be seen that the variation coefficient associated 
to the cost is smaller in online recruiting (35% using 
an ad and 9% without using an ad) than in traditional 
recruiting (61%).

In addition to the two variables, namely time and 
cost, the research question (Q1) formulated above bring 
a third variable into play. This concerns the fitness of 
the candidates who appear through the Internet for the 
position, based on the assumption that they have a better 
profile than those who appeared by traditional means 
because they have a higher level of formal education. 

The results found do not allow for confirmation of this 
hypothesis. Data gathered indicates that there is no 
significant difference between the time of permanence 
in the position, of a professional selected by either of 
the two mechanisms within the 90-day probation pe-
riod. However, the overall turnover of the candidates 
recruited by the Internet was a little lower (15%) than 
that for candidates selected by the traditional method 
(18%).

FUTURE TRENDS

One aspect that cannot be fully quantified concerns the 
question of the fitness of a candidate generated by the 
Internet. This question was defined by the limits that 
can be more closely influenced by the recruiting area, 
namely the 90-day probation period. After this period, 
the recruiting role is considered finished and thereafter 
how long the employee remains in the job depends on 
a performance management system, which is currently 
lacking in the company.

Systematic performance evaluation is an instrument 
that facilitates the employee’s career after the probation 
period has ended, as other variables not controlled by 
the recruiting area may interfere in the management 
of the professionals selected and their continuation in 
the company (Bergamini & Beraldo, 1988).

PROCESS/Variable TIME (Calendar 
days/candidate)

COST (In US$/
candidate)

FITNESS (Permanence in 
company less than 3 months)

TRADITIONAL

Average 57 2,216

Standard Deviation 41 1,352

Variation Coefficient 72% 61%

N. Left/Selected 18%

INTERNET WITH AD

Average 41 1,412

Standard Deviation 16 494.2

Variation Coefficient 39% 35%

N. Left/Selected 15%

INTERNET WITHOUT AD

Average 39 260

Standard Deviation 15 23.4

Variation Coefficient 39% 9%

N. Left/Selected 15 %

Table 1. Summary chart
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For this reason, when used constructively, perfor-

mance evaluation is a tool that improves personnel 
quality and, by extension, the company itself, even 
when its goals and proposals only focus on quantita-
tive aspects (Feldman et al., 2003). Without a quali-
fied evaluator, any evaluation runs the risk of being a 
mere bureaucratic formality, since it will not diagnose 
performance objectively (Steers, 1988). Thus, the use 
of systematic performance evaluations to track the 
careers of the professionals recruited via the Internet 
could ascertain whether or not there is any difference 
between them and their peers recruited by the tradi-
tional process.

CONCLUSION

 The objective of this research was achieved as the ex-
tent to which Internet resources facilitate the recruiting 
process in terms of time and cost was duly established. 
However, evidence was not found to assert that the 
fitness of the candidates selected with the help of the 
Internet is greater than that for the traditional process, 
thereby reducing turnover.

Thus, as said in the previous section, for CEG to 
determine if the Internet provides better suitable par-
ticipants in the selective process that translates into 
lower turnover and a greater contribution, it would 
first have to implant a performance evaluation system 
that could measure permanence within formal criteria 
for periods greater than three months. 

At last, the results of this research can assist or-
ganizations in seeking to use the Web as part of their 
recruiting efforts, in designing corporate recruiting 
Web sites and in developing Web systems to support 
processes of personnel recruiting.
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KEY TERMS

CEG: Brazil’s largest pipeline gas company in 
number of customers, engaged in the distribution of 
three types of gas: Natural, Manufactured and Liquid 
Petroleum Gas (LPG) throughout the metropolitan 
region of Rio de Janeiro.

Egon Zehnder International: Large international 
executive search firm covering areas including con-
sumer, life sciences and financial services.

Employee Turnover: The ratio of the number of 
workers that had to be replaced in a given time period 
to the average number of workers.

Individual Performance: The result of individual 
attributes, the effort that the professionals put into 
practice, and the backing they receive from the orga-
nization.

Information Asimmetry: Condition in which at 
least some relevant information is known to some but 
not all parties involved. 

Internet Recruiting: Is the act of scouring the 
Internet to locate both actively-searching job seekers 
and also individuals who are content in their current 
job position.

Reach: The number of people who share and have 
access to this information.

Richness: The quality of the information defined 
by the user.
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Topic: Competence Development and Compensation

INTRODUCTION

Achieving success in today’s uncertain environment 
is a complex and dynamic task. Companies are forced 
to make keen decisions for survival, anticipating and 
even provoking the changes of the environment. In this 
context, the role played by the employees is the key to 
achieve such a goal. They are required to develop the 
adequate skills, attitudes, and behaviors for reaching 
excellent results in their daily tasks, in order to comply 
with the adaptation needs of the firm. 

For an efficient management of the staff, human 
resources (HR) managers may use several means. Two 
of most outstanding are the development of compe-
tency management practices and the implementation 
of information and communication technologies (ICT) 
to support business to employee (B2E) relationships. 
Regarding the former, current and trendy HR manage-
ment approaches such as knowledge management or 
coaching are based in competency models (Fernández, 
2005). As for the latter, the use of Web technologies 
has changed the way in which data and computational 
resources are brought to the desktop of the employees. 
Since Web based solutions are easy to establish (Power 
& Kaparthi, 2002), a plenty and quickly increasing num-
ber of resources can be made available in the intranet 
(Güntzer, Müller, Müller, & Schinmkat, 2007). 

The intranet’s main advantages are the increase 
in decision making efficiency and the decrease in the 
required time for internal and external communication. 
Both of these result in cutting down on coordination 
and communication costs, removing bottlenecks in the 
decision making system, and eliminating duplicated 
and routine administrative tasks. These positive effects 
could also be transferred onto human resource man-

agement (HRM) policies to lessen their subjectivity, 
with the help of a rigorous competency management 
system.

This article presents a review and foundation for 
the design of an intranet for the development of B2E 
relationships, based in competency management theory 
as a means for transforming the firm’s HR into sources 
of competitive success. This proposal is the result of 
the authors’ research in competency-based HRM, after 
the HR models used in Spanish, American, or Brit-
ish companies. A stepwise methodology is outlined 
consisting of six stages: definition of objectives, data 
collection, intranet implementation, competency map 
analysis, competencies and job inventory preparation, 
and control of performance. Suggestions are provided 
for each stage on ways to leverage the strengths of the 
intranet application for enhancing the performance of 
human resources. 

BACKGROUND

The ubiquitous presence of ICT has forced a transforma-
tion of every aspect of human society. This phenomenon 
is almost comparable to a paradigm shift, to the extent 
of dramatically modifying the basic parameters of time 
and space (Castells, 2001). Consequently, a successful 
firm will be the one compelled to both adapt and an-
ticipate to the current environmental changes, evolving 
from a solid, hierarchical, and mechanical entity to a 
fluid, organic organization built on information flows 
(Zimmermann & Koerner, 1999). 

The new economy means new competitive strate-
gies based on interrelated intangible sources. Among 
these, ICT render a necessary service to strategy, since 
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they give rise to strategic changes and lead the firm to 
strategic adaptation, by developing a proactive role in 
the firm’s prospect (Benson, Bugnitz, & Walton, 2004; 
Tapscott & Agnew, 1999). 

However, Internet is no panacea, and therefore strat-
egy cannot be subjugated to technology. Researchers 
like Powell and Dent-Micaleff (1997) or Davenport 
(1994) show that, even for technology intensive com-
panies, ICT do not deliver that differencing value by 
themselves. Mata, Fuerst, and Barney (1995) concur 
on the basis that ICT management skills and ICT man-
agers’ contact grids are more important to firms than 
technology endowments. This way, ICT are a necessary 
but not sufficient resource, because of its tangibility, 
due to technological assets’ easiness of imitation and 
mobility (this is, firms can buy technology easily). As 
a result, every firm must treat its technological endow-
ment as a required and pervasive commodity (Carr, 
2003; Venkatraman, 1994). 

The integration of ICT in the organization of work 
has brought certain e-benefits which lead to new con-
ceptions about work relations, but not about work itself 
(del Aguila, 2000). This is the principle underlying the 
notion of strategic B2E relationships: ICT can only sup-
port true competitive advantages in combination with 
soft HRM practices, knowledge management, and trust 
relationships (Kearns & Lederer, 2000). This means that 
firms must enhance their employees´ skills, behaviors, 
and attitudes towards creating and sharing knowledge 
in technology-based work environments.

In order to endow HR with these outstanding, com-
pulsory characteristics, new HRM models need to be 
put into practice; most of which agree on the relevance 
conferred to the compromise and integration of HR 
practices with the firm’s strategy, which will allow for 
employees’ higher performance levels. For instance, 
while Beer, Spector, Lawrence, Mills, and Walton 
(1985) consider that the distinctive behavior of employ-
ees relates to their competencies and cost- effectiveness, 
Guest (1987) discusses internal factors, that is, quality 
and flexibility or adaptation of employees.    

One of the models that best comply with these HR 
exigencies is the one based on competency manage-
ment, launched by the work of McClelland in 1961. 
The earliest concept provided by McClelland (1973) 
referred to competency as a set of observable perfor-
mance dimensions, including individual knowledge, 
skills, attitudes, and behaviors, as well as collective 
team, process, and organizational capabilities that are 

linked to high performance and provide the organization 
with a sustainable competitive advantage. A compe-
tency is an individual, non-transferable nor imitable 
feature, to be developed over the working life of the 
employee. As such, it can be considered as a strategic 
resource capable of providing the firm with flexibility 
and adaptability (Levy-Leboyer, 1996). Therefore, 
competency–based HR management comprises sev-
eral objective and subjective meanings under just one 
concept, surpassing the notions of knowledge and ex-
perience (Whiddett & Hollyforde, 2005). In addition, 
from an organizational and strategic point of view, the 
competitiveness of an organization would be related to 
the competencies required to the employees in order 
to achieve the established aims. Therefore, we might 
say that the application of the competency-based HRM 
approach has both a strategic and an operative slope 
(Blanco, 2007).

DESIGNING A COMPETENCY-BASED 
HUMAN RESOURCE INFORMATION 
SYSTEM

Given the current nature of the business environment, 
intranets appear to be a reasonable and helping applica-
tion to manage a firm’s human competencies. Without 
going into technological description of the architecture 
of an intranet, it can be defined as a human resource 
information system (HRIS) based on Internet technol-
ogy (O´Brien, 1999). 

Intranets have inherited from Web parenting the 
low cost, inexpensive fees, scalability, and excellent 
support advantages, but these will only come out if it 
is properly designed and managed (Chen, Hsu, Chang, 
&Yeh, 2005). This means that the Internet’s interactivity 
and real-time interaction collude with the advantages of 
having the information on HR systematized, allowing 
for most efficient decision making. 

Figure 1 shows the proposed steps for developing a 
successful intranet for competency-based HRM. 

Definition of Objectives for  
the HR Information System (HRIS)

Not every organization needs the same kind of informa-
tion systems (IS). Its functions and appearance depend, 
among other factors, on the organizational size, the 
expectations of users and managers, and whether there 
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is an in-staff IS department. To enumerate and assess 
the requisites of the IS, the first step is to identify its 
functions, appliances, and users, in order to write down 
a list of objectives. This list has to take into account the 
point of view of all stakeholders: computer analysts, 
technicians, and users; regardless of the communication 
and vocabulary issues that may arise. In addition, the 
company managers should appoint a project leader to 
ensure success, as well as a crisis team to intervene if 
needed (González, 2001).

An adequate budgeting and a detailed schedule are 
also needed to define the IS size and work capacity. 
Managers should thus ensure the provision of enough 
human, financial, and material resources to set up a 
control system for the thorough implementation of 
the project. 

Data Collection

The contents of the HRIS are of two natures: HR data 
(e.g., seniority, training courses, demographics, quali-
fications, etc.) and HRM policies. Information can be 
gathered from both principal sources (i.e., interviews 
and queries, analysis of the operating IS) and second-
ary sources (financial and HR indicators, qualitative 
contributions from the managers).

Nevertheless, it is a common mistake to reach for 
large amounts of data that managers are not able to deal 
with (the so called “paralysis by analysis”) and that are 
not useful in decision making processes.

Once there is a sufficient amount of information, 
the next step will be to carry out the configuration of 
the technology support of the HRIS: the intranet. 

Intranet Implementation

Every employee should be able to use this intranet 
easily and efficiently. Rigid, hierarchal designs should 
be avoided, because its formalisms may hinder the 
newness of the information to upload, rendering it 
obsolescent and, hence, useless from a technological 
point of view, it should be easy to install and appli-
cable in every operative system. Likewise, the main 
logical characteristics to consider are those related to 
friendliness and accessibility: the application design 
should be easy to grasp, simple, intuitive, and visual 
(O’Brien, 1999). 

In sum, the intranet’s applications require efficient 
retrieval functionality. However, when the targets of 
search are intranet-based competency manager appli-
cations, the simple technology designed for document 
retrieval (like Google®) is likely to be of limited use. 
Therefore, the retrieval system should provide the user 
with an interface by which one can create queries as 
per service needed (Güntzer et al., 2005). 

Besides, the intranet must support knowledge 
management practices. Applications like forums en-
courage the socialization and divulgation of knowl-
edge, subsequently allowing for the development of 
new competencies among the staff and its continuous 
improvement. 

Finally, managers should prevent any physical or 
logical security problems, while bearing in mind per-
sonal data protection laws and the need for privacy of 
the employees. The security mechanism of intranets can 
be obtained with the following technologies (Chen et al., 
2005): firewalls (security barriers located between the 

Figure 1. Computerized model of competency human resource management
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intranet and the extranet), encryption o cryptography, 
authentication or digital signatures to ensure access to 
those users without a fixed IP address, and tunneling 
to transmit information form a private data network 
throughout the Internet through a “secret channel.”

Competency Map Analysis 

In this step, the goal is to identify the competencies 
that tally with the definition of strategy, mission, and 
vision of the firm. The sources for comparison would 
be the job descriptions and the strategic orientation of 
each post from the strategic apex to the management 
core. Then, each competency profile is to be coordinated 
with the already determined profiles from the same 
level or higher. With this information, a competency 
map is drawn. 

A competency map is a tool used for the definition 
of competency contents, the establishment of the num-
ber of levels of performance, and the specification of 
required competencies for each post. Consequently, the 
job posts are represented graphically so that the height 
in the figure indicates the minimum and maximum 
levels that a certain competency can be developed at 
a certain job post.

Afterwards, arrows are drawn to establish the rela-
tionships between job posts, illustrating the chances for 
promotion within the organization based on the develop-
ment of one competency, vertically and transversally. 
The possession of common competencies for several 
jobs allows for the transit from one figure to another 
by competency affinity (de Ansonera, 1996). 

Logically, to be considered for a promotion, it will be 
necessary that the candidate had previously developed 
all the required competencies for the desired post. This 
means that all the competency maps that include that 
post should be studied altogether. For these reasons, 
it is quite convenient to give maximum distribution to 
those competency maps, and the intranet seems to be 
the most appropriate place to upload them. 

Competencies and Jobs Inventory  
Preparation

Each manager with at least one person in his/her charge 
must carry out a classification of his/her personnel within 
the defined competency limits. This is the starting point 
for a series of assessments that will lead to a picture 
of the evolution of each person’s competencies, which 

will help not only the promotion policies, but also the 
definition of career plans for those having an excellent 
behavior regarding certain competencies. 

Also, managers should take into account the effects 
of the interaction between HR competencies and the 
structural elements of the organization, such as hier-
archical relations, the coordinating mechanisms, the 
degree of formalization of the tasks, and so forth. This 
information will constitute the competencies and jobs 
inventory. The goal of the intranet is, therefore, to gain a 
clearer understanding of the present competencies of the 
company and identify its potential (Jansen, 2006).

The inventory should support any decisions on the 
implementation of training or promotion policies. Those 
employees that may lack in one or several competencies 
would be put through specialized training programs to 
overcome this handicap and subsequently postulate for 
the desired promotion. On the contrary, those employ-
ees that have outstanding levels in many competencies 
would be subjected to ad-hoc promotion planning; so 
that his/her full potential can be achieved. 

This inventory should be always kept updated, so 
that HR managers are able to identify any lack or excess 
in any competency of any employee at any given time. 
It is necessary to have the utmost care regarding the 
correct introduction of data in the system, because it 
allows efficient searches and avoids information losses. 
A key aspect for a good inventory management is to 
validate data; this is, to secure a manner for avoiding 
involuntary omissions (Athey & Orth, 1999). Addition-
ally, there must be a continuous information revising 
and updating protocol to ensure its validity for B2E 
decision making. 

Once the competency maps have been published 
and a profile to each worker has been pre-assigned, a 
balance sheet is drawn to compare the standard compe-
tencies for each profile and the actual situation of each 
job post. That information, when looked at collectively, 
will present the existing discrepancies between required 
and actual levels of competency by excess or default 
for the whole organization. 

Control of Performance 

Setting up a control system for the intranet supporting 
B2E relationships will supply the firm with information 
regarding whether this approach achieves the expected 
results, which in turn will give it a chance for continuous 
improvement. Notes may be provided by instruments 
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linked to the intranet applications (i.e., page ranks or 
counters, suggestion/complaint e-boxes, etc.) or by 
managers’ direct observation of the employees. This 
control and assessment should be carried out from the 
very start of the HRIS in order to be successful.

It is also recommendable to do a follow-up of the 
contents subscribed by the employees themselves. 
This way, the organization is able to detect, albeit 
indirectly, their preferences and needs, and modify its 
B2E policies accordingly. Additionally, the information 
uploaded must comply with a set of characteristics, such 
as being new and current, cost-effective, appropriate, 
truthful, and useful. A way to ensure this is to carry out 
a pilot test so that any errors or omissions are detected 
beforehand (González, 2001). 

For this reason, the intranet will have available an 
updated database showing every current and potential 
competency of the organization’s personnel, to be 
consulted at any point in time. To create this database, 
formal tests and deep interviews will be carried out in 
the recruiting stage, as well as over the employee’s 
working life in order to see whether this endowment 
of human capital has somehow changed or evolved. As 
a result, training, retribution, and job descriptions can 
be accordingly suited to each employee’s needs and 
characteristics. It is advisable to have these tests per-
formed within the working schedule so that employees 
may not consider them as a nuisance rather than a tool 
for performance improvement.

FUTURE TRENDS

Literature has shown that intranet will play the star-
ring role as the organizational vehicle for knowledge 
management because of its intrinsic features inherited 
from its Web parenting. Likewise, it supports managerial 
and operational applications regarding HRM decisions 
on the basis of competency management as source of 
competitive advantage.

Those firms that plan on their HR becoming a 
proper strategic asset must address the relationship 
between the definition of competency, the inventory 
of competencies present and lacking, and the strategic 
plans and vision of the firm, under the firm guidance of 
the top management. Otherwise, many ICT tools and 
HRM practices could be developed and implemented, 
but with no relationship between them whatsoever, 
thus jeopardizing potential gains from synergy and 
coordination. 

Therefore, future research trends in this field relate 
to the study of generation of internal coherence at 
every organizational level between the applications 
of the intranet as the basis of the HRIS and the HR 
themselves as suppliers and builders of competencies. 
Trust, collaboration, and leadership are the main chal-
lenges for success. 

CONCLUSION

The main contribution of this article is the proposal 
of an integral model of competency management; this 
is, the model not only combines the different HRM 
policies (recruitment, retribution, promotion, train-
ing, etc.), but also allows for the creation of synergies 
among them and, above all, for taking advantage of one 
of the main benefits of the competency management 
model: coherence as competitive advantage. Also, 
competency maps are shown as a facilitating tool for 
competency-based HRM. 

Considering the technological side of the model, 
the intranet is presented as a vehicle for informing 
stakeholders and connecting ideas and experiences of 
all the employees; this is, to create, disseminate, and 
retain knowledge throughout the firm. It can be used 
as a censor or as an instrument for openness to trust 
and sharing of knowledge. 

A well-designed intranet reflects the firm’s trans-
parency and adaptability values on its capability for 
scalability, personalized skins, and flexible structure. 
Consequently, an intranet is considered an adequate 
means for the definition and transmission of the orga-
nizational culture, since it assists in building a learning 
organization by facilitating the communication, coor-
dination, and collaboration of the workgroups.
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KEY TERMS

Business to Employee (B2E): An intra-business 
network which allows companies to provide products 
and/or services to their employees. Typically, compa-
nies use B2E networks to automate employee-related 
corporate processes. In a broad sense, B2E encompasses 
everything that businesses do to attract and retain 
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well-qualified staff in a competitive market, such as 
aggressive recruiting tactics, benefits, education op-
portunities, flexible hours, bonuses, and employee 
empowerment strategies.

Competency: The underlying characteristics of an 
individual (a motive, trait, skill, aspect of one’s self 
image or social role, or a body of knowledge) which 
underlie performance or behavior at work.

Competency Map: A competency map is a list of 
an individual’s competencies that represent the factors 
most critical to success in given jobs, departments, or-
ganizations, or industries that are part of the individual’s 
current career plan.

Competency Model: Set of integrated human 
resource practices (recruitment, assessment, compensa-
tion, etc.) which takes the “competency” term as the 
basic analysis unit. 

Human Resources Information System: System 
deployed to compile, record, store, analyze, and recu-
perate information related to an organization’s human 
resources. 

Information System: Set of procedures designed 
for managing the information of an organization. Its 
functions are: the retrieval of relevant data, the process 
of the data and transformation into information, the 
storage of useful information, and the provision of 
that information to the decision makers in adequate 
time and shape. 

Intranet: A private computer network that uses 
Internet protocols, network connectivity, and possibly 
the public telecommunication system to securely share 
part of an organization’s information or operations with 
its employees. Sometimes the term refers only to the 
most visible service, the internal Web site, generally 
restricted to employees of the organization.  



�� Topic: Competence Development and Compensation

INTRODUCTION

In this article certain pillars as basics are presented being 
necessary to develop Web services (W3C, 2007) sup-
porting human resource (HR) processes like assessing, 
hiring, modeling information systems, staffing, and so 
forth; by the help of these Web services. Current HR 
information systems in general do not adequately sup-
port tasks related to cross-organizational or global skills 
and competence management. In the following, the 
topic is presented which relates to knowledge manage-
ment especially to “communities of practice,” as well 
as related topics such as e-skills and ICT (information 
and communication technologies) professionalism; the 
latter currently being broadly discussed by experts in 
Europe. 

HR managers of a company or an organization 
are challenged through the need to formalize skills 
requirements and to continuously monitor the skills 
demand inside the company. Obtaining ICT skills are 
not a one-time event. Technological change advances 
at a high speed and requires that skills need continu-
ally to be kept up-to-date and relevant (The European 
e-Skills Forum [ESF], 2005). 

During the last years, new concepts have emerged 
which intend to empower learners and individuals to 
steer learning processes to a large extent on their own. 
Learning objectives tend to be increasingly individual 
in character (ESF, 2005). 

In this context, providing an appropriate infra-
structure which supports the continuing professional 
development (CPD) of employees is today a key is-
sue. CPD processes require a respective infrastructure 
encompasses besides qualifications, skills/competence 
frameworks and body of knowledge, as well required 
standards for competence, skills, and appropriate ca-
reer and development services. Standards encompass 
educational and industry-oriented performance stan-

dards which in turn are expressed preferably through a 
common language as competence and skills standards. 
The governance and administration of the CPD process 
require the availability of flexible and personalized 
certification services which offer the formal validation 
of individuals’ learning achievements independent of 
where and how they were acquired. 

Recruitment and internal mobility are typical use 
cases to identify the right people wanted, by matching 
their assessment outcomes with job positions requested. 
In case a company needs new ICT competence, the 
HR manager in charge has to draw up a job advertise-
ment, which describes the required knowledge, skills, 
competences (KSC), and qualifications for the specific 
job role. The information is generally structured in a 
job profile, which mirrors ideally the companies core 
competences; but how can this be efficiently done or 
supported by a concept method and/or tool, how can 
be potential employees be addressed independently of 
their national origin? Further scenarios can be derived 
from Figure 1. 

Noticeably, information about requirements is ex-
changed amongst various players along the value chain. 
Hence, looking at ICT skills requirements necessitates 
looking at the belonging processes as a whole. This 
relates to a common language which allows exchang-
ing information amongst the various players involved 
and exchange of data stored in respective HR-systems. 
The latter, in particular, motivates data services which 
facilitate sharing of data required for the execution of 
tasks along the HR processes (such as recruitment of 
ICT professionals). Typically, systems do not have 
the required interoperability because the applied data 
models differ in structure and semantics. In the follow-
ing, we look at how to achieve better interoperability 
of systems and an enhanced sharing of information 
about ICT skills requirements typically stored in job 
or ICT worker profiles. 
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Competence-based professional profiles are a 

referred concept to define and exchange information 
about respective professional standards. The profile 
is the description of competence required to oper-
ate on a process, on a service, or for a definite role, 
inside a direction or a function, a working team, or a 
project. It shows as much explicit as possible which 
type of know-how needs an organization has in terms 
of competence. In a most diffused configuration, the 
competence based profile is defined with reference to 
an organizational position or role. The competence 
based profile of a role has to be built up without any 
reference to single persons that occupied this role or 
are candidates to cover the role in the future. 

In the following, the article looks at a common 
language and ICT worker profiles as a constituent part 
and central element of an adequate management of HR 
processes in general and CPD processes specifically. 
The article presents a conceptual model which allows 
expanding existing barriers of HR systems. Web ser-
vices are seen as an appropriate concept to implement 
required functionality and processes. 

BACKGROUND

The competitiveness of European industry depends on 
both the effective use of ICT for industrial and business 
processes and the KSC and qualifications of existing 
and new employees (ESF, 2005).

Today, nearly every area of economic activity is 
affected by ICT and the pace of technological change 
and short technology life cycles makes these the most 
dynamic of occupations (Cedefop, 2005); scilicet com-
panies as well as ICT employees (and also others) have 
an ongoing need to keep their KSC and qualifications 
up-to-date to prevail against competitors. In respect 
thereof, ICT certifications are useful to validate ICT 
employees’ market value and often they rank a key role 
in the hiring process.

In the first place, ICT companies, but actually all 
companies, employ people with ICT skills as well as 
people with a range of other relevant skills. Often the 
number of ICT practitioners in such ICT user organi-
zations (e.g., banks, manufacturing companies, and 
airlines) is greater than the number employed in ICT 
companies. 

New competency-based systems of certification 
of individual employees and/or others were, are, and 

further on, will be established within the information 
technology field and offered on the market; this is 
mainly driven by ICT vendors, the expected profit is 
highly valued. 

Competence encompasses “[…] the demonstration 
of relevant, up-to-date skills and capabilities appropri-
ate to a particular task or role with practical experience 
to complement theoretical knowledge” (Hughes & 
Thompson, 2007). This includes as well, necessary soft 
skills such as inter-personal and communication skills 
as well as an understanding of the business domain. We 
argue that performance components are an adequate 
means to develop necessary skills and to avoid that 
qualification measures coincide. Figure 1 shows the 
supply and demand of e-skills.

E-skills present a mainly political driven joint 
initiative of stakeholders in Europe such as the Euro-
pean Commission, ICT professionals associations, and 
international ICT vendor industry associations. Subse-
quently, we argue why e-skills require joint activities 
and concerted actions. 

Each stakeholder determines their own needed and 
relevant e-skills requirements (profile A). Education 
institutions determine their curricula (profile B) which 
consist of e-skills which should be taught to the students. 
Industry and employers determine their e-skills require-
ments (profile A) to manage their tasks and challenges 
in the economy. Sometimes the requirements of these 
two groups do not exactly match, for example, parts 
of the curricula are in general concepts, methods, and 
tools about databases; however, the industry demands 
product-related knowledge about a specific database, 
often they do not notice that the parts of the curricula 
will be actual on the long run, whereas product-related 
knowledge about one specific database could be shortly 
unusable, because the belonging software product is no 
longer offered and used. After education, every person 
becomes part of the e-skills stock (profile C) with their 
own portfolio (profile D), and with their participation at 
the labor market they build the e-skills supply (profile 
C+D). The relevant job profiles are managed within 
companies’ skills framework (profile A’) and are influ-
enced by the e-skills requirements (profile A), e-skills 
stocks (profile C and profile D), and e-skills supply 
(profile C+D). It is a big challenge to compare and/or 
to match these (job) profiles (profile A, B, C, D, C+D, 
A’) among themselves because of lack of a common 
language. The degree of difficulty is much higher on 
the European level. 
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Web service adoption in the industry has allowed 
organizations to share information with their partners, 
providers, and customers in a standardized manner. 
Web services provide a successful way to communicate 
distributed applications in a platform-independent and 
loosely coupled manner. The integration of applica-
tions is one of the main challenges when building ICT 
solutions. Integration is often achieved using costly 
customized solutions for every pair of applications. 
Web service technologies are a set of standards that 
allow software interfaces to be defined using XML 
(extensible markup language) as the message format 
and the Internet infrastructure for message transport. 
While lowering costs, Web service technologies by 
themselves do not ensure that two businesses use the 
same data structures or business protocols; neither do 
they provide the means to resolve potential conflicts 
(Lausen, Brujin, Keller, & Lara, 2006). In order to deal 
with existing interoperability issues, ontology-based 
models for describing Web services are proposed. 
Hence, Web services are in the wider context of analysis, 
we will look at issues of common semantics to enable 
communication of and automated data exchange be-
tween various applications in HR systems. 

We see that electronic data interchange and integra-
tion has potential to make internal HR management 
processes more flexible and faster, as well as more 
efficient and effective.

CONCEPTUAL DATA MODEL

During schooling and education, for (the first) letter of 
application, for a successful professional advancement, 
and more: the whole working life belongs to the crucial 
points KSC and qualifications. There are standardized 
data models describing competences in a re-usable way: 
IEEE Reusable Competency Definition (RCD, 2007) 
and HR-XML (2004) (further information in Povalej 
and Weiß, 2007). When certain competences are once 
defined they can be re-used again and again, for example, 
in different job advertisements or describing several 
job profiles. Further on, employees can use the already 
defined competences to describe their own ones.

Here are some clues based on the results of the analy-
ses of these two standardized data models which could 
be extracted for our conceptual data model (Povalej 
& Weiß, 2007): the re-usability and the flexibility are 

Figure 1. Supply and demand of e-skills
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strengthened through an object oriented approach; one 
competency consists of the components skills, context, 
and proficiency level; context and proficiency level 
has to be clearly definable which is a precondition for 
profile matching and domain-wide re-usability; free 
description area out of RCD is needed and it represents 
the smallest skills unit; additional, the component grade 
is introduced. Figure 2 displays the connections and 
dependencies between relevant objects or classes of a 
job profile model. 

A job profile describes among others, KSC and 
qualifications which employees have or should have to 
cope with work tasks successfully within their working 
areas. Hence, there are two kinds of profiles: (1) the 
required profile contains all information about KSC and 
qualification which employees should have to manage 
their tasks in a company and (2) the acquired profile 
contains all information about KSC and qualification 
which employees gained in their life. Every (job) profile 
belongs to at least one working area. Further, on the (job) 
profile exists of one or more profile components—each 
profile component represents experience, proficiency, 
talent, or qualification. Every profile component exists 

of none, one, or many KSC objects, whereby every 
component contains none or one level.

The code in Figure 3 is an extract from a HR-XML 
schema describing competence and level belonging to 
a job profile. 

Figure 4 displays exemplarily the component profile 
of our conceptual model (Povalej & Weiß, 2007).

CONCEPTUAL META-FRAMEwORK

However, in order to achieve transparency and compa-
rability of ICT worker profiles, data structures need to 
be analyzed and their semantics or meta data needs to 
be described. Subsequently, we look at the modeling of 
profile structure and semantics. Meta data is preferably 
described and stored in the form of ontologies. Prepara-
tory work to create ontologies requires analyzing the 
underlying data structure in a formal way, which then 
determines our structure of data sets stored in profiles. 
We present the results of our analysis of meta data ap-
plied in major ICT skills/competence frameworks. 

Figure 2. Example of a job profile model
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Figure 3. Exemplary extract from a HR-XML schema

Figure 4. Exemplary component profile (Source: Povalej & Weiß, 2007)

Figure 5. Overview of applied notation (Source: Weiß, Povalej, & Stucky, 2005)

The smallest building block or unit of qualifications 
has to be defined (CEN/ISSS, 2005; Weiß, Povalej, 
& Stucky, 2005; Weiß, Stucky, Dolan, & Bumann, 
2005).

In the following section, the developed matrix of pro-
files P is described (further information: Weiß, Povalej, 
& Stucky, 2005; Povalej & Weiß, 2007). In our approach, 

a profile constitutes on three sub-systems to be defined 
and specified by a respective modeler/developer: 1) the 
general description of qualification component (QC) 
(e.g., constructs described as learning outcome (LOC) 
by KSC), 2) the specific description of the working 
area (WA), job role, function, business process, and 
so forth, and 3) the performance level required. These 
three elements combined, define the qualification unit 
(QU) as the smallest describable and measurable unit 
within a qualification or profile P. These results are sum-
marized in the definition of ICT worker sector profile 
P. An ICT worker profile is defined as the selection of 
the tupel (WA, QC, L) and can be described as matrix 
P with the job role q as follows (notation: Figure 5) 
(our approach corresponds to the central concepts or 
terms suggested by Cedefop, 2003):

( ) 1...

1...
, ,

i m

q i j qij j n
P wa qc l

=

=
=     (1)
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FUTURE TRENDS

CEN/ISSS (2007) is working on a European  e-compe-
tence framework. A team of experts has been appointed 
and will produce guidelines for the developments of 
a European e-competence framework for consensus 
building. The team involves experts from stakeholders 
of leading frameworks such as SFIA in UK, AITTS in 
Germany, CIGREF in France, and ECCO in Italy. The 
European e-competence framework is addressed to 
HR managers, ICT managers, and ICT practitioners/ 
professionals as well as training institutions and edu-
cational bodies. The framework intends to contribute 
to the daily work of HR managers as an international 
planning and development tool. 

The results will be a basic structure for the develop-
ment of vocabularies and skills/competence dictionar-
ies. Building vocabularies and dictionaries requires 
in depth domain knowledge of ICT competences in 
industry. Hence, the European e-competence frame-
work delivers the content which populates profiles and 
instantiates described meta data structure. 

KSC described in coherence with the framework 
structure allows exchanging and reusing this informa-
tion in various HR and CPD processes. The framework 
builds a grid which is spanned mainly by the dimen-
sions competence areas and respective descriptors to 
specify attitudes, skills, and knowledge. Furthermore, 
levels and the orientation towards ICT processes are 
considered. The next steps require to populate the grid 
and to build dictionaries and catalogues of competence 
descriptions. The reuse of data and the exchange of 
information between various systems can be seen as 
particular challenges. 

Portfolios as well as e-portfolios are closely linked 
to (job) profiles. Hence, consistently, there should be 
a more detailed review about the connection between 
these areas. Butler (2006) made the following recom-
mendation for the success of e-portfolios: “Institu-
tions need to be aware of the impact that an electronic 
portfolio development will have. Electronic portfolios 
need to be an integral part of a programme of study, 
not an ‘added-on’ assessment, which may necessitate 
the review and restructuring of courses. The type of 
portfolio required, its purpose and its audience need 
to be clearly articulated.”

CONCLUSION

A detailed consideration of the supply and demand of 
e-skills (or further knowledge, skills, competences, 
and qualifications) on the labor market is crucial for 
the development of a common European framework. 
It has been pointed out that a common language and a 
shared common framework are needed. 

Further, this article accentuated the formal de-
scription of the smallest unit as a building block of 
qualifications and for analyzing ICT worker profiles. 
Qualification units are the smallest element to be scru-
tinized in respective competence assessments and in 
the certification process. By the help of our developed 
and presented conceptual data model (derived from 
standardized data models) as well as our conceptual 
framework (derived from existing frameworks using 
the meta-level), ICT competence profiles, or in general, 
profiles can be modeled at the meta-, reference, and 
application level (Weiß, Povalej, & Stucky, 2005). 

Hence, there are now the necessary basics to develop 
further Web services for human resources. Central aims 
are to create the “right” conditions to attract talented 
people by respective career guidance, information ser-
vices, and by highlighting flexible entry points to the 
ICT profession—these all offered as Web services.

The next steps are to develop further the meta-
framework for KSC and qualifications. Further on, 
our up to now work is also the basic for further de-
velopment of KSC and qualification catalogues and 
repositories. At the same time the conceptual models 
will be implemented to real world systems, considering 
these catalogues and repositories, and also in the future, 
Web services for a higher transparency, comparability, 
transferability, and interchangeability. 
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KEY TERMS

Certification: One process that formally validates 
the knowledge, skills, and competences (and/or know-
how, know-what, know-why) acquired by an individual, 
following a standard assessment procedure.

Data Modeling: The process of analyzing and 
identifying data objects and their relationships amongst 
each other within certain contexts like business or others 
where they are used. It is a first step into object-oriented 
programming,

E-Portfolio: A Web-based information management 
system that uses electronic media and services. In the 
first line, it is used for self-expression, for example, 
trying to establish contacts for private or professional 
matters. 

Framework: Set of assumptions, concepts, con-
ditions, methods, preconditions, values, practices, 
and so forth, that constitutes a way of viewing reality 
respectively, that supports through making available 
blueprints within certain contexts, like ICT develop-
ment or building projects.
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Human Resources: A modern conceptuality in 

the economy, it describes persons as manpower and/or 
resources. Through this, the importance of employees 
should be emphasized. 

Information and Communication Technologies 
(ICT): Technologies which provides for the electronic 
input, storage, retrieval, processing, transmission, and 
dissemination of information. Often, ICT are linked 
with a particular context, for example, ICT in educa-
tion, health care, or libraries.

Job Profiles: Written definitions of primary job 
duties, key responsibilities, necessary KSC, and quali-
fication, education, experiences, proficiencies, talent, 
personal characteristics sought in a candidate, and so 
forth. They belong to certain working areas and are 
subdivided into components which exist of objects like 
KSC, including the belonging level. There are required 
and acquired ones.

Meta Modeling: The analysis, building up, and 
development of constraints, concepts, frames, methods 
models, rules, theories, and so forth, practicable and 
useful for modeling within certain domains to cope 
with predefined challenges. In general, a model is an 
abstraction of objects in the real world; a meta-model 
is an abstraction of model itself. 

Qualification: Official record (certificate, diploma) 
of achievement which recognizes successful completion 
of education or training, or satisfactory performance 
in a test or examination.

Web Services: Enterprise applications that ex-
change data, share tasks, and automate processes over 
the Internet.
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INTRODUCTION

In its most general term a benchmark represents a 
point of reference from which measurements can be 
conducted. Translated into a business context, bench-
marks may thus serve as “measurements to gauge the 
performance of a function, operation, or business rela-
tive to others” (Bogan & English, 1994, p. 4). Based on 
that understanding of performance measurement, the 
essential business concept of the activity of benchmark-
ing can be defined as the continuous and systematic 
process of improving strategies, functions, operations, 
systems, products or services by measuring, comparing 
and analyzing relevant benchmarks in order to produce 
superior business performance and outperform competi-
tors (Böhnert, 1999; Ellis & Moore, 2006; Guo, Abir, 
Thengxiang, & Gelfin, 2007; Haverty & Gorton, 2006; 
Purdum, 2007; Schmitz, 1998; Spendolini, 1992).

As human resource information systems (HRIS) 
are generally regarded as a key facilitator in promot-
ing and securing the efficiency and effectiveness of 
the human resource (HR) function and are therefore 
also thought to represent a performance-critical key 
element of contemporary human resource management 
(HRM) (Cummings & Marcus, 1994; Hendrickson, 
2003; James, 1997), benchmarking activities show 
the potential to generate valuable information for the 
management of HRIS. This information derived from 
the process of comparison to other business information 
systems or functions may support the buying decision 
for a new HRIS and represent an essential stimulus 
for implementation, design, or maintenance activities 
in order to ensure superior HR and overall business 
performance. 

In the following article, the authors will first provide 
an overview of different approaches to benchmark the 
potential benefits and impacts of HRIS in a business 
context in general and an HR environment in particular. 
Special regard will be given to the difficulty of identi-
fying appropriate strategic measures and performance 
indicators as well as to the challenge of integrating 
different stakeholders’ views and claims.

BACKGROUND

Along with the upsurge of computerized management 
information systems (MIS) in industrialized countries’ 
(at this time mostly large) enterprises in the 1980s, 
HR functions increasingly started to deploy human 
resource information systems in their daily work (Chu, 
1990; DeSanctis, 1986; Groe, Pyle, & Jamrog, 1996; 
Hendrickson, 2003). HRIS were primarily seen as MIS 
subfunctions within HR areas intended to support the 
“planning, administration, decision-making, and control 
activities of human resource management” (DeSanctis, 
1986, p. 15). 

During the 1990s, along with the adoption of 
more complex HR practices focused on a company’s 
overall performance goal (Hilb, 2001; Scholz, 2000), 
HRIS correspondingly evolved into more sophisti-
cated information expert systems featuring analytical 
tools to support decision-making in managing human 
capital (Chu, 1990; Greenlaw & Valonis, 1994). The 
dissemination of decentralized personal computers on 
most HR workplaces (also) in small and medium-size 
firms at that time represented a driving force for the 
widescale application of HRIS, as these systems became 
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affordable and also available to most HR practitioners 
(Hendrickson, 2003). 

However, as these more mature HRIS evolved by the 
end of the last decade, increasing emphasis was given 
to the evaluation of specific applications as well as on 
the performance measurement of the functionality of 
the whole system (Beckers & Bsat, 2002; Hagood & 
Friedman, 2002; Hendrickson, 2003). Whereas the task 
of identifying measures indicating an HR information 
system’s impact on planning and decisions in personnel 
selection, development and promotion is challenging 
but feasible, evaluating the usage of the information 
generated by HRIS for the benefit of the organization 
and hence benchmarking HRIS represents a complex 
and non-trivial task requiring systems-level thinking 
and consideration of multiple stakeholders’ needs and 
claims (Groe et al. 1996, James, 1997).

Currently, measurements of HRIS are conducted 
from three different perspectives, each of them rely-
ing on different models of HR value generation and 
different subsets of performance indicators: (1) the 
(potential) buyer’s perspective, (2) the (isolated) HR 
functional perspective and (3) the (integrated) strategic 
HRM perspective.

Buyer’s perspective--As with other IT solutions 
HRIS benchmarking is applied for comparing differ-
ent vendors’ HRIS software in order to support the 
potential buyer’s decision-making. The basic measures 
deployed range from the presence or absence of HRIS 
key capabilities (Kanthawongs, 2004) to rating schemes 
including functionality, technology, user-friendliness 
or market strength (The best HR, 2001) and environ-
ment-sensitive approaches, taking into consideration 
a company’s complementary IT systems and resources 
(An HRIS “shopping, 2004; 20 questions to” 2000). 
Examples for evaluation criteria suggested to assess 
HRIS software from the buyer’s perspective include 
system compatibility, value, ease of access, support, 
as well as reporting and compatibility (Grensing-Po-
phal, 2000)

HR functional perspective--Regarded from an HR 
functional perspective HRIS benchmarking focuses 
on the benefits of retrieved data and information sup-
porting standard HR activities and applications (e.g., 
employee recruiting and development or internal and 
external reporting). Indicators applied in the functional 
benchmarking of HRIS most commonly include the 
range of HR performance indicators that can be run 
on HRIS such as human value added, return on hu-

man capital invested, time to fill jobs or turnover costs 
(Benchmarking for functional, 2006; Howes & Foley, 
1993;  Morrish, 1994; Top 10 calculations, 1998; ) as 
well as the HRIS’s aptitude to generate (sets of) data 
required for specific HR purposes and applications (e.g., 
demographic data, workforce data, time, and attendance 
data, etc.) (DeSanctis, 1986; Rampton, Turnbull, & 
Doran, 1999; Thomas, Skitmore, & Sharma, 2001).

Strategic HRM perspective--Along with the de-
velopment of more complex HR practices and the 
upsurge of company-wide HR portals based on Web 
technologies in the new millennium (The truth about, 
2000), HRIS are today increasingly regarded as a key 
factor for providing “a competitive advantage for an 
organization in today’s ever-changing, fast paced, global 
business environment” (Beckers et al., 2002, p. 41). 
In order to measure and compare the HR information 
system’s functionality corresponding to HRIS perfor-
mance, measurements are most commonly based on 
models of process components (input, data maintenance, 
output), cause-and-effect assumptions (as put forward 
by the balanced scorecard) or frameworks of different 
levels of HRIS sophistication, from which specific 
indicators are derived (Beckers et al., 2002; Hagood et 
al., 2002; Hannon, Jelf, & Brandes. 1996; Kovach & 
Cathart, 1999). Such strategic sets of HR measures may 
encompass indicators such as payroll processing time, 
HR(IS) help desk performance or percent of technical 
training goals met as well as percent of leaders’ time 
devoted to monitoring.

The following passages of this article will focus 
on the issue of benchmarking HRIS in the pursuit of 
this holistic and integrative strategic perspective for 
two reasons: First, benchmarking the whole HRIS in 
terms of its organizations-wide functionality accounts 
for current HR challenges and its expected value-added 
contribution to accomplishing the organization’s mis-
sion as HRIS enable the integrative coordination of 
the individual processes, decisions and subordinated 
business areas (Hagood et al., 2002; Lengnick-Hall & 
Lengnick-Hall, 2006; Shih & Chiang, 2005). Second, 
benchmarking HRIS in terms of its overall function-
ality in a business context appears to correspond to 
the ultimate objectives of any benchmarking activ-
ity--producing superior business performance and 
outperforming competitors.



��  

Benchmarking Human Resource Information Systems

BENCHMARKING HRIS

Functions and Functionalities of HRIS

Having presented a rough classification of HRIS 
benchmarking activities based on different focuses of 
decision impact, as well as having glanced at the differ-
ent (methodical) fundamentals for generating adequate 
indicators for measurements, it appears worthwhile 
to provide an in-depth discussion of the basics of 
HRIS benchmarking with the purpose of identifying 
potential shortcomings of current measures as well as 
future trends. As (strategic) HRIS benchmarking aims 
to analyze the functionality of the HRIS deployed in 
terms of its overall business impact, its main purposes 
as well as functions first have to be defined in order 
to offer an evaluation framework for the subsequent 
measurements.1

According to Hendrickson (2003, p. 381) a HRIS 
can briefly be defined as an “integrated system used 
to gather, store, and analyze information regarding 
an organization’s human resources” comprising of 
computer hardware and applications as well as “the 
people, policies, procedures, and data required to 
manage the human resources function.” Regarded in 
terms of the functionality of this socio-technical system 
(Haux, Winter, Ammenwerth, & Brigl, 2004), a HRIS 
consequently involves the assimilation of policies and 
procedures used to manage an organization’s human 
capital in line with the business strategy and serves as 
a decision support system for HR and general manage-
ment in order to obtain a competitive advantage (Beckers 
et al., 2002; Hagood et al., 2002; Hendrickson, 2003; 
Roehling et al., 2005).

In contrast to the overall functionality of the social-
technical system a HRIS’s generic functions support 
specific HR processes and activities and comprise tasks 
such as payroll, salary survey, job evaluation, executive 
compensation, equal employment opportunity, ap-
plicant tracking, succession management, employee 
history, pension planning, benefits administration, and 
health and safety (Greenlaw et al., 1994; Hannon et al., 
1996; Thomas et al., 2001; Scholz, 2000;). 

The Shortcomings of Benchmarking 
HRIS via HR Metrics

As outlined in the previous section of this article, the 
contribution of HRIS to single generic HR applica-

tions is most commonly measured by HR process 
performance measures (e.g., percentage of incorrect 
payments for payroll function, proportion of EEO 
grievances received as percentages of all grievances for 
equal employment opportunity) (Morrish, 1994; Top 
10 calculations, 1998). Based on the rationale of these 
functional performance measures, academics as well 
as practitioners put forward overall HR performance 
indicators, which again are (at least partly) based on 
data organized by HRIS and claim to measure the con-
tribution of HRIS in support or proof of HR strategic 
decision making and hence promote superior business 
performance. These measures are based on the notion 
of “human capital” and comprise calculations such as 
“return on human capital invested” and “human value 
added” (Great expectations: is, 1998; Groe et al., 1996; 
Top 10 calculations, 1998).
However, referring back to the strategic component of 
an HRIS’ overall functionality, this functional bench-
marking of HRIS applications as well as its equivalent 
application on overall HR measures appears to feature 
two major shortcomings, potentially causing inconsis-
tent and also misleading information for HR decision-
makers as well senior management.
First, the functional measures suggested mostly rely on 
simplistic and one-dimensional cause-and-effect rela-
tionships with the highest calculated ratio ranking first 
(e.g., HRM expense factor = HRM operating expense / 
operating expenses, HR headcount investment factor = 
direct HR costs / regular headcount). These metrics do 
not consequently allow for any sensitiveness to specific 
business needs as well as different strategies and hence 
appear to have limited use for inter-industry as well as 
intra-industry, as different strategies or business may 
involve different metric goals and different priorities 
for certain ratios. 
Second, even so-called overall “human-value” func-
tional metrics appear to lack reference and also rel-
evance to overall business performance and its adequate 
indicators (Preparing to measure, 2002). Adopting a 
company’s senior management perspective to HR(IS) 
benchmarking activities it thus seems to be worthwhile 
to discuss whether the benchmarks measured show the 
generic aptitude to represent an appropriate founda-
tion for the sustainable design and implementation 
of HRIS in terms of its functionality (Ostermann & 
Staudinger, 2005).
As a first step to scrutinizing the functionalities of HRIS 
benchmarking via functional HR metrics, the concept 
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of benchmarking has to be discussed with reference to 
its goals from a theoretical perspective. Applied in a 
social and also business context, goals signify aspired 
situations, from which criteria for the measurement 
of behavior patterns as well as of its consequences 
can be derived (Kappler, 1975). This identification of 
measures for behavior patterns again represents a pre-
condition to any benchmarking activity, as observable 
indicators (i.e., benchmarks) must be derived in order 
to compare the performance of the surveyed entity and 
to elaborate on directives for new actions to be taken. 
Moreover, this operationalization of goals implies the 
identification of indicators for measurement, which 
can be influenced by the individual or the organization 
(Böhnert, 1999). 
This again raises the question of whether benchmark-
ing HRIS via HR metrics can in principle feature an 
appropriate process of operationalization in the sense 
that the benchmarks indicate what they claim to indicate 
(Haux et al., 1998; Kappler, 1995). Regarding HRIS as 
a central component to ensuring company success by 
the provision of “value added information for decision 
making and automation” (Kovach et al.., 1999, p. 281), 
the focus of HR metrics appears to narrow and more 
comprehensive approaches to benchmarking HRIS’ 
functionalities seem to be promising.

TOwARD A COMPREHENSIvE  
APPROACH TO EvALUATING HRIS

In order to measure any (integrated) information 
system’s functionality in terms of its contribution to 
generating sustainable superior performance, a more 
in-depth analysis of the preconditions of the informa-
tion systems value-adding momentum and as well as its 
fundamental tasks has to be conducted first in order to 
provide a comprehensive framework for identifying a 
performance-critical set of specific measures based on 
the nature of the retrieved information (Ammenwerth, 
2004; Kunstlj & Vintar, 2004). Essentially, HRIS are 
thought to contribute to overall business performance 
by fulfilling or at least supporting the tasks of data stor-
age and retrieval, of serving as primary administrative 
support tools, of reporting and statistics as well as of 
program monitoring (Rampton et al., 1999).

As put forward by several researchers and practitio-
ners (DeSanctis, 1986; Haines & Petit, 1997; Hendrick-
son, 2003; 20 questions to, 2000), HRIS can only be 
implemented and run successfully in sufficiently mature 

IT environments in both the HR department as well as the 
general business context. Additionally, in order to ensure 
the efficient and consistent use of HRIS and enterprise 
resource planning (ERP) systems relevant personnel 
has to be capable of operating relevant software or to 
be offered adequate training (Haines et al., 1997). As 
far as a HR back office organization is concerned, the 
implementation of successful and strategically aligned 
HRIS requires value added HR process reviews and if 
necessary standardization in order to realize a HRIS’ 
whole range of potential benefits (Haines et al., 1997). 
Moreover, the existence and definition of general busi-
ness functions’ needs and requirements regarding HR 
information may represent a strong driving force for 
realizing an HRIS’ whole set of benefits. 

Regarded from a front-office perspective in terms 
of the information generated, the measurement of a 
HRIS functionality has to integrate the assessment and 
subsequent matching of the information provided by 
the HR function as well as the information demanded 
by senior management. Finally, measures have to be 
identified in order to demonstrate an HRIS overall 
impact on the performance of the HR function as well 
as on business performance in general (Hagood et al., 
2002; Beckers et al., 2002).

Figure 1 finally integrates the HRIS’ performance 
drivers identified above (environment maturity, back-
office/requirements, front-office, impact) as well as 
its fundamental tasks into a systematic model (Puxty, 
1993) representing a holistic approach to monitor an 
HRIS’ functionality. As shown in the next section, 
this approach based on the concept of systems think-
ing features the ability to serve as framework for an 
elaborated approach to HRIS benchmarking based on 
the integrity of generated HR information in terms of 
its support to specific business functions.

Moreover, such a comprehensive approach to the 
identification of performance-critical elements to 
overall HRIS success shows the ability to give credit 
to different stakeholders’ issues and claims (Guba & 
Lincoln, 1989). As pointed out above with reference 
to Hendrickson (2003) a company’s HRIS not only 
involves computer hardware and software applica-
tions but also includes people, policies, procedures 
and HR relevant data. By the means of integrating the 
HR function’s as well as business’ perspective into the 
holistic evaluation framework the approach suggested 
in Figure 1 includes the two major groups of stakehold-
ers of HRIS. Furthermore, additional or more detailed 
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perspectives (e.g., differentiating between employees 
and senior management) may be added in order to 
enhance the sensitivity, validity and reliability of the 
information generated by the devised benchmarks 
(Kovach et al., 1999).

HOw TO BENCHMARK HRIS IN TERMS 
OF FUNCTIONALITIES

As suggested by contemporary research, the method-
ological challenge involved with any benchmarking 
activity generally consists of the identification and 
subsequent combination and weighting of relevant 
measures and performance indicators. Those, on the 
one hand, allow comparisons and on the other feature 
sufficient significance in order to enable the assessment 
of a system’s functionality with reference to function-
alities of other systems (Böhnert, 1999; Kunstlj et al., 
2004; Ostermann et al., 2005; Schmitz, 1998).

Transferred to the task of benchmarking HRIS (often 
based upon customized HR software solutions), HR 
practitioners as well as academics face the challenge 
of devising general evaluation frameworks and perfor-

mance measurements, which (1) have to be sensitive 
to the most commonly individualized and historically 
grown nature of HR information systems and--in many 
cases--include this individualization as an indicator to 
be assessed in order to determine the system’s func-
tionality, and which (2) are sensitive to the fact that an 
HRIS’ efficiency can only by measured with reference 
to its causality on overall business performance. 

This causality, again, manifests itself in decision 
as well as activity supportive processes, which are by 
definition information-laden and hence implicate the 
requirement of methodological coherence between the 
quality of specific information and the quality of the 
subsequent decision (Becker & Bsat, 2002; Kovach et 
al., 1999). The promotion and securing of this coher-
ence represents the main purpose of any information 
system applied in a business (process) context and 
shows exceptional relevance for HRIS, as information 
retrieved by these systems is closely linked to other 
business information systems (Hannon et al., 1996). 

In line with these considerations, it appears to be 
rational to benchmark an individualized HRIS’ contri-
bution to superior business performance on the basis 
of information efficiency indicators, measuring the 
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Figure 1. Sketch of holistic approach to benchmark HRIS
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completeness as well as quality of the retrieved infor-
mation’s supportiveness to certain business processes 
(with no regard given to the degree of standardization 
of relevant processes). A model of such a systematic, 
information-based model to benchmark the functional-
ity of a HRIS is illustrated in Figure 2.

Within the sequence of any business process, avail-
able specific information is retrieved from several levels 
of the business environment (see also Figure 1) and 
may also filter through several levels before directly 
supporting the business process. Consequently, the 
suggested information-based model to benchmarking 
HRIS functionality has to encompass the business and 
HR environment as different fundamental infrastructure 
parameters (e.g., IT knowledge, IT environment, net-
works, …) have to be available in a certain quality in 
order to be able to establish a chain of relevant informa-
tion. The next level that has to be focused upon is HR 

back-office organization as it is here that generic process 
elements are generated from the abstract function of 
the infrastructure. These elements are then ultimately 
bridged to the front office and translated into the es-
tablished form of the HR information supply. It is this 
multi-level procedure, from which finally the causality 
association of HRIS, which underlies the framework 
of business processes, can be derived. 

Based on these keynotes, the functionality of an 
HRIS or any other information system is determined 
by the actual and immediate quantity as well as quality 
of information and subsets of information provided by 
the system in comparison to the specific quantity and 
quality required by the performing of certain business 
processes. Taking reference to the multi-level procedure 
described above, the overall functionality of an HRIS 
can hence be measured by identifying the amount and 
target level of recourse necessities, which arise for 

Figure 2. Sketch of systematic, information-based model to benchmark the functionality of a HRIS

 Requirements 

Environment Maturity 

HR department Business 

Back-Office

HR process standardization 
Business functions  

and needs 

   HR information    HR information    HR information 

Front-Office 

HR information demand 

Inf 5 

non 
available

Inf 4
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Inf 1 Inf 2 Inf 3

incomplete 

(20%) 
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(80%) 

complete 

(100%) 
Level 4 
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the user with certain business as well as HR processes 
(Kämpf & Köchel, 2004):

This operationalization of functionality is based 
on the assumption that the lower the necessity for 
recourse to certain levels of performance criteria (i.e., 
environment maturity, back office/requirements, front 
office) is, the higher the corporate-specific performance 
of the HR information system is. Hence, where there 
is no necessity for recourse, it can be presumed that 
the required information is (1) available at the right 
time, in the right quantity, quality, and typology and 
(2) features the ability to be integrated into the entire 
business process in a supportive manner. 

As far as the specific development of quantitative 
benchmarks measuring a particular HRIS is concerned 
from a technical point of view, the generation of cor-
responding values involves first the documentation 
of recourses about particular business processes and 
second the clustering of recourses accordingly to the 
preliminary level the queries refer to. If these queries 
are then put in relation to the total number of supported 
business processes, one can derive a clustered rate of 
queries (usually presented as percentages) which serves 
as an overall benchmark for an HRIS functionality. 

As consideration is taken of the HRIS’ individualiza-
tion with this approach (as shown), specific business 
requirements to an HRIS also represent an essential as 
well integral part of this observation. At the same time, 
the overall abstraction level of this holistic approach 
enables benchmarking of various HRIS, as the com-
parison of clustered values in context with the entire 
business processes yields in this respect an opportunity 
of comparison between individual systems based on 
average and/or best practice values several companies 
and branches are able to achieve and not geared to the 
maximal value 0% recourse rate.  

FUTURE TRENDS

In line with the shortcomings of functional approaches 
to measure the performance HRIS by the use of HR 
metrics, which have been previously outlined, alter-
native approaches to benchmarking HR information 
systems striving for a more theoretically-founded and 
comprehensive approach to measuring its contribution 
to business performance are currently being put forward 
in academic literature. 

Haines et al. (1997) observe with regard to HRIS, 
that “previous research has not identified the conditions 
that support successful systems” (p. 261) and suggest a 
set of three independent variables (i.e., individual/task, 
organizational, system) influencing HRIS success. 

Hagood et al. (2002) discuss the methodological 
approach and results of the Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA) having developed and implemented a balanced 
scorecard-based performance measurement system 
for its HRIS. The article demonstrates that the bal-
anced scorecard can be used “to identify and align the 
organization’s goals; to gather baseline data to measure 
against established measurement targets; and to measure 
and demonstrate the value-added contribution of the 
HRIS” (Hagood et al., 2002, p. 543).

A different approach is adopted by Beckers et al. 
(2002), who propose a decision support classifica-
tion model in order to classify research first and then 
evaluate, “whether an HRIS does provide a competitive 
advantage for an organization in today’s ever-changing, 
fast-paced, global business environment” (p. 41). The 
authors suggest a 5-step framework for classifying HRIS 
including a series of obstacles that must be overcome 
to demonstrate an HRIS’ contribution to a company’s 
competitive advantage.

Overall, as such comprehensive approaches to 
benchmark an HRIS value-added contribution diffuse 
among researchers, practitioners and decision makers, 
these approaches may well be expected to be increas-
ingly put into practice. However, future research is still 
needed on the relationship between the performance 
indicators and measures also suggested by comprehen-
sive approaches as well as on the question of how to 
account for innovative practices (e.g., service-oriented 
architecture, self-service features) in benchmarking 
activities (Roberts 2006; Totty, 2003).

CONCLUSION

Along with the diffusion of specialized HRIS in most 
companies over the last two decades, benchmarking 
HRIS received increasing attention for mainly three 
purposes: (1) supporting a buyer’s decision, (2) measur-
ing the HR functions performance, and (3) assessing 
the value added contribution of HR as well as HRIS in 
accomplishing the organizations mission. Distinguish-
ing between HRIS functionality in contrast to its single 
functions, it was shown that the approach to bench-
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marking a HRIS’ performance by the use of functional 
HR metrics is associated with severe shortcomings in 
terms of cause-and-effect assumptions as well as its 
sensitiveness to overall business requirements. 

However, by adopting a holistic and integrative 
perspective, current empirical evidence as well as 
guiding principles of process management and strat-
egy implementation can be integrated into an overall 
information-based model of benchmarking HRIS’ 
functionalities. In line with other comprehensive ap-
proaches such as evaluation models based on decision 
support system classification or on balanced scorecard 
measurements, future trends to benchmarking HRIS 
will focus in the value-adding contribution of HR and 
HRIS to overall business performance and hence will 
reflect the current understanding of HRIS having “the 
potential to be the mechanism by which (…) entities 
monitor and deploy their personnel in order to attain 
and sustain a competitive advantage” (Hannon et al., 
1996 p. 245).
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KEY TERMS

Benchmark: A point of reference from which 
measurements can be made. Applied in a business 
context benchmarks serve as reference measurements 
to determine a function, system, product or service 
relative to others.

Benchmarking: A continuous and systematic 
process of improving strategies, functions, operations, 
systems, products or services by measuring, comparing 
and analyzing relevant benchmarks in order to produce 
superior performance.

Causality: Refers to the interrelationship of cause 
and effect indicating a causal relation between two 
events. In social sciences, the term causality often in-
dicates a causality association or causality assumption 
as (mono-)causal and quantifiable relations between 
two events can hardly be identified. 

Functionality: The sum of an entity’s functions 
and their specified properties that satisfy stated or 
implied needs. It refers to the usefulness or capability 
of the total entity, hence regarding its function from a 
systems-theoretic perspective. 

HR Metrics: HR metrics represents a set of param-
eters or ways of quantitative and periodic assessment 
of the HR function, often also encompassing the proce-
dures to carry out such measurement and the procedures 
for the interpretation of the assessment. 

Operationalization: The process of converting 
concepts into specific observable indicators that can be 
measured. Operationalization is a key component of 
the scientific method as it ensures the reproducibility 
of (results of) experiments.

Systems Thinking: An approach to analysis, 
based on the insight that components of a system or 
(sub)systems may act differently when isolated from 
the interacting environment and hence the basic concept 
for studying systems in a holistic way as a supplement 
to traditional reductionistic techniques. 

Socio-Technical System: A (man-made) organized 
set of interconnected elements comprising of technical 
components such as machines and computer hardware 
as well as of human components such as people, poli-
cies and procedures.

ENDNOTE

1 It has to be noted, though, that benchmarking--as 
well as (scientific) research in general--can only 
be conducted within an explicitly or implicitly 
defined and consequently limited area under 
investigation. Hence, the validity of findings and 
outcomes derived from any benchmarking activity 
remains restricted to this area observed. Regarded 
methodologically, it is therefore impossible for 
HRIS benchmarking activities to measure all 
aspects or impacts of the socio-technical system 
observed (Ostermann & Staudinger, 2005).
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INTRODUCTION

The history of home working in Western economies 
can only be understood by means of changes in the 
systems of production in Europe and North America 
and through changes in the general sphere of women’s 
responsibilities, which typically include family work 
as well as paid work (Johnson, 2003). Both new situ-
ations produce the most important change: the change 
in work venue.

The development in industrial production has 
been an uneven and changing pattern, beginning with 
artisanal guilds of the middle ages and continuing 
through to industrial production in the 19th and 20th 
centuries (Boris, 1996). Mistakenly, the process of 
industrialization has often been characterized as a 
unidirectional shift of production from home to factory 
(Johnson, 2003), but the reality has been very different. 
The earliest forms of industrialization first appeared 
within the home setting (Albrecht, 1982). One of the 
initial impetuses for the use of home-based working 
arrangements among such employees was provided by 
the oil crisis of the 1970s which, in conjunction with 
advances in computer technology, led to a surge of in-
terest in “telecommuting” among white collar workers 
(Niles, Carlson, Gray, & Hanneman, 1976). However, 
it was not until the development of personal computers 
and networked systems in the 1980s that home-based 
working arrangements experienced significant growth, 
growth that has been particularly pronounced among 
executives, managers, scientists, and engineers in large 
corporations (Bureau of National Affairs, 1991). This 
home-based working’s revival, on the early 1980s, 
was linked to the shift in the structure of employment 
and production in post-industrial economies of North 
America and Western Europe (Lipsig-Mummé, 1983). 
Years later, in the 1990s, this subject was treated again 
but with a new vision. While adoption of telework 
was slow during the 1980´s, the subsequent decade’s 
information revolution resulted in considerable growth 
in new work forms (Moss, Whitfield, Johnson, & An-

drey, 2006; Robertson, 2005) The “renaissance” was 
interpreted as a symptom of economic restructuring 
that put increased pressure on domestic industries from 
off-shore producers (Leach, 1998). 

The 1990s and now, in the 21st century, have seen 
a significant increase in work that is conducted entirely 
online (Gurstein, 2002). Since 1990s business condi-
tions have changed, workers have become more mobile 
and the guilds of the future may also come from new 
organizations (Malone, 2004). It is well-known that 
work is changing becoming increasingly “person based” 
rather than “place based” (Couclelis, 1998).  For these 
reasons, the way in which the working arrangements in 
firms adapt in response to these changes is of crucial 
importance for conciliation between labor and family 
life (Evans, 2001).

In this article I study how technology and flexible 
location working, in concrete, home-based working, 
can be combined to achieve the conciliation between 
labor and family life. Certainly, the new telecommuni-
cations technology supports such workplace flexibility 
(Johnson, 2003).

BACKGROUND

We have seen in the previous section that home working 
has an extensive history related to patterns of change 
in industrial production, settlement, gender roles, and 
family life (it has generally performed by married 
women who are usually mothers of young children). 
Home-based working includes a variety of types of 
work, done in various occupations, and by workers of 
various social classes what produces very important dif-
ferences and similarities among the working conditions 
of various categories of homeworkers (Johnson, 2003). 
In the early 1980s, Lipsig-Mummé (1983) used a broad 
definition of home-based working to include service, 
white-collar and professional, as well as industrial 
homeworkers. Home-based work is typified as work 
performed with help of information and communica-
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tion technologies where employees are connected to 
corporate networks while working from their homes1  
(Gurstein, 2002). Phizacklea and Wolkowitz (1995) 
conducted an extensive review of research on the impact 
of gender, race, and class on home-based work. In this 
research, the findings showed that women (who used 
the ICT’s) were more likely than men to consider the 
ability to look after children as an important advantage 
of working at home. Nowadays, home-based workers 
represent a relatively small but growing proportion 
of the workforce (Johnson, 2003), in the case of the 
North America, an estimated one-quarter of the work-
ing population does some or all of its paid labor from 
home or close to home. This implies that the number of 
people who combine work and family responsibilities 
has increased over the past two decades, especially as 
more women are participating in the labor force. 

The societal, demographic, economic, and cultural 
changes that characterize developed societies, as well 
as the growing rates of woman incorporation to paid 
work, have situated the conciliation between labor and 
family life on the top of the human resources manage-
ment (HRM) research. Specifically, the demographic 
variable is an essential factor in analyzing problems 
and developing appropriate policy responses—and 
a key factor behind social and economic cohesion.2 
Demography is assuming increasing significance in 
all European countries as reduced population growth 
combined with increased aging continue to transform 
the age pyramid at an accelerating rate, therefore, 
the effects of this marked transition towards an older 
population. Many of the European countries have low 
birth rates and this implies lack of future manpower and 
incomes. It is believed that one of the reasons is that 
many couples find it difficult to combine or conciliate 
family life and working life. In some countries, this 
is partly linked to the working hours, the long lunch 
break, and late working hours. 

The conciliation between labor and family life has 
become an important issue for more families, busi-
nesses, and government, because conciliation should 
not be seen as an individual issue, it is a national chal-
lenge, and it involves men as well as women, also we 
have to understand that conciliation is not only linked 
to family life, but to private life in general; conciliation 
between professional and private life is an issue for all, 
not only for those with children. The European Com-
mission is aware of this fact and it has announced (early 
2006) an initiative particularly targeting conciliation 

of work and family life. The Social Partners at Euro-
pean level (CEEP, UNICE, & ETUC) have recognized 
the importance of the topic and adopted to this end, 
in 2005, a framework of actions on gender equality. 
This framework supports the work-life balance as one 
of four main actions. The European Council of Euro-
pean Municipalities and Regions (CEMR) adopted at 
the General Assembly in mid-May 2006 a “European 
charter for equality of women and men in local life,” 
supported by the European Commission. The charter 
recommends that local authorities elaborate local action 
plans to achieve equality for men and women at local 
level. The debate over the conciliation between labor 
and family life has come to prominence quite suddenly. 
For this reason, the discussion has often been plagued 
by ideas that are ill thought out or even misleading. 
The literature addresses various aspects of work-life 
balance but it is unfortunate that so few studies deal 
with home-based working. Over the last two decades, 
sociologist, human resources specialists, and political 
observers around the world have spilled a great deal 
of ink on this question (Lavoie, 2004).

HOME-BASED wORKING’S  
FLEXIBILITY AND CONCILIATION  
BETwEEN LABOR AND FAMILY LIFE

The information age is transforming the idea that 
working involves making a journey and that it needs 
to take place at a fixed location. Ictus are enabling to 
change the way that work is organized (Malone, 2004). 
Where once there were only flexible contracts and flex-
ible working hours, there is now flexibility in location 
as well. Malone (2004) argues that a convergence of 
technical and economic factors (e.g., the rapidly falling 
cost of communication) is making possible a change. 
The result is that new forms of flexible working, that 
enable workers to conciliate labor and family life, are 
emerging as technology gets better and cheaper.3 

The broad term, flexible working covers flexibility 
in terms of time and location, and it is used to describe 
two different concepts of change:

1. Change in the nature of employment: in other 
words, the “non traditional” working practices 
that offer the varieties of flexible working: flex-
ible contracts, flexible hours, flexible location, 
and flexible task.
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2. Changes in technology: which refers to develop-
ments in information and communication technolo-
gies that are enabling the new methods of working. 
Ictus can have a powerful impact on introducing 
flexibility of location, in particular on home-based 
working. Using new technologies is making easier 
to adjust the work requirements towards the needs 
of employees, wherever they are.

The analysts in both the U.K. and U.S. think that 
increases in productivity depend on adopting new 
models of work organization that involve the use 
of “innovative work practices” (Michie & Sheehan, 
1999). This combination of technology and flexible 
location working, particularly home-based working, 
can be the way to conciliate labor and family life and 
increase the productivity. Furthermore, home-based 
working, combined with flexi-time,4 can ensure that 
an employee is always equipped to get with his/her 
work at the same time that he/she can cover his/her 
domestic responsibilities the moment that this is nec-
essary. It is very difficult to implement flexible work 
arrangements in organizations where the focus is on 
hours rather than output and on presence rather than 
performance. This means that organizations that want 
to increase employees labor-family balance need to 
introduce new performance measures that focus on 
objectives, results, and output (i.e., move away from 
a focus on hours to a focus on output). To do this they 
need to reward output, not hours, and what is done, 
not where it is done. 

In the first moment, the objectives of both employers 
and employees can seem different because workers have 
specific needs for balancing professional and personal 
responsibilities, and employers, for their part, must face 
certain production constrains (Lavoie, 2004), but the 
joint use of technology and home-based working can 
be arranged to meet these objectives. For this reason, 
an increasing number of organizations, in both the 
private and public sectors, are introducing home-based 
work as a flexible working option (e.g., sales person-
nel, social services practitioners, financial advisers, 
mobile maintenance engineers, and call-centre agents). 
Therefore, beneficiaries of this new way of working 
include both employers and employees:

• Employers can boost staff morale and introduce 
practices that are more efficient and effective. 
When workers make their own decisions about 
how to do their work and allocate their time, they 

often put more effort, energy, and creativity into 
their labor life (Amabile, Conti, Coon, Lazenby, 
& Herron, 1996). To increase the utilization and 
effectiveness of their own policies and contrib-
ute to a more collaborative, systemic effort, we 
believe employers need to adopt new approaches 
to dealing with labor-family issues. Firms should 
continue to act in their self-interest by expanding 
the array and reach of family-friendly benefits and 
practices to better enable workers to contribute 
to their business objectives and meet their family 
and personal responsibilities. Therefore, to reduce 
labor vs family conflict and improve overall qual-
ity of life, employers need to focus their efforts 
on three sets of initiatives:
 Providing flexibility around time and place 

of work;
 Increasing employees’ sense of control; 

and
 Focusing on creating a more supportive 

work environment.
• Employees can reduce stress and become more 

productive and more motivated as they achieve a 
better work-life balance (Johnson, 2003). Control 
over the use of time is one of the most obvious 
advantages of home-based working compared to 
the daily schedule of an office worker (Gurstein, 
2002). Some studies have found that home-based 
work introduces flexibility for employed parents, 
can reduce role overload and thereby support-
ing family life (Duxbury, Higgings, & Neufeld, 
1998; Higgins, Duxbbury, & Lee, 1992; Huws, 
Korte, & Robinson, 1990; Pratt, 1999; van Sell & 
Jacobs, 1994). The main gain for the employees 
from home-based working arrangements is the 
increased opportunity to fit other commitments 
and activities in with work, and make better use 
of their free time. Higgins et al. (1992) observed 
that “work time and work location flexibility 
have the potential to balance work and family 
by increasing an employee’s  ability to control, 
predict, and absorb change in work and family 
roles.” For these reasons, employees feel more 
in control of their workloads and manage a bet-
ter balance between life and work. Home-based 
working has many advantages for people with 
heavy domestic responsibilities and it can be 
particularly helpful for people caring for children 
or other dependants.
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The home-based worker of this information society 

should possess the ability of being flexible, working in 
network and have a rapid access to information, using 
for this today’s technologies which are available to 
him/her. Employees must be brought into the process 
of designing and implementing flexible schedules and 
practices. Not all who try working at home have the 
required self-discipline or all infrastructure required 
to work effectively in a home workspace (Johnson, 
2003); for these reasons more highly-skilled workers, 
and those with longer tenures, tend to be offered more 
family-friendly benefits (Evans, 2001). Working at 
home is based on the use of communication technolo-
gies using for that the various tools made available by 
technology (modem, fax, telephone, etc.) and in the 
management of human resources by objectives. This 
fact favors an increase in the flexibility of workers, 
who thus are able to manage their time better, adapt-
ing it to their needs. This increase in flexibility has 
as first result the promotion of a greater conciliation 
between family and professional life. This is an impor-
tant fact, particularly when workers have to play the 
role of mother/father, wife/husband, and professional. 
Therefore, home-based work and flexibility are strictly 
related to improve the conciliation between labor and 
family life. In this article we have managed the three 
most important areas: facilities for work, technology, 
and human factor. The idea is that when these areas are 
combined it is possible the conciliation between labor 
and family life, as we can see in the Figure 1. 

In conclusion, given the right ICT’s infrastructure, 
it should make no difference where employees are 
located. The result is that a great number of employees 
are able to work at home, or use their home as a base, 
achieving benefits that can be measured in terms of the 

conciliation between their labor and their family life. 
Following Duxbury, Higgings, and Coghill (2003), we 
propose that society begin working together to achieve 
four high-priority objectives:

• Work design: Employers, employees, and em-
ployee representatives should work together to 
adapt work systems, processes, and schedules 
to meet the dual agenda (labor and family) of 
improving work and organization performance 
and personal and family life. This means seeing 
potential members both as employees and as citi-
zens, parents, and members of households with 
varying needs. Doing so would mean expanding 
the organizing model from a narrow one aimed at 
achieving majority status for collective bargaining 
to one that provided a full array of representative 
services to members and their families and to one 
that pooled resources to reduce the costs of child 
care, education, job market information, career 
counseling, and so forth.

• Technology: We have to bear in mind the chal-
lenges faced by people along with their responses 
and organizing strategies, as they adjust to new 
technologies, and also, the roles that family, ide-
ology, state policies, and trade union structures 
can play in distributing information technology-
related employment. Particularly, we have to know 
the differences in the interests and needs of differ-
ent groups, specifically their vision of technology 
and science. “Technology makes many changes 
possible, but only those that fulfill people’s needs 
and desires actually happen” (Malone, 2004).

• Place and hours flexibility: These options are 
needed to allow employers and employees to ne-

Figure 1. The conciliation between labor and family life (Source: Benito Osorio)
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gotiate arrangements that better suit their varying 
needs and to administer them together in ways that 
are mutually beneficial. Employers need to provide 
employees with more flexibility around when 
and where they work. The criteria under which 
these flexible arrangements can be used should 
be mutually agreed upon and transparent. There 
should also be mutual accountability around their 
use—employees need to meet job demands but 
organizations should be flexible with respect to how 
work is arranged. The process for changing hours 
or location of work should, wherever possible, be 
flexible. Most of American employees spend part 
of the week at home and part in the office, thereby 
avoiding such problems as isolation, loneliness, 
and invisibility (Gurstein, 2002).

• Community empowerment: We need to rec-
ognize the importance of community based 
institutions by fostering greater investment in 
their services and by facilitating volunteerism in 
their programs. These groups are diverse and all 
must be taken into account when work-family 
problems are defined and work-family solutions 
are created.

FUTURE TRENDS

This article recognizes the increasingly complex in-
terplay between people’s work and personal lives and 
the challenges involved in managing work, family, and 
lifestyle responsibilities. It is committed to helping 
employers and employees establish workplace practices 
that improve work-life balance, and have introduced a 
variety of initiatives on work and family. We have to 
look for new solutions, apart from introducing policies 
that may help both mother and fathers balance their 
work, family, and lifestyle responsibilities because 
the creation of a father-friendly workplace requires 
intervention that goes beyond the introduction of these 
policies. There should be an emphasis on education 
and communication regarding the importance of work-
family balance for men and women. In addition, it is 
important to ensure that the workplace culture supports 
all employees to use these policies. In fact, we need to 
map out a radical approach that begins to recognize the 
importance of wider and fundamental questions about 
the conciliation between labor and family life. This will 
require much more research into the nature of modern 

paid employment, to the character of local labor markets 
and the recruitment strategies of employers.

CONCLUSION

The traditional family model with one parent working 
full-time and the other parent staying at home full-time 
is now less widespread, with an increasing number 
of single parent families and dual income families. 
Nowadays, one of the most striking long-term trends 
in the labor market has been the increase in the pro-
portions of couple families where both parents are in 
paid employment, and lone-parent families where the 
parent is working. Many firms have begun to find ways 
of adapting their human resources policies to these 
changes (Evans, 2001), in the context of new technolo-
gies that allow new workplaces. The key point in this 
article is that technology and flexible location working, 
in concrete, home-based working, can be combined 
to achieve the conciliation between labor and family 
life. If the employees have the use of the right ICT´s 
infrastructure, it should make no difference where 
they are located. Certainly, the new telecommunica-
tions technology supports such workplace flexibility 
(Johnson, 2003). For this reason, a great number of 
employees are able to work at home, or use their home 
as a base, as they can reduce stress due to achieve a 
better work-life balance, and become more productive 
and more motivated. 

Most people struggle to balance their work and 
home lives, and a little more flexibility in location and 
time could benefit many people, whilst at the same time 
increasing efficiency. In the majority of instances, this 
is not full-time, but appropriate tasks can be undertaken 
from home with productivity benefits. It is almost im-
possible to work effectively and care for children “at 
the same time,” but home-based working can make the 
organization and management of childcare much easier 
and less stressful. It also enables contact with children 
at crucial times of their day, rather than dashing out of 
the houses as they do, and not being there when they 
return. A worker free of parental guilt may be a happier 
and more motivated worker. In addition, home-based 
working combined with flexi-time can ensure that an 
employee is always equipped to get on with some work. 
In other words, employees will avoid the stress of 
commuting at peak times if their start and finish times 
are staggered or if they work from home, and many 
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employers find that introducing home-based working 
arrangements reduces their sickness levels.

REFERENCES

Albrecht, S. L. (1982). Industrial homework in the 
United States: Historical dimensions and contemporary 
perspectives. Economic and Industrial Democracy, 3, 
413-430.

Amabile, T., Conti, R., Coon, H., Lazenby, J., & Her-
ron, M. (1996). Assessing the work environment for 
creativity. Academy of Management Journal, 39(5), 
1154-1184.

Brannen, J., Meszaros, G., Moss, P., & Poland, G. 
(1994). Employment and family life UK Employment 
Department Research Series, 41(N).

Boris, E. (1996). Sexual divisions, gender constructions. 
In E. Boris & L. Prugl (Eds.), Homeworkers in global 
perspective (pp. 19-37). New York: Routledge.

Check, C. J. (1996). Technology will strengthen the 
traditional family. In C.P. Cozic (Ed.), America beyond 
2001: Opposing viewpoints (pp. 17-24). San Diego: 
Greenhaven Press.

Couclelis, H. (1998). The new field workers. envi-
ronment and planning B. Planning and Design, 25, 
321-323.

Duxbury, L., Higgings, C., & Coghill, D. (2003). 
Voices of Canadians: Seeking work-life balance. Hu-
man Resources Development Canada. Labor Program, 
1-96.

Duxbury, L., Higgings, C., & Neufeld, D. (1998). 
Telework and BALANCE between work and family: 
Is telework a part of the problem or part of the solu-
tion? In M. Igbaria and M. Tan (Eds.), The virtual 
workplace (pp. 218-55). Hershey, PA & London: Idea 
Group Publishing.

Evans, J. M. (2001). Firms’ contribution to the recon-
ciliation between work and family life (OECD Labor 
Market and Social Policy Occasional Papers. 48). 
OECD Publishing.

Gurstein, P. (2002). Wired to the world, chained to the 
home. Vancouver, BC, Canada: UBC Press.

Haddon, L., & Bryning, M. (2005). The character of 
telework and the characteristics of teleworkers. New 
Technology, Work and Employment, 20(1), 34-46.

Helling, A., & Mokhtarian, P. (2001). Worker telecom-
munication and mobility in transition: consequences 
for planning. Journal of Planning Literature, 15(4), 
511-525.

Higgins, C., Duxbury, L., & Lee, C. (1992, Decem-
ber). Balancing work and family: A study of private 
sector employees. London, ON: National Centre for 
Management Research and Development, University 
of Western Ontario.

Huws, U., Korte, W. B., & Robinson, S. (1990). 
Telework: Toward the elusive office. Chincester, UK: 
Wiley.

Johnson, L. C. (2003). The co-workplace. Vancouver, 
BC, Canada: UBC Press.

Lavoie, A. (2004, July). Work-life balance and SMEs: 
Avoiding the “one-size-fits-all” trap. A literature re-
view of experiences in Canada and around the world. 
CFIB Research.

Leach, B. (1998). Industrial homework, economic re-
structuring and the meaning of work. Labor/Le Travail, 
41(Spring), 97-115.

Lipsig-Mummé, C. (1983). The renaissance of home-
working in developed economies. Relations Industri-
elles/Industrial Relations, 38(3), 545-567.

Malone, T. W. (2004). The future of work: How the 
new order of business will shape your organization, 
your management style, and your life. Boston: Harvard 
Business School Press.

Michie, J., & Sheehan, M. (1999). HRM practices, 
R&D expenditure and innovative investment: Evidence 
from the UK´s 1990 workplace industrial relations 
survey (WIRS). Industrial and Corporate Change, 
8(2), 211-234.

Moss, M., Andrey, J., & Johnson, L. C. (2006). The 
sustainability of telework: an ecological-footprinting 
approach. Sustainalibilty: Science, Practice & Policy, 
2(1), 3-14.

Moss, M., Whitfield, J., Johnson, L., & Andrey, J. 
(2006). Does design matter? The ecological footprint 
as a planning tool at the local level. Journal of Urban 
Design, 11(2), 195-225.



�0�  

The Benefits of Home-Based Working’s Flexibility

Niles, J. M., Carlson, F. R., Gray, P., & Hanneman, G. 
G. (1976). The telecommunications-transportation 
tradeoff. New York: Wiley & Sons.

Phizacklea, A., & Wolkowitz, C. (1995). Homeworking 
women: Gender, racism and class at work. London: 
Sage.

Pratt, J. H. (1999). Telework America national survey: 
Cost/benefit of teleworking to manage work/life respon-
sibilities. Report prepared for the International Telework 
Association and Council. Washington, D.C.

Robertson, K. (2005). How telework is changing the 
traditional corporate office. Retrieved March 3, 2007, 
from http:/klr.com/articles/how_telework_chang-
ing_office.pdf.

Van Sell, M., & Jacobs, S. M. (1994). Telecommuting 
and quality of life: A review of the literature and a 
model of research. Telematics and Informatics, 11(2), 
81-95.

Wallis, C. (1996). The traditional family will be less 
prevalent. In C.P. Cozic (Ed.), America beyond 2001: 
Opposing viewpoints (pp. 25-30). San Diego: Green-
haven Press.

KEY TERMS

Electronic Commerce and Telework Trends 
(ECATT): A continuing project funded by the European 
Commission to monitor the development of information 
age working and business practices.

Home-Based Worker: Someone who works at 
home, away from an employer´s office or production 
facility, part-time or full-time, communicating via 
telecommunications technologies as an employee for 
a public institution or private corporation. Typology 
of home-based workers reformatted from Gurstein 
(2002):

• Independent Contractor: Someone who works 
from home, part o full time, as a contract employee 
or piece worker on contract to one company.

• Home-Based Entrepreneur/Business Opera-
tor: Someone who works from home, part or full 
time, providing a service or product to a variety 

of clients or customers.
• Moonlighter: Someone who works from home 

on a part-time basis as a supplemental job in ad-
dition to a primary job.

• Occasional Homeworker: Someone who brings 
work home after work hours from the workplace 
on a frequent to occasional basis.

• Full-Time Home-Based Worker: Someone who 
works all of his or her time at home.

• Part-Time Hhome-Based Worker: Someone 
who works four days or less at home and the rest 
of the time at another work location.

Information and Communications Technologies 
(ICT): A key phrase to indicate the dynamism that can 
be achieved with the convergence of computing and 
telecommunications. Putting the “C” in the middle 
of IT is important to emphasize that is not just about 
“techie’s matters” but is relevant to everyone whose 
job involves communications.

Small Office-Home Office (SOHO): Describing 
a real market in North America and a putative market 
elsewhere, for cheap consumer electronics used by in-
dividuals and small companies, of small (home-based) 
offices for location-independent teleworkers.

Telecommuting: Despite some academic distinc-
tions, this term is used pretty much interchangeably 
with teleworking, and is the more common term in the 
United States. The conceptual emphasis is on replac-
ing the commute journey through electronic access to 
the workplace, in this manner, the person can work 
from home, communicating with the workplace by, 
for example, telephone, fax, and/or e-mail:

Teleworking: A catch-all term describing any way 
of working at a distance using a combination of comput-
ers and telecommunications. It is often associated with 
home-based working but includes site-to site electronic 
working, mobile working, so forth.

ENDNOTES

1 Telework (or telecommuting as it also called in 
the United States), as distinct from others forms of 
work based in the home, is defined as work-related 
substitutions of telecommunications and related 
information technologies for travel (Huws, Korte, 
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& Robinson, 1990). See Helling and Mokhtarian 
(2001) and Haddon and Brynin (2005) for classi-
fications of different types of telework depending 
on extent, employment arrangements, and use of 
technology.

2 The Lisbon Strategy, launched in March 2000, paid 
particular attention to the demographic challenge 
in setting up the EU medium term policy ap-
proach for economic growth and social cohesion. 
The Lisbon Strategy underlines the importance 
of balance between work, family, and gender 
equality in an aging society and the demographic 
challenge raised by low birth rates. In the other 
hand, The European Commission issued a green 
paper on “Confronting Demographic Change: A 
New Solidarity Between Generations” in March 
2005, and the issue was discussed at a conference 

in Brussels July 11-12, 2005. The debate focused 
on the policy responses that are needed (in areas 
such as, e.g., family policy and work life balance) 
to allow our societies to cope with demographic 
change in a successful way. The European Com-
mission is currently preparing a white paper on 
the demographic future in Europe, planned for 
2006, as a follow-up to the conciliation of paid 
work and family life is expected to be a central 
element in the forthcoming white paper.

3 Brannen, Meszaros, Moss, and Poland (1994) 
provide a review of studies of the question for the 
United Kingdom. An instructive comparison of 
views is to be found in Check (1996) and Wallis 
(1996).

4 The term flexi-time is refers to workers´ freedom 
to work in any way they choose outside a set core 
of hours determined by the employer.
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INTRODUCTION 

The use of technology within human resource manage-
ment has grown considerably over the last decade with 
the majority of organizations now using some form 
of HR information system (HRIS). For instance, in 
Europe, Watson-Wyatt (2002) found that 70% of the 
organizations surveyed used the Internet or Intranet to 
deliver HR services to employees with most respon-
dents planning to enhance substantially their e-HR 
capabilities over the two years after the survey. In the 
UK alone, survey research by the Chartered Institute of 
Personnel and Development in 2005 showed that 77% 
of organizations used an HRIS. Research from Cranfield 
School of Management in 2003 found an even higher 
proportion of companies using HRIS at 82%. 

An HRIS can perform a number of functions from 
the simple storage and communication of information, 
to more complex transactions. As technology advances, 
the range of functions that an HRIS can undertake 
increases. The use of HRIS can provide a number of 
benefits to the HR function, line managers, and the wider 
organization. On one level, the use of technology has 
been shown to lead to faster, more accurate and more 
efficient processes, and reduced HR costs. Technology 
can also be used to provide HR information and to en-
able managers and employees to perform simple HR 
tasks themselves. On another level, the use of HRIS to 
reduce the administrative and transactional burden on 
the HR function can lead to a change in the structure 
of HR and allow the function to play a more strategic 
role in the organization. 

The reasons behind an organization’s introduction 
of an HRIS may vary considerably from the need to 
facilitate efficient processes or cut costs, to improve 
communication and customer service, or the desire to 
create a shift in the role of the HR function from one 
that is mainly administrative to one that is more strate-
gic. This chapter will discuss the potential impacts of 

technology on HRM in terms of the possible rationale 
behind the introduction of an HRIS. The chapter will 
draw on the past literature on HRIS as well as on case 
study research conducted by the author in conjunction 
with the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Devel-
opment (Parry, Tyson, Selbie, & Leighton, 2006) to 
examine the possible components of a business case for 
HRIS and the benefits that such systems can potentially 
offer to an organization. 

BACKGROUND

For the purpose of this article, we will use Tannenbaum’s 
(1990) definition of an HRIS as a system that is used 
to “acquire, store, manipulate, analyze, retrieve, and 
distribute information about an organization’s hu-
man resources” (p. 27). Kovach and Cathcart (1999) 
have used a similar definition of HRIS as any system 
for “collecting, storing, maintaining, retrieving and 
validating data needed by an organization about its 
human resources” (p. 275). An HRIS can have a wide 
range of uses and can range in complexity from simple 
spreadsheets, enabling complex calculations to be per-
formed easily, to comprehensive HRIS solutions (see 
Kovach et al. for a discussion of the uses of HRIS). 
Technology may be used for different purposes within 
particular HR functions—for recruitment and selection, 
performance evaluation, compensation and benefits, 
training and development, health and safety, employee 
relations and legal issues, and retention and work-life 
balance (Enshur, Nielson, & Grant-Vallone, 2002); or 
to manage HR and employee information across the 
entire employment cycle. Martinsons (1994) distin-
guished between “unsophisticated” use of technology 
in HR such as payroll and benefits administration and 
“sophisticated” use such as recruitment and selection, 
training and development and performance appraisal. 
Organizations can also extend services directly to 
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managers and employees via the Internet or Intranet 
using self-service systems. 

As an HRIS can be used in such a wide variety 
of ways, it stands to reason that the reasons behind 
an organization’s introduction of technology and the 
benefits that a company may realize as a result of an 
HRIS will also vary. Ngai and Wat (2006) observed that 
organizations need to be convinced of the benefits of 
HRIS for their company before they implement such a 
system. Therefore, an analysis of the potential benefits 
of technology in HRM is important both for HR prac-
titioners and academics in this area. An examination 
of the literature suggests that the impact of technology 
in HRM falls into two main areas—the impact on the 
efficiency of the delivery of HR processes and the 
impact on the role of the HR function itself. 

A number of authors have suggested that an HRIS 
can have positive benefits in terms of the efficiency of 
HR processes. Enshur et al. (op cit) discuss in some 
detail the impact of technology on the processes of 
acquiring, rewarding, developing, protecting and retain-
ing human resources and conclude that the shift from 
traditional HR to e-HR can lead to “substantial reduc-
tions in cost and time for many HR activities” (p. 238). 
Snell, Stuber, and Lepak (2002) have also noted that 
IT may potentially enable HR to lower administrative 
costs, increase productivity and reduce response times. 
Likewise, Lengnick-Hall and Moritz (2003) suggested 
that e-HR, not only reduces process and administrative 
costs, but can speed up transaction processing, reduce 
information errors and improve the tracking and control 
of human resource actions. Lengnick-Hall et al. go on 
to note that many of these effects are likely to be real-
ized early in the implementation of an e-HR system 
so can provide compelling evidence of the benefits of 
such a system to stakeholders. 

A significant proportion of the literature on the 
benefits of HRIS has focused on the potential impact of 
technology on the role of the HR function. For instance, 
Snell et al. (2002) observed that HR could meet the 
challenge of becoming more strategic as well as more 
customer focused and cost efficient by using informa-
tion technology. Enshur et al. (op cit) reported a trend 
of increased emphasis on HR as a strategic business 
partner whose primary role is to recruit, develop, and 
retain talented employees for the organization.

The use of an HRIS means that much administration 
can be accomplished using automated or self-service 
systems, meaning that the amount of time that HR 

practitioners need to spend on administration tasks is 
greatly reduced. This allows the HR function time to 
manage human resources strategically and to become 
a full partner in the business (Groe, Pyle, & Jamrog, 
1996; Lawler & Mohrman, 2003). Indeed, research 
by Watson-Wyatt (2002) demonstrated that the most 
commonly recognized business benefit of e-HR was 
“allowing HR to re-focus on becoming a business part-
ner” (p. 11). Shrivastava and Shaw (2004) suggested 
that technology could have a transformational impact 
by redefining the scope of the HR function by enabling 
it to focus on more strategic activities. 

The shift to a more strategic focus for the HR func-
tion has led to an increase in the demand for accurate 
and detailed information about a company’s human 
resources (Ball, 2001). The use of an HRIS means 
that such information can be produced at the touch of 
a button. Kovach et al. (1999) noted that this informa-
tion can be used both for efficiency purposes, to reduce 
costs and time, and also for more analytical decision 
support, while Wilcox (1997) proposed that the HR 
function can use such information to drive strategic 
organizational decisions. The use of an HRIS may 
therefore allow the HR function to develop data-driven 
HR strategies and to play a greater part in strategic 
business decision-making. 

The Business Case for HR Information 
Systems

In order to obtain the agreement and financial backing 
of the CEO and executive team, the HR function will 
need to develop a convincing business case to justify 
the introduction of technology within HRM. However, 
putting together a business case for the introduction of 
an HRIS may be problematic compared to the introduc-
tion of technology in other parts of the organization, 
as the use of an HRIS may not have the same direct 
financial implications as, for example, the automation 
of a production line. Organizations therefore need to 
examine both the hard and soft benefits of an HRIS 
in order to establish what they are trying to achieve 
through its implementation. 

We have suggested that the literature proposes 
that technology may have a hard impact on HRM by 
improving the speed, accuracy, and efficiency of HR 
processes, as well as reducing HR costs, and a softer 
benefit in its impact on the role of the HR function by 
removing administrative workload and providing ac-
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curate HR data so that the function can move towards 
becoming a strategic business partner. This chapter 
will discuss the benefits of HRIS further with reference 
to the actual business case and impact of HRIS in a 
number of UK organizations. 

The business case for any technological system 
should not only fit with the company’ HR strategy, but 
also with the IT strategy and overall business strategy. 
This way the company can be sure that the system will 
satisfy not only HR’s needs but also the needs of the 
organization as a whole. If the business case can be 
linked to a wider business driver then it may be easier 
to obtain the support (and financial backing) of senior 
management. For example, British Sky Broadcasting, 
in the justification of their plans for manager and em-
ployee self-service, connected the business case for 
the system with the need for more effective absence 
management within the organization. By facilitating 
the effective recording and management of absence 
across the company, the HRIS satisfied a business need 
as well as the needs of the HR function and therefore 
could be more easily justified to senior management. 
Similarly, the business strategy of the UK public sector 
organization, Transport for London, focuses on mak-
ing the organization more efficient and reducing costs. 
This need was supported in the business case for the 
introduction of a single SAP database. 

No two business-cases should ever be the same, 
therefore, as the business needs and strategy of a com-
pany will be specific to that organization. However, 
there are likely to be some common themes across 
organizations that may provide a useful basis for our 
discussion of the business case for an HRIS In addi-
tion, an analysis of the actual impact of HRIS within 
organizations may provide a further insight into the 
potential benefits of technology for the HR function. 

The Impact of Technology on the Efficiency 
of HR Processes and Service Delivery

As the literature has suggested, the business case for 
technology within HR is likely to focus, at least in part, 
on the potential benefits of technology in improving 
the efficient delivery of HR processes. For instance, a 
major driver for the introduction of an e-recruitment 
system in the charity Cancer Research UK was the need 
for a faster and more efficient recruitment system. The 
Head of Resourcing described how:

Previously, short-listing was often delayed due to the 
unreliability of surface mail. In addition, the need to 
input data slowed the process down and created a huge 
task for the resourcing team...

The e-recruitment system was therefore designed 
to automate much of the recruitment process so that 
applicants entered their own details, making the pro-
cess more efficient, and to respond automatically to 
applications therefore speeding up the communication 
process. The efficiency and also effectiveness of the 
HR function were also key components of the business 
case for British Sky Broadcasting’s HRIS, as it was 
felt that the service being provided to managers and 
employees was unsatisfactory. Therefore the prospect 
of saving processing time and improving the efficiency 
of this service through process automation was an 
important driver. 

There is some evidence from actual organizations 
that the introduction of technology can successfully 
improve the efficiency of HR processes. The e-re-
cruitment system used by manufacturing firm BOC 
Gases operates in ‘real time’ allowing managers to 
review forms directly thus making the process more 
efficient. Similarly, BOC Gases’ use of technology for 
salary reviews, bonus ratings, and absence recording 
has led to efficiency savings as managers now enter 
this information directly into the system rather than 
submitting paper-based forms to the HR department. 
This is also true of IBM with their use of an HRIS for 
appraisals and compensation planning.  

The use of an HRIS can also improve the accuracy 
of HR information. Indeed, Norwich Union’s business 
case included “improving the integrity of HR data” as 
a driver to the implementation of technology. Cancer 
Research UK has also included accuracy as part of the 
business case for the introduction of its e-recruitment 
system, in that the accuracy of candidates’ details have 
increased as applicants now enter their own details 
when they apply for a job. Increased accuracy is also 
often associated with the introduction of self-service 
functionality as information is entered at the source by 
the manager or employee owning it and is regularly 
viewed by managers and employees so that mistakes 
are noticed more promptly. It should be noted that 
improvements in both accuracy and efficiency might 
not be realized unless HR processes have been properly 
examined during the development of the system and 
areas for potential improvement identified.
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There can be no doubt that cost is also commonly a 

consideration when putting together the business case 
for an HRIS, but, perhaps more surprisingly, this is 
often not the main driver for the introduction of tech-
nology in HR. Indeed, the financial services company 
Norwich Union did not mention cost savings at all in 
the business case for the development of their HRIS. 
This is not true of all firms however with just over a 
third of respondents to the CIPD survey on Technology 
and People Management (2005) stating that reducing 
operational costs was a driver for the introduction of 
an HRIS. An HRIS can have a number of effects on 
processes that may lead to a reduction in HR costs. 
Indeed, a survey by CedarCrestone (2006) found that 
77% of U.S. respondents and 59% of respondents from 
the rest of the world said that their HRIS had been suc-
cessful in meeting administrative cost savings goals. 
For instance, the reduction of paper-based systems or 
duplicate keying of information may lead to cost sav-
ings. Alternatively the automation of processes may lead 
to reductions in headcount. Transport for London saved 
about £7 million in employee costs as a result of their 
reorganization and introduction of SAP HR. Norwich 
Union realized £120,000 savings in headcount in the 
first year after their system was introduced and saved 
a further £100,000 through the move to online rather 
than paper payslips. In three years, BOC Gases saved 
approximately £half a million in agency fees through 
the move to online recruitment methods.  It should 
be noted however, that it is often difficult to attribute 
cost savings to the introduction of technology alone. 
Cost savings often result from other changes to the HR 
function that may be associated with the introduction of 
technology such as re-structuring or reorganization. 

Organizations may also justify the introduction of an 
HRIS through the need for consistent and transparent 
HR processes. Consistency was a key component of 
the business case for the introduction of the Electronic 
Staff Record (ESR) in the UK National Health Service 
(NHS). Prior to the introduction of the HRIS, each of 
the 600 NHS Trusts were using different systems for 
HR management and payroll meaning that reporting 
and benchmarking across the system was difficult if 
not impossible. The introduction of ESR will lead to 
a consistency in processes and the ability to provide 
benchmarking information across the whole of the 
NHS. By forcing HR practitioners and line managers 
to conduct operations in the same way, technology can 
ensure that the HR processes within an organization are 

performed in a consistent manner. In addition, the use 
of technology can also lead to increased transparency 
of operations as processes can be tracked through the 
system and followed up easily. 

There can be no doubt then, according to our case 
study organizations as well as the past literature in 
this area, that the use of an HRIS can have benefits 
in terms of the efficiency of HR processes, providing 
the system is designed and developed in such a way to 
satisfy such needs. It should also be noted that greater 
efficiency savings might be achieved when an HRIS 
is fully integrated with other technological systems, 
both within HR and within the wider organization. It is 
important that information should flow easily between 
systems in order to maximize speed and efficiency. For 
instance, in Marks and Spencer, a number of different 
systems are used throughout the employment cycle but 
information cannot be transferred between these eas-
ily. This means that the management of these systems 
administratively is labor-intensive and inefficient and 
has led to the development of the business case for a 
new single technological platform to overcome these 
difficulties. 

The Impact of HRIS on the Role of the HR 
Function

We have seen that, in addition to benefits in terms of 
efficiency, the introduction of an HRIS may lead to a 
shift in the actual role of the HR function. The idea of 
HR as a strategic business partner has become preva-
lent in the literature over recent years. Authors such 
as Ulrich (1997) have argued that HR should move 
into this role in addition to performing an administra-
tive or transactional role, being a “change agent” and 
an “employee champion.” A number of authors have 
suggested that the use of technology within HRM may 
facilitate the move to a more strategic role for HR prac-
titioners through the removal of administrative burden 
and the capability for data-driven decision-making. 
This change in role is far more difficult to assess than 
efficiency or cost savings, and as such may be seen as a 
“softer” benefit of an HRIS. Nevertheless, it may be an 
important part of the business case for the introduction 
of such technology if such a shift in role is in-keeping 
with the HR (and organizational) strategy. 

The business case produced by Norwich Union for 
the use of an HRIS and manager self-service contained a 
number of elements that may suggest the facilitation of 
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such a shift in the role of the HR function. For example, 
Norwich Union’s business case included the need for 
“allowing HR resource to move from transactional to 
performance management activity” and “building the 
platform for tomorrow, today, to provide a progressive, 
transactional HR system.” One of the drivers behind 
BOC Gases’ introduction of SAP was to enable the 
move to a shared service structure, while British Sky 
Broadcasting wanted to develop a more customer-
centric HR function. 

We can also see through an examination of the 
impact of the HRIS within Norwich Union, that the 
introduction of this system has significantly reduced 
the transactional work of the HR administration teams. 
This allows them time to work on more complex tasks 
and has also freed up resources to be involved in more 
performance-enhancing or strategic projects within 
the company. In a similar fashion, the introduction of 
an e-recruitment system within Cancer Research UK 
has meant that the resourcing team now have time to 
focus on more value added activities and have moved 
into a consultancy role whereby they work closely 
with managers on issues such as the development of 
competency frameworks and selection techniques 
rather than focusing on the administration of recruit-
ment. Companies can also take a more proactive ap-
proach to altering the role of HR by introducing an 
HRIS in conjunction with a change in the structure 
(and therefore role) of the HR function. For instance, 
British Sky Broadcasting has used the introduction of 
manager self-service to facilitate the change of the HR 
structure to one that includes a shared-services centre 
and HR business partners. 

The literature has also focused on the availability 
of accurate and detailed information as a significant 
outcome of the use of an HRIS, as this allows the 
HR function to make data-led strategic decisions and 
to become the providers of information for senior 
management. We can also find evidence of this within 
organizations. For instance, Transport for London has 
set up a group information management team who 
run regular reports and help provide data identifying 
trends and areas that the business needs to investigate 
to improve its efficiency. Cancer Research UK has seen 
an improvement in the perceived credibility of the HR 
team as a result of the data produced by their HRIS 
and this has led HR into an advisory role. 

The above evidence in addition to the literature 
suggests that the use of an HRIS may indeed have an 

impact on the role of the HR function and that such a 
system may therefore be used to help HR achieve the 
goal of becoming a strategic business partner. Given that 
this is an important transition for many HR functions 
today, it may form a valuable component of the business 
case for the introduction of technology in HR. 

FUTURE TRENDS 

It seems likely that the use of technology in HRM will 
continue to grow as it has over the last ten years. Those 
organizations that do not yet use an HRIS will adopt 
such a system, and, as the technology advances, those 
companies that already use a basic HRIS will seek to 
develop and replace their systems with more complex 
functionality. If this proves to be the case, then it is 
vital that research into the benefits and more general 
impact of HRIS should continue and be expanded. Much 
of the research to date is anecdotal and subjective in 
nature and lacks quantitative analysis of the relation-
ship between technology and the resulting efficiency 
of HR processes or the nature of the HR role. The use 
of case study research such as that discussed in this 
chapter is useful as an exploration of the potential 
benefits of technology but this may not satisfy either 
the positivist or an organization’s senior management 
team. While organizations may attempt to establish 
metrics of the ROI of technology including cycle time, 
cost savings, and customer satisfaction, there remains 
a need for empirical research to establish the results of 
the introduction on an HRIS. Research of this kind will 
enable HR practitioners to put together business cases 
based on hard evidence of the benefits of technology 
within HR. 

CONCLUSION

This chapter has examined evidence both from the 
literature and from a number of UK organizations in 
order to investigate the possible benefits of an HRIS 
and to establish some potential components of the busi-
ness case for the introduction of such a system. Both 
past authors and the findings from case study research 
suggest that the benefits of using technology in HRM 
can be categorized into two main areas. Firstly, the 
introduction of an HRIS may improve the efficiency 
of HR processes in terms of speed, cost, accuracy, 



  ���

The Benefits of Using Technology in Human Resource Management

B
consistency and transparency. Secondly, technology 
may be used to facilitate a change in the role of the 
HR function to one that is more strategic or advisory 
in nature. These two areas may form the backbone of 
any business case for the introduction of an HRIS. 
However, it should be noted that the business case for 
the introduction of any technology should be specific 
to an individual organization and be developed in ac-
cordance with business needs and the business strategy 
of that organization. 

REFERENCES 

Ball, K. (2001). The use of human resource information 
systems. Personnel Review, 30(5/6), 677-693.

CedarCrestone. (2006). Workforce technologies and 
service delivery approaches survey. Retrieved from 
www.cedarcrestone.com

Cranfield School of Management. (2003). Cranet 
survey of international comparative HRM. Retrieved 
from www.cranet.org. 

CIPD. (2005). People management and technology: 
Progress and potential. London: CIPD.

Enshur, E., Nielson, T., & Grant-Vallone, E. (2002). 
Tales from the hiring line: Effects of the Internet tech-
nology on HR processes. Organizational Dynamics, 
31(3), 224-244. 

Groe, G., Pyle, W., & Jamrog, J. (1996). Information 
technology and HR. Human Resource Planning, 19(1), 
56-61. 

Kovach, K., & Cathcart, C. (1999). Human resource 
information systems (HRIS). Providing business with 
rapid data access, information exchange, and strate-
gic advantage. Public personnel management, 28(2), 
275-282. 

Lawler, E., & Mohrman, S. (2003). HR as a strategic 
partner: What does it take to make it happen? Human 
Resource Planning, 26(3), 15-29.

Lengnick-Hall M., & Moritz S. (2003). The impact of 
e-HR on the human resource management function. 
Journal of Labor Research, 24(3), 365-379.

Martinsons, M. (1994). Benchmarking human resource 
information systems in Canada and Hong Kong. Infor-
mation and management, 26, 305-316.

Ngai, E., & Wat F. (2006). Human resource information 
systems: A review and empirical analysis. Personnel 
Review, 35(3), 297-314. 

Parry, E., Tyson, S., Selbie, D., & Leighton, R. (2006). 
HR and technology: Impact and advantages. London: 
CIPD

Shrivastava, S., & Shaw, J. (2003). Liberating HR 
through technology. Human Resource Management, 
42(3), 201-222. 

Snell, S., Stueber, D., & Lepak, D. (2992). Virtual 
HR departments: Getting out of the middle. In R. L. 
Heneman & D. B. Greenberger (Eds.), Human resource 
management in virtual organizations (pp. 81-101). 
Greenwich, CT: Information Age Publishing. 

Tannenbaum, S. (1990). HRIS: User group implications. 
Journal of Systems Management, 41(1), 27-32. 

Ulrich, D. (1997). Human resources champion. Boston: 
Harvard Business School Press. 

Watson-Wyatt (2002). B2E/EHR: Survey results 2002. 
Retrieved from www.watsonwyatt.com

Wilcox, J. (1997, June). The evolution of human re-
sources technology. Management Accounting, 3-5.

KEY TERMS

Business Case: A proposal addressing, at a high 
level, the business need that a project seeks to meet. It 
includes the reasons for the project, the expected busi-
ness benefits, the options considered, the expected costs 
of a project, a GAP analysis and the expected risks.

Business Partner: An HR professional who works 
with a specific client usually at the senior management 
level, who contributes to the design of the business 
strategy from a people perspective, and who helps 
advise or finds advice or key strategic issues. 

E-HRM: Any HR system that is enabled electroni-
cally; see HRIS. 

Employee Self-Service: HR tools that enable 
employees to be responsible for the maintenance and 
updating of their personal data and to apply online for 
manager approval of certain requests (e.g. holidays).
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Human Resources Information System (HRIS): 
Any system that helps an organization to ‘acquire, store, 
manipulate, analyze, retrieve, and distribute information 
about their human resources.

HR Shared Services: A centralized HR function 
whose staff most often act both to provide managers and 
employees with HR advice and as specialist advisers 
able to take on a case that cannot be handled at the first 
port of call. In most cases this is supported by various 
technologies to manage the calls, record and manage 
the cases and administer the records of employees. 

Manager Self-Service: HR tools that enable manag-
ers to initiate and complete HR processes online without 
the intervention of HR managers or administrators 
(e.g. posting of job advertisements or the changing of 
employee salaries). 
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INTRODUCTION

Businesses are subject to a constant process of change 
irrespective of whether this change is intended or not. 
Along with incorporating basic strategic management 
ideas into overall business thinking in the 1980s, com-
panies worldwide have tried to influence these change 
processes as well as determine their corresponding 
objectives and underlying decisions on a time-axis 
and have hence taken efforts to methodically anticipate 
organization evolution (Hamel & Prahalad, 1994; Por-
ter, 1980). Depending on the size and industry of the 
company, this strategic approach to corporate manage-
ment may be highly complex as the intended anticipa-
tion of the company’s future development demands 
considering periods of time instead of single dates and 
furthermore involves integrating variants, prospects and 
threats in order to increase the company’s capability 
of action (Chakravarthy, 1986; Kappler, 1995; Perrow, 
1984; Steinmann & Schreyögg, 2000).

The complexity arises from focusing on overall 
strategy as well as from distinguishing business areas 
and sub-strategies and from the necessity to design the 
different systems integratively and incorporate numer-
ous internal and external interactions into the entire 
business process (Thompson & Strickland, 1998).

Human resources policy (HRP) may represent a 
component of particular importance in this complex 
and strategically orientated business framework (Pe-
ters & Waterman, 1982). Regarded from a conceptual 
perspective HRP shows the potential to consolidate 
and integrate different sub-objectives so that the entire 
strategic orientation of the organization can be sup-
ported adequately and make the company generally 
fit (Armstrong, 2003).

This HRP-based business strategy alignment, again, 
demands functional integration with passable human 
resource information systems (HRIS) as it involves 
processing and storing various information on process 
interaction and innovation. Hence, it can be ensured 
that the value of the generated data can actually be 
realized within the process of strategic business plan-
ning and management.

By consequently pursuing this strategic approach, 
the way of viewing the overall business may change 
as it shifts the focus from corporate financial measures 
(e.g., earnings after taxes—EAT, earnings before in-
terest and taxes—EBIT) and other functional (HR) 
metrics and ratios to the strategic value-generating 
contribution of individual sections of the company as 
well as of business areas and innovations. Adopting a 
system’s theory perspective to the overall organiza-
tion, it becomes evident that the more integrative the 
individual elements and components of the company 
act, the higher the efficiency of the business process is 
(Krieger, 1998; Puxty, 1993; Rüegg-Stürm, 2003). The 
authors will focus on this intended interaction when 
outlining the major building blocks of strategically 
aligned HRIS.

BACKGROUND

The question of the interdependency between HRM 
strategy, business strategy, and overall corporate perfor-
mance has been widely discussed by academics as well 
as practitioners with special regard given to technical 
support functions of ERP and other business informa-
tion systems (Florkowski & Olivas-Luján, 2006). As 
far as a HR context is concerned, challenges involved 
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with the process of business re-engineering appear to 
be of particular interest (Lai & Mahapatra, 2004), as 
driven by globalization, not only international demands 
on corporate strategic planning have to be regarded, 
but also HR policy and therefore technical HR support 
functions and decision-supportive expert systems are 
recognized and discussed as relevant key success fac-
tors (Wang, 2005).

By this higher level of required differentiation and 
new strategic demands throughout the whole strategic 
planning process more complex business strategies 
become necessary. Implementing these complex sets 
of (sub-)strategies can be carried out efficiently, if an 
integrative coordination of the individual processes, 
decisions and business areas accounts for the organi-
zation’s functionality in context with (sub-)strategies 
and supportive information systems (Shih & Chiang, 
2005). 

Most research in this area is characterized by its 
rather international orientation mainly focusing on 
global and mature enterprises with clearly defined 
business areas and sub-strategies (Florkowski et al., 
2006). Indeed, conclusions of these studies may also 
be of interest for companies of a national scale.

An essential focus of current research is the question 
of the handling and importance of innovation in context 
with the strategic adjustment of the company or single 
business areas. The management of information and 
information systems appears to be of particular impor-
tance in this respect because the strategic relevance of 
information has increased through more sophisticated 
information and communication technologies (ICT) and 
the subsequent establishment of expert systems as well 
as through increased pressure for the standardization of 
core processes (Cabrera & Bonache, 1999; Lengnick-

Hall & Lengnick-Hall, 2006; Mitchell, 2006; Ngai & 
Wat, 2006). 

Vital research is also placed on product and com-
pany lifecycles because they are thought to be the 
true challenge in context with the strategical aligned 
change process.

THE INTERDEPENDENCY OF  
BUSINESS STRATEGY, HUMAN  
RESOURCE POLICY, AND HRIS

Business Strategy and Life Cycle  
Typology 

In the course of their existence, businesses are subject 
to a constant change regardless of whether this change 
is desired and actively managed or whether this change 
process is externally determined (Nefiodov, 1999). 
Companies experience different stages of develop-
ment, which are described by product cycles or product 
lifecycles.

As shown in Figure 1, the concept of business 
lifecycles essentially consists of four distinct stages 
of company development. During the first stage, the 
pioneering phase, businesses usually feature few stan-
dardized processes and the quality of business planning 
concerning prognoses is still relatively imprecise for 
lack of experience and that structure specifications 
(e.g., job profiles and competence catalogues are not 
particularly distinct). On the other hand, such pioneering 
phases are distinguished by a highly innovative element 
in the sense that companies actively seek strategic tech-
nological and market opportunities. Employees in such 
pioneering business areas usually appear to be highly 
motivated by personal commitment and freedom and 
by the collective communication of individual success, 
bureaucracy, and the standardization of processes hardly 
play a role (Thompson et al., 1998).

If a company or section of a company overcomes 
this first phase and stabilizes its market share, it moves 
into the second stage of the business life cycle, the con-
solidation phase. In this stage of company development, 
processes are usually standardized, areas of competence 
and employee functions are optimized. If the market 
perspective was the dominating first stage, then the 
consolidation phase is more inward-focused and the 
creation of order and standardization is desired.

m arke t

tim e
p ioneer conso lida tion th rea t new  p ioneer

Figure 1. Stages of product life cycle (Source: Stauding-
er, 1990, p. 60)
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Due to hyper-consolidation, a company may lose its 

market contact (e.g., by little product development or 
bureaucracy) and a possible consequence is the entry 
into a new stage—a declining phase (Sage, 2006). 
During this stage, frequently characterized by business 
reengineering activities, the market perspective regains 
importance and overall external market impacts come 
stronger to the fore. Administration processes, autho-
rization models, competence catalogs, and decision 
processes are now critically analyzed and even changed, 
and the role of the individual employee is defined using 
new objectives derived by the very process of business 
re-engineering. With consistent implementation of such 
business re-engineering projects, particularly in the area 
of employee functions and behavior, mechanisms based 
on the principle “Every Man for Himself” may evolve 
and de-collectivization takes place whereby employees 
have to reposition themselves within the newly shaped 
organization (Staudinger, 1990).

If the company manages the declining phase, then 
a new type of pioneering stage occurs, whereby pro-
cesses are already standardized, business planning is 
more experienced resulting in higher achievements, and 
there is a high and better defined degree of freedom for 
individual employees (Staudinger, 1990).

Companies typically dispose of more than one single 
business area so that different products in different 
lifecycle stages subsist beside each other.

Considering Figure 2 and the displacements of dif-
fering business area lifecycle stages on the timeline, 
one notices that change of a company evidently is a 
determined process. Hence, the management of this 
change process represents an essential component of 
strategic management and must observe more than just 
the strategic overall objective of the company. Ques-

tions of different external impact, information stock 
and transfer, management of information in association 
with effectiveness, capability of action and reaction all 
have to be included (Staudinger, 1990).

Human Resource Policy in a Changing 
Business

Even a highly sophisticated technical and largely au-
tomated business cannot disregard its employees. This 
basic understanding applies even more to companies, 
which are deeply reliant on the mindset and values of 
employees and which depend on employee innovation 
and communication (Ruta, 2005).

In this context, human resource policy (HRP) is 
of essential strategic importance, especially in con-
nection with strategically managed change processes 
(Armstrong, 2003). As shown above, employees of 
individual business areas may find themselves in a 
different setting of conditions according to the status 
of the business area’s lifecycle. 

A HRP evaluating activities and results of employ-
ees solely on financial success (Chakravarthy, 1986; 
Kappler, 1995) contradicts the approach of strategic 
management (Brockbank, 1999; Chang & Huang, 
2005). Staff members employed in business areas 
regarded as “cash cows” are thought to be of current 
higher economic importance than the contribution of 
employees in a pioneering or declining unit.

Beside the proper evaluation of business areas stra-
tegic HRP must assure that cultural and organizational 
differences coexist within one company. If a new busi-
ness area has to be built up, then the basic conditions 
of the employees are essentially different and appear 
to be principally incompatible with those exercised in 

Figure 2. Different life cycles in one single enterprise (Source: Staudinger, 1990, p. 61)

business a rea  1

business a rea  2

m arke t

tim e

business a rea  3
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the mature “Cash Cow.” If the new business unit were 
to play the rules of the established, profit-generating 
standard business area, it would be unlikely to achieve 
business success in the sense of moving into the con-
solidation phase (Shih et al., 2005). 

Figure 3 illustrates the effect of a dominant busi-
ness area transferring its own structures and operation 
maxims onto newly established business units. 

The prominent management challenge roots in the 
migration of business areas into another phase and in 
assuring the organizational capacity to develop phase 
shifted business units, simultaneously considering the 
entire strategy as well as change processes and thus 
acquiring long-term stability and capital gain (Grat-
ton, 2005). 

HRP therefore has to allow different strategy-con-
form behavioral criteria and maxims in one corporate 
organization (Scholz, 2000) by establishing “protective 
zones” for new business units, which enable construc-
tive pioneering phases on the one hand, but which do 
not run into danger of decoupling the entire enterprise 
on the other.

Strategic Dimensions of HRIS in  
Accordance with Business Strategy

Essentially, HRIS feature a triple strategically relevant 
function. The first dimension of potential effects of 
HRIS is geared towards process management, where 
the interaction of business units connected by business 
processes must be supported. The second functional 
dimension manifests itself in the area of change man-
agement as HRIS feature vital support by uncovering 
change processes and hence contribute to the organiza-
tions’ capability to action. The third functional dimen-

sion relates to HRP; in this regard HRIS may exercise 
its support function by chronologically recording the 
complexity of various processes and hence providing 
fundamental information for decision support.

If one puts these three strategic dimensions on an 
X-axis and defines the Y-axis as the elements of data 
management, information and decision support, a 
matrix arises combining the individual elements with 
specific requirements and objectives. Figure 4 is shown 
as a basic example; in a concrete implementation the 
strategic linkages are expandable for each company.

In process management associated with data stor-
age it seems to be important that the available data 
can be clustered throughout the whole data-stock as 
it has to be ensured that—similar to a data warehouse 
structure—data records, depending on necessity, can 
be retrieved according to definable prioritization rules. 
On an information level, it is essential for these records 
to be systematically connected to other information so 
that the overall information in the sense of process-
orientated management can also be attached. On the 
level of decision support, it must be possible to integrate 
relevant data and information into standardized deci-
sion frameworks (e.g., in order to be able to support 
SOPs). Moreover, this process of data integration also 
has to feature feedback loops for evaluation, quality 
assurance, and process control.

The second dimension encompasses the notion of 
change management. Here, the question of strategic 
evaluation, and consequently, of strategic relevance 

cash  bus iness

new  businesses

m arke t

tim e

Figure 3. New businesses prohibited by dominant busi-
ness (Source: Staudinger, 1990, p. 73)

D ecis ion  
support

In fo rm ation

D a ta  s to rage

P rocess 
M anagem ent

C hange  
M anagem ent

H um an 
R esource  

P o licy

analy s ability
&

c om pletenes s

s tandardis at ion 
potent ia l &

benc hm ark ing 
potent ia l

analy s ability  
&

s trategic  
qualif ic at ion

s y s tem atic al
proc es s ability

alloc at ion
&

c om binat ion

c onc urrenc y  &  
c ultural s uitability

s trategic  
ev aluat ion &  

s trategic  
relev anc e

c lus tering
&

priorit ies

t im e orientat ion 
&  res ourc e 
alignm ent

Figure 4. Dimensions of HRIS mapped with strategic 
management functions



  ���

Business, Information Technology, and Human Resource Strategy Alignment

B
has to be addressed with reference to data storage. In 
this way, the turnover of a particular seller, for instance, 
in an established business area may well be of high 
operative relevance; the distinctly lower turnover of 
another seller in a new business area can however have 
a higher relevance regarding to corporate strategy. On 
the level of information, requirements of systematic 
processability appear to be important as information 
within change management may be interpreted and 
processed differently concerning its strategic meaning 
than one would do for example by adopting a financial 
and operative consideration of the enterprise. The image 
of the company is essentially shaped by chronological 
changes; current evaluations of business assets and 
potentials have to be modified substantially when 
adopting a systemic framework. For this reason, on a 
decision support level, the completeness and therefore 
ability to analyze gained information must be secured in 
the sense of clear and methodically acceptable defined 
area under investigation.

In HRP focus must be put on time orientation in 
context with data storage in the sense that the most 
current data is not necessarily of strategic importance, 
but rather data, which shows the highest relevance in 
context with change processes and the setting of strategic 
objectives. Using employee data as an example, one 
can show the consequences of a particular employee 
currently carrying out a function that demands ability 
X, who had earlier performed a task demanding abil-
ity Y. Adopting a (human) resource-based strategic 
perspective, it may be conceivable that a corporate 
change process could be initiated which re-requires 
ability Y of the employee, or even the combination of 
X and Y. On the information level, the HRP dimension 
requires data to show generic aptitude to form the basis 
for further simulations. Hence, it is insufficient to have 
access to certain data and information; in contrast these 
data must also be suitable to be strategically laden in 
different variations. These data also have to feature 
distinct conformity to corporate culture in the sense that 
the generated information cannot ostensibly contradict 
the general consensus and understanding about the 
self-conception and effect of the company in a strategic 
respect. On the decision support level, the strategic 
relocatability of possible simulation processes comes 
to the fore, which again assures the ability to make 
complex processes coherent. The effects of decision 
support measures should be made understandable in 
simulation processes as well as analytically relocatable 
in terms of its strategic orientation.

The pictured matrix represents a systemic sketch 
of the basic strategic leverages of HRIS and should 
provide, with the above fundamental considerations 
of business strategy and HR policy in a changing 
business, a framework for classifying requirements, 
which can be placed on a HRIS on different levels with 
strategic respect. It must be emphasized that the given 
methods can only partially show the evolutionary and 
real element of the development of companies and that 
regardless of the HRIS support function, individual as 
well as organizational strategic management capabilities 
cannot be replaced by any information system.

FUTURE TRENDS

Through the opening of the markets and globalization 
as well as the associated internationalization, the range 
of opportunities for business organizations generally 
can be assumed to be increasing. However, it must 
also be expected that the overall strategic positioning 
of companies in differentiated and scattered business 
areas and markets will gain further importance. 

This means that the pace of change in enterprise 
structure and the relevance of strategic positioning—
through human resource policy—may be decisive in 
business competition (Cabrera et al., 1999).

In this context, corporate support functions are 
thought to be more important as they play a vital role 
in the development, implementation, and coordination 
of corporate strategies. HRIS as one example of such 
a corporate support system represents, for instance, an 
essential component in strategic business management 
alongside operative and functional tasks. Consequently, 
in future, the functionality of HRIS can be expected to 
be evaluated with growing emphasis according to its 
strategic component. Moreover, a distinctly stronger 
integration of HRIS into the entire strategy process is 
likely to occur and expert systems and more complex 
simulation models will become integrative parts of 
HRIS (Groe, Pyle, & Jamrog, 1996; Hendrickson, 
2003).

CONCLUSION

Just as organic bodies, organizations or products expe-
rience different lifecycle-stages. Actually, companies 
are subject to a change process on the timeline, which 
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arises from the “nature of things.” Strategically managed 
businesses are in the position to shape this change to 
a substantial degree as they show a high capability to 
proactively interact with their environment. Moreover, 
this capability may manifest itself in an ability to adapt 
and evolve.

The degree of this ability to adapt depends on 
two essential characteristics. Firstly it is based on the 
efficiency of the internal structure in the sense that 
organizational sections, systems and processes are 
geared towards overall functionality and interact in 
rational way, and secondly it has to be supported by the 
“question of meaning” of the company in the sense of 
corporate objectives and strategic positioning.

Single business units experience different stages 
of the business lifecycle and therefore show different 
strategic characteristics. The stages of single business 
units’ lifecycles may evolve in synchronic, asynchronic, 
shifted, or delayed ways and it is the task of strategic 
business processes to understand the change processes 
of the different phases, manage them accordingly and 
ultimately form a strategically integrated whole from 
an overall viewpoint.

HRP as a comprehensive and integrating element 
as well as an element enabling the differentiation of 
various business units potentially plays an essential role 
in the context of strategy alignment, as it allows for the 
consideration of both general strategy and orientation 
as well as sub-strategies and differentiated behaviors 
and cultures of business units.

Such a defined and complex HRP, however, needs 
strategically aligned support, information and decision 
functions (and in particular: HRIS) which not only 
support the operative processes and standards, but also 
allow strategic observation of the company according 
to various criteria regarding business planning, chance 
and risk management including mutable simulations 
for business planning support. A HRIS based on the 
above criteria and portrayed in Figure 4 in terms of its 
requirements shows the potential to integrate soft factors 
such as skills and competencies, corporate culture and 
operation motives and place them at the disposal of the 
strategically orientated business-planning process.
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KEY TERMS

Human Resource Management: Includes all 
company activities to provide itself with staff in needed 
quantity and quality including administration.

Human Resource Policy: Additionally comprises 
activities in motivation and corporate culture in order 
to support and enforce the company’s effectiveness.

Dual Organization: Describes the necessity of dif-
ferent management and organization styles dependent 
from the stage of product-market-position.

Strategic Management: Deals with business 
development and the future realization of business 
chances.

Product (Life) Cycle: Describes the different 
stages of a product or business concerning its internal 
company importance.

Strategy-Alignment: Means that all managerial 
areas of responsibility have to develop sub-strategies 
following the overall company strategy.
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INTRODUCTION

Within the broad context of human resource manage-
ment (HRM), the professional growth and improvement 
of employees, particularly managers, through human 
resource development (HRD) persists as a widely 
recognized means of enhancing an organization’s 
competitive advantage (Olivas-Luján, Ramírez, & 
Zapata-Cantu, 2007; Taylor & Furnham, 2005). It 
is clear that the exponential growth of information 
technology and communication (ITC) applications 
enhances possibilities to transform how management 
development may be approached and this falls clearly 
within the responsibility remit of HRM departments 
and emergent e-HRM capabilities.

In the face of the relentless global technological in-
novative context Benson, Johnson, and Kuchinke (2002, 
p.395) have stressed that workplace related ITC can 
be grouped, grosso modo, into three strands: “learning 
mediated by technology, performance enhancement, 
and organizational development and change” and 
these capture and portray well spheres of interest that 
embrace and interrelate with the HRM-HRD spectrum 
especially with regard to the emergence and develop-
ment of e-HRM.

Such fresh horizons bring novel challenges. For 
example, questions arise regarding the role, limits, 
potential and even the ethics of e-HRM and ITC in 
relation to management development. These embrace 
a consideration of the extent to which simulations in 
management development through ITC can, or even 
should, replace more conventional and experiential 
forms of training such as more traditional classroom 
or seminar based workshops or, for example, the use of 
outdoor experiential activities (building rafts, adventure 
team activities and so on and so forth). These issues can 
be approached through the perspectives of competing 
managerialist and critical management paradigms and 
their ability to comment on the possibilities and risks of 
simulation within an HRD context (Ennew & Fernan-
dez-Young, 2006; Voermans & Veldhoven, 2007).

BACKGROUND

Since its emergence as a label and term of reference in 
the late 1970s and 1980s, management development 
has remained a key part of the lingua franca in HRM 
communities (Mumford, 1994; Tyson, 2007; Wilson, 
2005). The term management development, which can 
be seated within the broader church of human resource 
development, has produced many disparate commen-
taries and definitions. We can define it by analyzing 
its composite terms. If, taking Clegg, Kornberger, and 
Pitsis’ (2005) definition of “management”:

The process of communicating, coordinating and ac-
complishing action in the pursuit of organizational 
objectives while managing relationships with stake-
holders, technologies and other artefacts, both within 
as well as between organizations. (Clegg et al., 2005, 
p. 500)

Then the development of management involves a 
rich and complex set of processes through which such 
competences, skills and acumen may be discovered 
and enriched. The literature on these processes is 
extensive and covers a wide range of period-related 
evolutions and perspectives (Burgoyne & Reynolds, 
1997; Handy, 1976; Jones & O’Doherty, 2005; Mabey 
& Iles, 1994; Mumford, 1994; Pedler, Burgoyne & 
Boydell, 1988; Ramsey, 2005; Stokes 2007). A key 
tension within these perspectives has been the largely 
juxtaposed positions of critical management studies 
as opposed to mainstream managerialist commentar-
ies. The former tend to draw on a broad sociological, 
philosophical and critical theoretical set of influences 
and its analyses highlight issues of the (re-)production 
and effects of issues concerning autonomy, oppression, 
sexuality, identity, and emancipation in management 
lives (Knights & Willmott, 1999, 2007; Linstead, 2004; 
Watkins, 2006). On the other hand, managerialist com-
mentaries have a tendency to consider these aspects of 
HRM issues as less problematic and, as such, norma-
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tive managerialist perspectives are prone to adopting 
more representationalist, realist and positivistic posi-
tions (Bratton, Callinan, Forshaw, & Sawchuk, 2007; 
Rees & McBain, 2004). Therein, the foci of concern 
are likely to be on, for example, concepts and issues 
of performance, competencies, efficiency, effective-
ness and best practice. Stemming from the presence 
of such stances in human resource development and 
particularly management development writings it can 
be envisaged that the fusing of ITC/e-HRM technolo-
gies will have important implications with regard to, 
not only their possibilities, but also boundaries and 
ethics of such approaches.

In relation to the design and creation of e-HRM it 
is possible to see the objectivity, linearity and positiv-
istic stances of mainstream managerialist management 
development and HRD commentaries reflected in the 
objectivist (a focusing on performance objectives), 
pedagogical (focused on the subject and the learner’s 
experience is built on mechanistically) and fixed (to a 
particular time and place) perspective. This is kindred 
to a technological deterministic perspective wherein 
employee roles and organizational structures are 
shaped around and pre-conditioned by technological 
innovations (McLoughlin, 1999; Leonardi & Jack-
son, 2004; Somerville, Wood, & Gillham, 2007). By 
contrast, the critical management studies approach in 
HRD/management development writing is more kin-
dred with the constructivism (focusing on the learner’s 
voice, identity and sensemaking of their experiences), 
andragogical (where learning is problem based and 
learner needs driven) and flexible (learning is available 
anywhere at any time) type perspective (Gibbons & 
Wentworth, 2001; Gold, 2001; Merriam & Caffarella, 
1999). Epitomized by its networked nature and ongoing 
evolution, the emergence of an e-HRM environment 
marries well and more readily with the contemporary 
fragmented and emergent characteristics of the criti-
cal management paradigm. In this vein it is therefore 
important to discuss the role for boundaries and ethical 
considerations invoked by e-HRM/ITC applications 
that have simultaneous potential to liberate employees 
in one way but oppress and alienate them in another. 
Indeed, Maguire and Redman (2007, p. 252-264) go 
as far to suggest that given the high rate of informa-
tion system installation failures in organizations, HRM 
functions have a major role to play in ensuring that 
these “softer” human and critical-type issues are taken 
into account.    

E-HRM, MANAGEMENT DEvELOPMENT, 
BOUNDARIES OF SIMULATION, AND 
THE EXPERIENTIAL

The potent role and value of experiential learning (and 
its simulation) for managers has long been recognized 
from both academic and practitioner perspectives 
(Kolb, 1984; Pye, 2005; Ramsey, 2005; Valkanos & 
Fragoulis, 2007). In the post-Second World War period 
conventional approaches to preparing and training 
managers saw the extensive use of on-the job training 
(“sitting with auntie” (i.e., job shadowing)) and the 
gradual emergence of classroom based workshops, 
seminars and programmes. From this latter tradition 
came the United States inspired Master of Business 
Administration (MBA)-type courses. While on-the 
job-training and apprenticeship type systems were 
predominantly experiential, the move towards formal 
education orientated programmes was patently less 
so (Locke, 1998, p. 145-154). In this largely pre- or at 
least dawning epoch of ITC, early MBA approaches 
relied heavily on the case-study approach to simulate 
experiences in managing and changing organizations. 
Mintzberg (1973, 2004) and Mintzberg, Ahlstrand 
and Lampel (1998) have been important critics of the 
limitations of this form of simulation suggesting that a 
risk in overusing the case method was that it induced a 
mentality of paralysis by analysis (rather than a focus 
on action). Nevertheless, in the absence of computer-
based technologies during that period approaches such 
as case studies offered simulation possibilities.

The advent of e-HRM invokes questions over ways 
to engage ITC in relation to experiential learning within 
learning in management development. In the contem-
porary era, applications of ITC to the reproduction of 
experience in training and development sessions can 
be readily identified. Clear examples include plane 
flight-deck simulators replicating the multifarious 
characteristics of airports worldwide. Also, further il-
lustrations encompass simulators which allow coastal 
navigators to practice entry into different ports, and, 
of course perhaps at the most leading edge, a host of 
high-security military applications exist (Fallon, 2005; 
Unneberg, 2007).

These exemplars of application are valuable, even 
essential perhaps, but what of the role of ITC-based 
simulations in a range of more “everyday” manage-
rial and e-HRM settings for example in relation to 
interviewing, teamwork scenarios, and, organizational 
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change initiatives? Also, when an eye is cast across the 
suite of gaming simulations available in the vast leisure 
market (i.e., PlayStation®, X-Box 360®, Wii-Sport®) 
it seems surprising that a more extensive expansion 
of managerial and organizational simulations has not 
taken place. Evidently, “management games” are in-
deed available in a number of disciplinary areas, most 
typically in the marketing and strategy fields. Such 
simulations usually call for small groups of participants 
(typically 3-8 persons) to compete with each other in 
a series of decision-making points or rounds (Strauss, 
2006). By changing the configuration of key resource 
factors, product and organization facets the computer 
algorithm underpinning the simulation will generate a 
fresh representation of the situation and resources they 
are managing. Such simulations seemingly create “labo-
ratories” wherein managers can make mistakes without 
real damage or consequences. While such simulations 
and games constitute valuable tools, their usage tends 
to be limited to higher education settings used for stu-
dents with aspirations to be managers or for managers 
on degree type programmes. Essentially, the point to 
recognize is that such games or wider simulations are 
generally not part of the wider manager development 
experience with HRM (Ford, 2006).

As new phases of training and development possibili-
ties emerge it is important to review and consider the 
wider implications. In the case of the applications of ITC 
many cautionary notes have been signaled regarding the 
social impacts of technology. For the critical manage-
ment community, concerns exist showing the extent to 
which ITC—whether in the context of e-HRM related 
management development or even wider organizational 
contexts—raises important issues for increased surveil-
lance and monitoring in work settings. Clearly, this can 
be construed as having potential impacts on behavior 
and liberty and perceived as a form of oppression. For 
normative management managerialist commentators, 
this threat to the transgression of ethical boundaries 
is represented as less crucial and e-HRM approaches 
are first and foremost identified as offering fresh op-
portunities to enhance performance and monitor work 
situations more closely (Ireland, 2004) Examples here 
include the electronic monitoring of employee usage 
of telephone, e-mail and internet by managers or the 
Tayloristic structuring of work processes in areas such 
as call centers (Wray-Bliss, 2007, p. 508-509). 

For management development in particular within 
a context of e-HRM these questions encompass both 
physical and psychological aspects of employee well-
being. This is an enduring problem and, for example, the 
traditional experiential training using the outdoors has 
often attracted much criticism for the mental hardships 
it may inflict on participants (Burke & Collins, 2004; 
Ibbetson & Newell, 1999). In a similar vein, as well as 
benefits what trauma might management development 
within e-HRM bring? These ethical dilemmas tend to 
preoccupy the juxtaposed management paradigms in 
differing manners. For managerialistic commentaries 
ethical concerns are generally discussed only in so 
much as they might contribute towards building greater 
competitive advantage for the organization—employee 
well-being is viewed as an important element of the 
corporation’s well-being (Rüel, Bondarouk, & Van der 
Velde, 2007). Ethics within a critical perspective is more 
likely to examine the issues from the perspective of 
the morale conscience of the individual in interaction 
with other individuals. Therein, organizations and the 
corporate objectives they promote, are viewed with 
caution and even suspicion. 

There is no doubt that many difficult ethical questions 
and dilemmas lie ahead for management development 
in an e-HRM context and its rich but complex potential 
for simulated managerial experiences. Simulation not 
only represents reality but can also potentially distort 
realities—sanitizing and rendering clinical disturbing 
events. This is most obviously and starkly illustrated, 
for example, in military HR contexts involving combat 
simulations (to prepare soldiers for urban combat or 
hostage situations) where simulations “cleanse” the 
sheer horror of destruction (Stokes, 2007; Yden, 2005). 
In a non-military e-HRM organizational settings some 
simulations may gloss over the effects of organizational 
plans—the effects of modeling shifts of capital, plant 
closures and shedding human resources that lead to 
unemployment or social impacts of ensuing unemploy-
ment and poverty and lost careers (Mathieson, 2006). 
Equally, simulations may infuse employee minds with 
questionable constructs and ideas that can be charged 
as tantamount to interference in a domain (the private 
mind space of an individual) where HR processes can 
be contested as having no real right to enter on the 
grounds of private/professional boundaries (Clegg et 
al., 2005, p. 366-367).  
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FUTURE TRENDS

The contemporary state of engagement of management 
development with ITC leaves great scope for further 
mutual exploration and exploitation. For example, the 
advent of the use of holograms and more vivid simula-
tions means that managers will be able to engage in 
practice and experiential learning in a wide range of 
virtual settings. To envisage this in a more prescient 
manner we need only to invoke the clichéd maxim that 
science fiction imagines our tomorrow and popular cul-
tural representations of the future (Brown & Lightfoot, 
2002; Hassard & Holliday, 1998; Lilley, Lightfoot, & 
Amaral, 2004). The trajectories of key technological 
indicators point towards enhanced portability combined 
with reducing size and cost of applications and it is 
easy to envisage in the medium to long-term range 
the notion, for example, of hand held units providing 
virtual and holographic development suites which al-
low managers to “join,” in a virtual manner, seminars 
at leading universities or with key commentators and 
business gurus. We have only to turn our gaze to Hol-
lywood films such as Star Wars, Minority Report, and 
The Matrix to see how these portrayals of projected 
complex environments might be carried over into 
corporate settings and, more specifically, virtual-ex-
periential e-HRM applications. 

Moreover, in its contemporary form seminar based 
management development is primarily audio-visual. 
However, were this to be linked to a wider series of 
synesthesia effects and sensory capabilities, such as 
smell, touch and so on and so forth, the possibilities for 
the creation of total immersion in new “real” simulations 
becomes plain to see. Again, it is not business appli-
cations in the fore but rather the exploitation of such 
“Disney-ized” effects for leisure purposes (Bryman, 
2004). Given such possible developments it will not 
be necessary at all to engage experiential approaches 
such as outdoor management development. It will 
be possible to “feel” and “sense” the experience and 
conditions of such experiential approaches virtually 
without moving from the desk.

Nevertheless, as a study by Ford (2006) has 
underlined (in spite of recent developments in ITC 
options), while there is frequently no evidence of ap-
parent organizational or cultural barriers to the use of 
technology in training and development situations, 
there is all too often still a lack of full recognition of 
the benefits of applications. Furthermore, it is equally 

evident that adoption rates and challenges will vary 
across differing geographic situations indicating that 
technological changes will occur at differential rates in 
diverse areas of the global context (Panayotopoulou, 
Vakola, & Galanaki, 2007; Yuan, Yongbin, & Yi, 2006) 
Unavoidably within all of these developments, debates 
over boundaries and ethics will inevitably grow com-
mensurately with e-HRM technological possibilities 
and their progressive realization.

CONCLUSION

Within the broad umbrella of HRM, management 
development remains a central concern. In the post-
WWII era there have been many developments and 
evolutions in thinking and approaches in management 
development (Zamagni & Engwall, 1998). As HRM 
embraces the potential and possibilities of the oft-called 
“e-revolution” so too, attention must turn to human re-
source development and in particular the development 
of managers as key agents of change within organiza-
tions. While there exists signs of laudable progress in 
this direction there nevertheless remains considerable 
work to be done in order to maximize the potential 
and measure the risks of a nexus between manager 
development and e-HRM. 
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KEY TERMS

Andragogical: Here the design of ITC/e-HRM 
system processes is conducted in an objective, linear 
and dispassionate, manner. Systems may well not take 
due account of peoples opinions and the system may 
appear to fit poorly to employees’ needs.

Constructivism: Here processes of ITC/e-HRM 
design are non-linear and tend to be driven by the way 
people see or make (“construct”) their view and make 
sense of the work setting. 

Critical Management Studies (CMS): CMS em-
braces a wide umbrella of writings, which share con-
cerns on the inter alia alienating, oppressive effects of 



��0  

Challenges of Simulation in Management Development

work and responses or postures that might alleviate and 
emancipate these situations. It has a powerful interest 
in factors such as identity, voice, gaze, and discourse 
and the ways in which these operate in organizational 
settings. The commentaries tend to critique mainstream, 
normative, managerialistic type writings.

Experiential (Learning): Experiential learning is 
the act of developing knowledge and awareness through 
action using a wide range of sensory capabilities. Typi-
cally, this may involve a range of environments includ-
ing the use of the outdoors. Alternatively, role-play and 
other forms of simulation may be engaged. 

Mainstream Managerialism: These writings 
tend not to see issues of power and control at work 
as problematic. Rather they tend to be preoccupied 
with questions of efficiency, effectiveness, organiza-
tional structures and organizing for optimum profits 
and results. The side-effects so dear to the heart of 
critical management are not allocated much time or 
attention.

Management Development: This involves pro-
cesses and activities, which facilitate and support the 
production and enhancement of managerial capabilities 
and skills in individuals and groups. The use of com-
munication information technology can be engaged 
to achieve an enhancement in managerial skills and 
competencies. This will almost inevitably seek to 
emulate some experiential aspects of management life 
and activities.

Simulation: Simulation involves the reproduction 
or emulation of a given type of situation or experience. 
A simulation usually offers some form of ‘“safety net’” 
for the experience rather then being subjected to the 
full consequences of a ‘“live’” or real situation.
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Topic: Building Human Capital: Training and Development

INTRODUCTION

The World Wide Web (WWW) was initially written 
as a “point and click hypertext editor” (Berners-Lee, 
1998, para. 2). Used as a search device by academia 
and industry, it has over the years experienced both 
rapid and explosive growth. Earlier incarnations of the 
World Wide Web were known as “Web 1.0.” Since its 
inception however the internet has undergone a rapid 
transformation into what is now considered a sense of 
community, a reciprocal sharing among users, and a 
sense of “cognitive presence” (Garrison, Anderson, & 
Archer, 2000), which has been facilitated by a plethora 
of software tools that allowed users to widely share their 
work, in thought (e.g., blogs), in creative endeavors, 
and in collaborative projects. Siemens’ (2005) theory 
of “connectivism” encompasses the feeling that shar-
ing promotes and encourages a sense of community 
that is continually being recreated by its audience. The 
newest forms of interaction are in the form of virtual 
worlds, in which avatars can attend class, build their 
own edifices, sell objects, and meet with other indi-
viduals in a global virtual exchange. What was once 
considered static computing has been transformed into 
a rich, dynamic environment that is defined by the 
people who peruse it, as evidenced in the following 
quotation: “The breaking down of barriers has led to 
many of the movements and issues we see on today’s 
internet. File-sharing, for example, evolves not of a 
sudden criminality among today’s youth, but rather 
in their pervasive belief that information is something 
meant to be shared” (Downes, 2006, para. 15). As of 
2006, the Web had a billion users worldwide (Williams, 
2007). Today’s Web users for the most part are not 
simply information seekers, but co-creators who wish 
to collaborate and share information in an electronic 
environment. 

The purpose of this article is to connect collab-
orative theory with the current innovations occurring 
on the WWW, and to describe specific technological 
products that are enabling users to experience a sense 

of ownership and community in a medium which 
they have claimed as their own. In addition, implica-
tions for training and human resources managers are 
discussed.

BACKGROUND

In describing the World Wide Web, Berners-Lee (1998, 
para. 3) refers to “…a common information space in 
which we communicate by sharing information.” It has 
actually taken several years, a multitude of software 
incarnations, and an exponential growth in users to 
achieve the original vision intended for the internet. 
For this reason, Downes (2006) refers to Web 2.0 as not 
a technological, but rather a social revolution, which 
has created a community of proactive participants who 
are constantly recreating their electronic domain. Some 
tools that have facilitated true connective practice are 
blogs (chronological diaries of information on a certain 
topic); wikis (editable Web pages); slideshow and video 
sharing; list sharing of event plans (with programs 
like Backpack®); sites devoted to communal picture 
uploads (e.g., Flickr™); social bookmarking; virtual 
worlds, and social networking sites (e.g., MySpace® 
and Facebook®, in which individuals can both post in-
formation and search for other people). RSS, also known 
as “really simple syndication,” “rich site summary” 
or “RDF site summary” software permits dynamic 
feeds of either new material from a site (such as Web 
pages, blogs, or news organizations) or downloads of 
new contributions (such as tagged social bookmarking 
topics) in an aggregated end product to the destination 
of one’s choice. Technologies that lend themselves to 
team work (like Wikipedia®, an online encyclopedia), 
involve the contribution and collaboration of many 
geographically dispersed individuals. In their research, 
Beck and Wade (2004) found for example that when 
presented with the statement “The best way to get things 
done is to connect with the right people” the highest 
percentage in both younger and older categories were 
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frequent gamers. This study was conducted with 2,500 
individuals in corporate America (Van Eck, 2007). 

Consequently, far from solitary, isolated, hermit type 
individuals who keep to themselves, avid net users are 
concerned with a larger collective presence. The follow-
ing statement is in fact from a presentation in Slideshare 
(slide #8, “Web 2.0 tools”): “Hutchings (2002) credits 
Shulman with the notion of publicly sharing one’s work 
for critical review that became accepted as an integral 
element of the scholarship of teaching and learning” 
(“Web 2.0 Tools”). When everything can be accessed 
by everyone, a certain democratization and ownership 
of knowledge takes place that empowers the individu-
als who are both recipients and co-creators in this new 
participative forum. Everyone in this medium is thus 
transformed at once into both teacher and student. 

For human resource managers, the implica-
tion is that the very nature of training must change 
in order to accommodate the Web 2.0 generation, 
and those who are immersed in this technology on 
a daily basis. Davis (2006) suggests the following 
traits of teachers in a Web 2.0 classroom. They are 
(1) connected; (2) open-minded; (3) vigilant; (4) have 
the ability to hold students accountable for themselves 
(5) have character; and (6) are passionate about their 
topic. She also argues that the best Web 2.0 teachers 
practice what they preach, in that they themselves make 
an effort to connect electronically and to “share their 
best practices with others.” She shared the following 
comments (Davis, 2006, p. 4): 

“We will educate by any means necessary! 

We will leave behind our preconceived notions! 

We will go into territory where we do not feel comfort-
able! 

We will go where our students congregate and inter-
act! 

We will do what it takes to reach the most disconnected 
and connected generation in history.”

O’Reilly (2005) explains the Web 2.0 meme with 
some of the following descriptors: (1) rich user expe-
rience; (2) Web as platform; (3) harnessing collective 
intelligence; (4) an attitude, not a technology; (5) 
emergent-user behavior not predicted; (6) trust your 
users; (7) user as contributor, and (8) the perpetual 

beta. Therefore both the trainer and the medium within 
organizations must undergo a profound shift, respec-
tively, in both demeanor and delivery. As opposed 
to the sage on the stage, organizational training may 
actually occur in some cases in a virtual world, such 
as Second Life® (a product of Linden Lab), in which 
seminars, courses, and demonstrations are offered on 
a continual basis and in some cases on demand. At the 
very least, effective teachers in a world populated with 
Web 2.0 users must be descriptive and participatory, 
as opposed to prescriptive and sermonizing, as Davis 
(2006, ¶2) argues: “In essence, we go from surfing 
the wave to BEING the wave itself as we contribute 
and share information on the Internet ocean.” Passive 
point and click slideshows with little to no user input 
or means for providing feedback may be supplanted by 
technologies used to facilitate learner empowerment, 
such as Web-quests, blogs, e-portfolios, and interac-
tive discussions. These e-pedagogies may supplement 
traditional in class cooperative learning activities such 
as teamwork, partner sharing, and student peer cri-
tiqued presentations. Avenues for a wide range of user 
creativity, in which online groups are responsible for 
an end product, might thus best channel the emergent 
and developing skills of Web 2.0 users. 

Making the Case for “Connectivity”

Group oriented, team based types of training are ac-
tually precursors of the skills expected in a flattened, 
delayered workspace. At Ideo, a consultancy based 
design firm, hierarchical organization and formal job 
titles are nonexistent (Bridges, 1994). Bridges (1994) 
notes that one of the primary characteristics of the post 
job organization is that it attempts to hire individuals 
who are congruent with its culture, and those who are 
able to work well without formalized job descriptions 
and pre-determined job instructions. Employees within 
“non-traditional companies,” those with more organic, 
open, or flexible organizational structures “work for 
each other” on tasks that are continually evolving 
(Bridges, 1994). “Leaderful” organizations thus require 
that each member make a contribution to the successful 
maintenance of the enterprise (Raelin, 2003). In places 
in which work groups rapidly form, interdependently 
work, democratically contribute, and quickly disband 
to form yet other groups, employees will need to know 
the very skills that are transmitted through Web 2.0 
training, activities, and collaborative searches. Web 
2.0 is thus a form of cooperative learning, in which 
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reciprocity and mutual goal attainment motivate the 
following outcomes: (1) gain from each other’s efforts,  
(2) recognition that all group members share a com-
mon fate, (3) knowledge that one’s performance is 
mutually caused by oneself and one’s team members, 
(4) pride when a group member is recognized for 
achievement, (5) social and oral communication skills, 
and (6) positive race relations (adapted and modified 
from Cooperative Learning). Further, Johnson and 
Johnson (1998) describe community learning as social 
interdependence, in which individuals have common 
goals and a joint stake in the success or failure of the 
group. The dynamic of Web 2.0, through its empha-
sis on sharing, collaborative creation, and collective 
presence, promotes the outcomes of positive social 
interdependence, in which there exist (1) high effort to 
achieve, (2) positive relationships, and (3) psychological 
health (Johnson and Johnson, 1998). At the opposite 
end of the spectrum, Johnson and Johnson (1998) 
describe oppositional interaction, where gains by one 
member are viewed as a blow to the esteem of those 
who have failed to achieve a particular outcome. No 
interaction, and/or the type of bullying, confrontational 
combativeness that one may see in a traditional group 
do not induce promotive interaction, or the reciprocal 
encouragement of fellow members to achieve mutual 
goal attainment (Johnson & Johnson, 1989). 

Johnson and Johnson (1998) note a plethora of 
benefits from the positive relationships developed 
through cooperation. These include increased perfor-
mance, greater retention within groups, persistence on 
different tasks, creative thinking, critical reasoning, 
learning transference, high epistemic curiosity, positive 
attitudes toward tasks, liking among group members, 
open communication, pro-social attitudes, psychologi-
cal health, emotional maturity, strong personal identity, 
ego strength, and higher self-esteem. By contrast, they 
argue that the dysfunction of individualistic attitudes 
is associated with such indicators of mental illness as 
alienation, self rejection, and maladjustment. 

In commenting on a study conducted by Right 
Management Consultants, Fisher (2005) reports that 
teamwork and the ability to build strong alliances and 
networks are paramount to both keeping and advancing 
in one’s job. The psychological stability that is created 
within cooperative settings is therefore a precursor of 
social competencies that are necessary to the healthy 
maintenance of work life, family, and social embe-
deddness (Johnson and Johnson, 1998). The elimina-
tion of rigid hierarchies in an organic structure and the 

resulting closeness of workers in a delayered environ-
ment mandate a high degree of trust, and an unfettered 
flow of information. The inception and continuance of 
training programs that employ Web 2.0 technology will 
provide precisely the tools that businesses need to ensure 
a match between their structural transformation and their 
workers’ social acumen. A new, less competitive, more 
positively intertwined system of interaction will pave 
the way for a fabric of human interconnection in which 
individuals readily share and build upon one another’s 
ideas. The resulting confluence of information should 
help human resource managers to more easily pinpoint 
areas for organizational improvement, as information 
can flow to these professionals more freely. 

FUTURE

More recently, three dimensional or “3D” environ-
ments have been created to capitalize on the ubiquitous 
phenomena of electronic interaction. Second Life is 
for example a 3D environment in which participants 
are represented by an avatar. The sophistication of 
Second Life has resulted in many types of educational 
applications, such as collaboration and discussion with 
students of different cultures (Wong, 2006) through 
extension of engagement privileges in a Second Life 
classroom. 3D virtual worlds can also be used for 
experiential learning, simulation and role play, mod-
eling of complex scenarios, and data visualization 
(Educational Uses of Second Life). Slide shows, library 
resources, and studio class rooms on a variety of top-
ics and conferences can all be accessed “in-world.” 
Several colleges have a presence in Second Life, with 
Harvard’s extension campus even holding mock trials. 
An innovative approach to add-on learning is Ohio 
University, which provides learning kiosks in-world 
on a variety of different topics. Podcasts, streamed 
audio, and video presentations can all be used to cre-
ate a virtual immersion for students in their respective 
training disciplines.

Second Life events (many of which are available 
to all in-world residents), provide free and open idea 
sharing and a synergy that is impossible to achieve 
through purely individualistic endeavor. In addition, 
virtual worlds provide a type of electronic “water 
cooler” for individuals to casually share and ex-
change information about much more than the topic 
at hand—creating a dense layer of information that is 
easily accessed through the recording of “chat” among 
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characters. Educational Uses of Second Life describes 
several of the innovations that are occurring “in-world.” 
One notable event was the presentation by actress Mia 
Farrow and John Heffernan, Director of the Genocide 
prevention Initiative for the U.S. Holocaust Memorial 
Museum’s Committee on Conscience, who both spoke 
at an in-world briefing on genocide. In-world events are 
sometimes videotaped and shared to an even broader 
audience on services like Google and YouTube™. 
Some companies, such as Thompson NetG, actually 
conduct Microsoft certification, business development, 
and sales training in a virtual classroom (“educational 
uses”). There are also virtual campuses in Second Life 
devoted to demonstrations and exhibitions, such as 
Cybrary City and New Media Consortium Campus. 
Other features of Second Life include the International 
Spaceflight Museum, Alzheimer’ exhibit, a virtual hal-
lucination room, the S & P 500 graphical depiction, a 
virtual Morocco, as well as recreations of other cities 
both ancient and present (“educational uses”). Virtual 
worlds like Second Life may become even more impor-
tant as the Web itself engages in a 3D metamorphosis. 
On a related note, Palmisano of IBM has announced 
a project to construct a 3D internet premised on the 
interactivity within Second Life (Kirkpatrick, 2007), 
an initiative which may bring Web 2.0 by force into the 
hands of a large number of personal computer users. 
One cautionary note regarding virtual environments 
(particularly ones that organizations require individuals 
to join), is the potential harm that can result to one’s 
avatar through violence, harassment, or assault (for a 
full description, see Bugeja (2007)). 

CONCLUSION

Web 2.0 is not just about technology, for the very basis 
of its applications is driven by a sense of community. 
AJAXWorld (2005, para. 5) states that it is people cen-
tered: “Web 2.0 fundamentally revolves around us and 
seeks to ensure that we engage ourselves, participate and 
collaborate together, and mutually trust and enrich each 
other, even though we could be separated by the entire 
world geographically.” With people as its central focus, 
Web 2.0 tools and virtual worlds in particular serve a 
very basic human need - that of connection, acceptance, 
and social outlet. Human resource managers who take 
notice of and incorporate these tools into their training 
sessions may reap the benefits of a more united and 

more cohesive work unit. With 65 and 62.5 percent of 
higher educational institutions offering graduate and 
undergraduate online as well as face to face courses 
respectively (Allen & Seaman, 2005) the potential to 
incorporate a plethora of tools that create community 
early in students’ careers is immense. Their degree of 
exposure may ultimately determine their receptivity 
and later eagerness to embrace these technologies in 
the working environment. 
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TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Collaboration: A unitive effort among individuals 
with the intent to share, create, and display informa-
tion. 

Connectivity: With regard to human participants 
in an “e-world,” this term refers to the linkages cre-
ated by access and usage of Web 2.0 tools, in which an 
electronic community of participants is formed.

Cooperative Learning: A teaching strategy in 
which students work together (either in pairs or in 
groups) to master a particular lesson. 

“G-Generation”: Individuals born in the 1980s 
and 1990s (Van Eck, 2007), who use Web 2.0 tools 
and digital gaming with ease and on a routine basis. 
They are suggested as a group to be highly adaptable 
to new situations, good problem solvers, and effective 
team players (Van Eck, 2007).

Second Life: A three dimensional universe in which 
avatars can transact business, meet one another, and 
purchase user created electronic objects (along with 
pieces of virtual land) using Linden dollars. 

Virtual Worlds: Three dimensional electronic 
recreations of physical spaces, in which users can 
interact via an “avatar” with other users, and engage 
in a wide range of activities that are user orchestrated 
and maintained.

Web 1.0: The first incarnation of the internet, used 
for gathering information on various topics. This version 
was used by the government and educational institu-
tions, where the emphasis was on individual searching, 
as opposed to dynamic and interactive contribution 
capabilities. 

Web 2.0: The conception of the Web as a large, 
ever changing repository of user contributed and edited 
content. This version of the Web is “living,” in that it 
continually changes in response to user input, such as 
wikis, blogs, and social networking.

Web 2.0 Community: an electronic collection of 
individuals who proactively participate in the creation 
and editing of their resources.
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INTRODUCTION

Is it still possible to draw up a state of arts about col-
laborative technologies? For 20 years now, reflections 
on these technologies have become the subject of a 
scientific discipline in its own right: computer supported 
cooperative work (CSCW). Since this term was fashioned 
in 1984 by Irene Greif and Paul M. Cashman, research 
scientists of extremely diverse disciplinary origins (i.e., 
ergonomics, psychology, linguistics, sociology, etc.) 
have invested in research which has been presented in 
a large number of conferences (the main one being the 
biannual “CSCW” conference which spawned a “sister” 
conference in Europe called “ECSCW”), in a specialist 
magazine (CSCW), in dozens of books, and hundreds 
of articles. CSCW covers a wide range of works whose 
state of arts begins to be a bit difficult to draw.

In spite of all those works, uses of collaborative 
technologies continue to be a major issue in develop-
ing electronic human resource management (e-HRM). 
In fact, developing cooperation among employees is 
often an objective of e-HRM, but, as in other domains 
of firms, those technologies are generally under-used in 
comparison with what is waiting before their implemen-
tation. In this article, we develop the idea that a better 
understanding of how we can precisely define “uses” and 
how they appear—or not—is necessary to understand 
this phenomenon of under-use.  

In the first part of this article, we will precise the main 
dimensions of the collaborative technologies field. In a 
second part, we will present the most recent development 
of this reflection, which can be considered as one major 
basis for future works in this discipline. 

COLLABORATIvE TECHNOLOGIES 
BACKGROUND

Collaborative technologies have always been developed 
through a wide association with social science which 
impacts deeply the way to conceive those technologies 

and distinguishes this discipline from other disciplines 
dedicated to computers and conducts to a (too much) 
wide diversity of technologies and scientific papers.

A Specific Way to Conceive  
Technologies

Since their inception, collaborative technologies have 
been considered as being one of the technological in-
novations which has best managed to associate the social 
sciences in its development. While in the majority of 
domains a watertight boundary may be observed be-
tween a sociology of the techniques which analyze how 
a technology is produced and a sociology of uses which 
studies the social effects of these same technologies, in 
the collaborative technologies, there is to be found a 
specific configuration where the sociology of techniques 
and sociology of uses dialogue one with the other to 
propose rapid and iterative improvements to software 
design (Kies, Williges, & Rosson, 1998). 

This proximity between the social sciences and 
the conception of collaborative technologies has had 
consequences on the way in which these technologies 
are conceived. Indeed, for all those who work in this 
field, it would very clearly seem that design and uses 
are not two instants which succeed each other in the life 
of a technological innovation but two activities which 
should interpenetrate so as to produce innovations which 
respond in the most effective way possible to the real 
needs of the users (Akrich, 1998). The CSCW has thus 
more particularly developed the processes of “user-cen-
tered design,” a “co-design,” or a “participative design” 
where the users are incorporated in the different phases 
of the design process through the medium of statistical 
surveys, descriptions of work situations, videos of users 
in activity, locations in experimental sites, or even of the 
deployment in a natural situation (Boullier, 2002). Very 
numerous methodologies have therefore been mobilized 
in an attempt to design technologies which incorporate 
as heavily as possible the real preoccupations of users 
in the design process. 
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A Common Attachment to Cooperation…

Besides this permanent concern to put the user in the heart 
of the design process, the multitude of articles attached 
to CSCW share a common attachment to the notion of 
cooperation. It is this which has enabled them to differ-
entiate themselves from the two pre-existing disciplines: 
the study of information systems on the one hand (office 
automation, management information system or IS) and 
on the other hand the design applications intended for 
individual computers (human computer interaction or 
HCI). While the discipline of information systems is 
working on the design of the “large” systems for firms 
(company servers, electronic data interchanges [EDI], 
reservation, command, or transaction software between 
customer and supplier), the HCI discipline is involved in 
the design of computer tools which are used to construct a 
dialogue between an individual and an isolated machine. 
Compared with these two disciplinary “monsters,” the 
CSCW has made an effort to occupy a domain which both 
of them perceived badly: the organization of cooperation 
of small (and medium) groups of people who work in 
networks or in project groups (Cardon, 1997).

…But a (Too Much) wide Spectrum of 
works 

Beyond this common attachment for the instrumenta-
tion of cooperation in groups, the growing inflation of 
articles in this discipline leads to a very wide diversity 
in the scientific work, the machines, and the software. 
Thus, it is delicate to propose a typology which puts order 
into this diversity. However, Cardon (1997) proposes to 
organize all collaborative technologies by using three 
complementary variables:

• time (synchronous/asynchronous), 
• space (in presence/remote; room/office), 
• and the different representation and visualization 

techniques (i.e., audio/photo/video, board/com-
puter screen/video monitor/virtual reality). 

Using these variables, he distinguishes seven sets of 
different technologies:

1. Shared design spaces: for example, Videodraw, 
TeamWorkStation.

2. Mediaspaces: Collab, Videowindow, Thunderwire 
(audiospace).

3. Asynchronous cooperative tools: Lotus Notes, 
LinkWork, Coordinator

4. Cooperative PC: Cruiser, Piazza, Forum. 
5. Electronic tables: LiveBoards, Smart.
6. Electronic meeting systems: Colab, Groupsystems, 

Dolphin.
7. Virtual environments: Dive, Massive, Freewalk.

As with all kinds of typologies, the latter is open 
to discussion. It would, however, seem that it may be 
used to come to terms with the diversity of the techni-
cal innovations produced in the domain. Its usefulness 
does, however, derive more from the examples that it 
gives which may be used to illustrate the field of this 
discipline than its comprehensive character. Indeed, it 
seemed unprofitable to us—and perhaps even impos-
sible—to propose a typology which might attempt to 
organize artificially a production which is from the ori-
gin marked by the multitude of specific uncoordinated 
developments. The point was made above that what 
really unites the works associated with the CSCW are 
the common principles of the “user-centered” approach 
and the support for activities of cooperation. 

A RECENT ATTENTION TO  
“REAL USES”

But, even if it has placed the uses at the very center of 
its reflection, the CSCW talks little of “real” uses for 
their technologies. Indeed, the uses mentioned above are 
more often those of the designers themselves—who test 
their tools in an attempt to improve them—or those of 
specific users, often placed outside their classical work 
conditions, put in the specific position of “testers” of a 
technology. Indeed, if scientific works and prototypes 
proliferate in the CSCW community, the successful 
implantations of software remain rarer (Bowers, 1995; 
Grudin, 1988; Markus & Connolly, 1990; Olson & Tea-
sley, 1996). This fact makes the analysis of uses more 
delicate since it is known that the users positioned in a 
role of “codesigners” do not have the same behavior as the 
“real” users and these test situations (even reconstructed 
or within the context of an experiment) are rather dif-
ferent to real-use situations (Bardini & Horvath, 1995; 
Woolgar, 1991). 

On the basis of works of DeSanctis and Poole 
(1994), Giddens (1984) and Orlikowski (2000) propose 
a “structurational perspective on technology” which is 
considered as a key point in the reflection on collabora-
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tive technologies uses. In fact, she addresses the role of 
emergence and improvisation in technology real uses 
and shows how people, as they interact with a technol-
ogy in their ongoing practices, enact structures which 
shape their emergent and situated use of that technology. 
Taking the same technology (the software Lotus Notes) 
she demonstrates that a number of user groups enacted 
this technology in very different ways which are linked 
to other structures enacted in the situation that users 
live as nature of hierarchy, values, and common beliefs, 
individual incentive structure, and so forth.  

In-depth work therefore remains necessary to evalu-
ate and analyze the “real” uses of these collaborative 
technologies. Some have set themselves the objective 
of analyzing these real uses. Certain of these studies are 
even relatively old (Bowers, 1995). Thus, from 1997 
onwards, whereas the collaborative tools were still quite 
rarely really deployed in firms, d’Iribarne, Lemoncini, 
and Tchobanian (1999) carried out case studies on the 
real use of different technologies in a large telecom-
munication firm. Other works analyzing real uses have 
been carried out (e.g., Haddon, 2003; Grimand, 2006; 
Guiderdoni, 2006; Pascal & Thomas, 2007; Pérocheau, 
2007; Oiry, 2006). These works inform us about the way 
in which these uses take their place in the organizational 
configurations. However, it would seem that a specific 
framework to take into account the diversity of these 
real uses is still missing. One line of future researches 
may therefore be the development of such a theoretical 
framework.

FUTURE TRENDS

In those future researches, it appears necessary to clearly 
define the notion of uses, to finalize a strong analysis 
framework of those technologies, and a rigorous vision 
of the interaction between those technologies and orga-
nizations where they are implemented.

Toward a Clear Definition of the Notion of 
Use…

As was mentioned above, sociology—and particularly 
the sociology of uses—has already largely contributed to 
building the initial foundation stones of this theoretical 
framework. In this way, it seems possible to mobilize 
the definition of “social uses” they propose as:

Modes of use demonstrating with sufficient recurrence 
and in the form of uses which are sufficiently integrated 
in daily life to be able to insert and impose themselves 
in the range of pre-existing cultural practices, to be able 
to reproduce themselves and eventually resist as specific 
practices against competing or connected practices. 
(Lacroix, 1994, p. 147) 

It may even be very useful to mobilize the notion of 
the “genealogy of use” which proposes replacing each 
use in a trajectory of the uses of one user so as to produce 
a dynamic analysis of it (Jouët, 2000). 

…Completed by a Strong  
Analysis Framework of Collaborative 
Technologies 

But, from our point of view, to be able to explain the 
diversity of uses, sociology lacks a specific framework 
for the analysis of collaborative technologies. Hatchuel 
and Weil (1992) propose a framework that has been 
tested on several occasions (David, 1998; Gilbert, 1997; 
Oiry, 2004). For this reason, it appears extremely solid. 
This grid demonstrates that tools are not homogeneous 
objects but the articulation of three very heterogeneous 
elements (Hatchuel & Weil, 1992): 

• A formal substrate (the set of concrete supports in 
which the tool is embodied),

• A managing philosophy (the set of arguments 
which, in describing its expected effects, attempts 
to convince the various players in the organization 
that it is in their interest to use it), and

• A simplified representation of the role of the play-
ers (the set of hypothesis (at times implicit) which, 
in designing the technology, the designers made 
on how the users should behave in order that the 
technology functions well). 

It is then possible to represent a collaborative technol-
ogy in the form of a triangle, as seen in Figure 1. 

In a further work, David (1998) shows that real uses 
(when they exist) correspond in fact to an articulation 
between the characteristics of the technology and the 
characteristics of the organization which may also be 
described thanks to the conceptual triptych: formal 
substrate, management philosophy, and simplified rep-
resentation of the players. An analysis of this eventual 
articulation between the organization and a technol-
ogy is nevertheless made complex by the fact that the 
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individuals, groups, and organizations mobilize a very 
large number of formal substrates (e.g., the different 
management tools), different elements of management 
philosophy, and so forth. An inserted representation of 
these different facets of organization may be used at least 
visually to take account of this complexity. 

Finally, despite the risk of making the analysis still 
more complex, it appears to us necessary to take into 
account the fact that a new collaborative technology 
should not merely articulate with the pre-existing forms 
of the organization but also with the already existing col-
laborative technologies. Following the work of Rabardel 
(2005), to understand the uses, it seems necessary to 
take in account of the addition of a new collaborative 
tool in a portfolio of collaborative tools where it is put 
under much more competition than was immediately 
considered relevant. Therefore, it is a new triangle of 
cooperative tool (organization) portfolio of collabora-
tive tools which would seem to be the better theoretical 
framework to take in account of the diversity of the uses 
really observed in organizations.

The diversity of uses brought about by such a complex 
theoretical framework reinforces the conviction which 
is emerging increasingly strongly in the CSCW com-
munity: if it is indispensable to integrate users in the 
design of tools, it is illusory to envisage a design which 
might succeed in anticipating all these uses. It would 
therefore appear more relevant to turn towards an initial 

subspecification of the tools which might enable the users 
to master them according to the logic which is their own 
and later undertake a detailed analysis of these real uses 
so as to favor them and develop them in an improved 
version of the tool (Bentley & Dourish, 1995; Mallard, 
2003; Schmidt & Simone, 1996).   

CONCLUSION

The field of CSCW is very rich in analysis of different 
kinds of technologies that we can find under the term 
of “collaborative technologies.” This taxonomy is very 
useful but we underline that the interest for “real uses” 
is quite new. Initially, works on uses were only based on 
uses of designers themselves or uses of specific users, 
often placed outside their classical work conditions and 
put in the specific position of “testers” of a technology. 
It is only since the work of Orlikowski (2000) that real 
uses in real contexts of work appear as a real object of 
research. To push this reflection further, we proposed 
in this article a synthetic definition of use and proposed 
to analyze the processes of development of uses as an 
interaction—not effective every time—between the new 
tool implemented, other tools already implemented, and 
previous mode of cooperation pre-existing in the firm 
where the new tool is implemented. 
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KEY TERMS

Collaborative Technologies: Computer-based sys-
tems that support groups of people engaged in a common 
task (or goal) and that provide an interface to a shared 
environment (Clarence, Ellis, Gibbs, & Rein, 1991).

Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW): 
Generic term, which combines the understanding of the 
way people work in groups with the enabling technolo-
gies of computer networking, and associated hardware, 
software, services and techniques” (Wilson, 1991).

Social Uses: Modes of use demonstrating with suf-
ficient recurrence and in the form of uses which are 
sufficiently integrated in daily life to be able to insert 
and impose themselves in the range of pre-existing cul-
tural practices, to be able to reproduce themselves, and 
eventually resist as specific practices against competing 
or connected practices (Lacroix, 1994) to anticipate how 
real users interact with the technology they propose. 

Structurational Perspective on Technology: 
Wanda Orlikowski (2000) proposes to mobilize the 
structurational theory (Giddens, 1984) to explain why 
users develop different uses of a common technology. 
She distinguishes two aspects in a technology: 
• technology as a technical artifact, “which has been 

constructed with particular materials and inscribed 
with developers’ assumptions and knowledge about 
the world at a point in time” (Thomas & Pascal, 
2007), and

• technology as a technology-in-practice, “which 
refers to the specific structure routinely enacted 
by individuals as they use the artifact in recurrent 
ways in their everyday situated activities” (Thomas 
& Pascal, 2007).

Those recurrent interactions and those “situated ac-
tivities” are different by themselves but, more than that, 
they are “situated in the structural properties of social 
systems. Thus, in interacting with a technology, users 
mobilize many structurals, those borne by the technol-
ogy itself, and those deriving from different contexts 
(group, community, organization, company, etc.) in 
which their uses are developed” (Thomas & Pascal, 
2007). In this perspective, those different interactions 
and those different structurals explain the diversity of 
uses of a common technology.

User-Centered Design (UCD): User-centered de-
sign is a project approach that puts the needs, wants, 
and limitations of intended users of a technology at the 
center of each stage of its design and development. It 
does this by talking directly to the user at key points 
in the project to make sure the technology will deliver 
upon their requirements. In this project approach, such 
testings are necessary because it is considered as impos-
sible for the designers
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INTRODUCTION

A dynamic and constant change, characteristic of the 
existent paradigm, imposes that organizations assume, as 
an imperative, the need to be adaptable and evolutionary 
and flexible in their operations, all without losing their 
technological and human structure (Davenport & Prusak, 
1998). In that sense, the need to capture, to apprehend, 
and to develop ideas and know-how have been discussed 
thoroughly by academics and managers worldwide.

With such scenario, the need for organizational in-
novations increases dramatically, with communities of 
practices as one of the possible answers. Their purpose 
is then to complement the existing structures and to 
galvanize in a radical way the creation and sharing 
of knowledge, generating learning and change inside 
the organization. However, in spite of appearing as an 
answer to the organizational environment, the truth is 
that throughout mankind history the expression “com-
munities of practices” can be apply; that is an unques-
tionable reality.

For that, it is enough to recall the first men com-
munities, the first sedentary communities, the great 
classic civilizations, the feudalism of the Medium Age, 
the renascent communities, the industrial communities 
(post-Industrial Revolution), and finally, the communi-
ties of practices. However, these communities present 
diverse analytical dimensions, that is, creation aim, 
leadership/hierarchical structures, and knowledge shar-
ing processes.

BACKGROUND

The characteristics of the business environment clearly 
demonstrate that workers need to be able to adapt to new 
skills and processes and to update their knowledge on 
a regular basis. In fact, the idea pointed out in the book 
Empresas, caos e complexidade- gerindo à beira de uma 
ataque de nervos (Pina e Cunha, Fonseca & Gonçalves, 
2001), supplies generic elements that, somehow, we can 
take as references about the origin and real vocation of 
the communities of practices.

Organizations are increasingly dealing with the prob-
lem of creating, sharing, and managing knowledge in 
order to adapt themselves to the changing environment; 
they are also transforming into learning organizations 
and expect their workers to become lifelong learners. In 
a learning organization, workers are stimulated to share 
and develop knowledge together.

The learning potential of expertise networks has be-
come a matter of interest and social and cultural aspects 
of learning have become important to understand and 
foster their learning (Brown & Duguid, 1996; Davenport 
& Prusak, 1998; Fontaine & Millen, 2004; Qureshi, 2000; 
Wenger & Snyder, 2000). In organizations, workers tend 
to form networks of expertise to facilitate individual 
learning, collaboration, and to discuss work-related 
problems together. However, in some specific situa-
tions these networks become communities of practices 
(see below).

On the other hand, we should not forget the formidable 
increase of all types of human organizations, existing 
evidence that human organizations are complex systems. 
Kaufman (1995) defines a complex adaptable system 
as an organizational unit that it intends to preserve his 
identity and integrity, which means for guaranteed sur-
vival, it is “forced” to interpret an amount of information 
superior to his processing capacity, given the variety 
and the amount of present information in the involving 
environment.

However, if we consider communities of practices 
features (see Communities of Practices Dimension), it is 
possible to acknowledge an organization as a conversa-
tional network, which is extremely useful regarding the 
existent business environment. But, how can we define 
communities of practices? Initially, it will be very useful 
to understand the concept “community,” because some 
authors agree on the uncertainty of its meaning (Paccag-
nella, 2001). According to Cardoso (1998), a community 
arises when individuals are organized in groups due to 
the physical, social, and cultural environment. And we 
must not forget the technological element.

These definitions transmit to us that human beings 
constitute communities with a survival sense. It is the 
interaction in the communities that makes knowledge 
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appears. Over time, this collective learning results in 
practices that reflect both the pursuit of our enterprises 
and the attendant social relations. These practices are thus 
the property of a kind of community created over time 
by the sustained pursuit of a share enterprise. It makes 
sense, therefore, to call these kinds of communities 
communities of practices (Wenger, 1999).

In fact, early research on communities of practice 
has its roots in situated learning theory in ethnographic 
studies of work practices (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Orr, 
1996). Definitely known is the research done by Julian 
Orr in relation to the Xerox service technicians. Orr 
(1996) observed that there was a variance between the 
organization’s formal description of work and the way 
in which the actual work was performed. When these 
technicians were faced with problems for which the 
formal structure often did not provide solutions, they 
relied on the organization’s informal systems for help, 
such as story-telling, conversation, mentoring, and ex-
periential learning.

In so doing, these individuals formed communities 
of practice, a term introduced by Lave and Wenger in 
1991 and given the definition of: 

A community of practice is a set of relations among 
persons, activity, and world, over time and in relation 
with other tangential and overlapping communities of 
practice. A community of practice is an intrinsic condi-
tion for the existence of knowledge, not least because 
it provides the intrinsic support necessary for making 
sense of its heritage. Thus participation in the cultural 
practice in which any knowledge exists is an epistemo-
logical principle of learning. The social structure of 
this practice, its power relations, and its conditions for 
legitimacy define possibilities for learning. (p. 98)

As a final remark, it is possible to introduce other 
definitions for communities of practices, such as the one 
of Gherardi (1995), which advocates that communities 
of practice are defined as the grouping of people who 
belong to the same occupational group and who through 
their common experience of work create a culture, a 
language, and rites, as well as practical routines, techni-
cal knowledge, and coping strategies, all aspects which 
can be summed up as “practices.”

COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICES 
DIMENSIONS

According to Wenger and Snyder (2000), a community 
of practice is defined along three dimensions: What it 
is about? How it functions? What capability it has pro-
duced? So, two types of communities of practices exist: 
the self-organized and the sponsored ones.

Self-organized communities of practices are self-gov-
erning as well. They pursue the shared interests of the 
group’s members. These communities of practices add 
value to a company by sharing lessons learned, acting 
as distribution points for best and emerging practices, 
providing forums in which issues and problems can be 
raised and resolved, and, in general, by learning from 
each other. Owing to their voluntary, in-formal nature, 
self-organizing communities of practices are fragile yet 
extremely resilient. They are fragile in their attempts to 
manage or control the group members disbanding or go-
ing “under-ground” instead of sharing their expertise and 
knowledge more broadly. They are extremely resilient, 
which means that members come and go as interests 
and issues shift and evolve. Over time, they adapt or 
may even evolve into a formal or sponsored community 
of practices. Or, they might disband if enough of the 
members decide they are no longer deriving any benefit 
from their membership. 

Sponsored communities of practices are initiated, 
chartered, and supported by management. These kinds of 
communities are expected to produce measurable results 
that benefit the company. They get needed resources and 
they have more formal roles and responsibilities. Even 
so, they are much more self-governing and wide-ranging 
than the typical cross-functional project team.

However, the proliferation of similar concepts of 
teams sometimes leads to confusion; in that sense, to 
distinguish such concepts is important. Storck and Hill 
(2000) suggest that the differences between the two 
constructs can be characterized through the following 
analytical points: relationship through the members, 
authority relationships, goals, processes, and legitimi-
zation process.

Regarding the relationship of its members on teams, 
these are established when the organization assigns 
people; but on communities of practices, these are formed 
around practice. Within teams the authority relationships 
are organizationally determined, and in a community of 
practices they naturally emerge through the interaction 
around expertise. Relatively to aims to be achieved these 
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are imposed to teams, because are often established by 
people not on the team due to their sponsoring, however 
communities are only responsible by their members due 
to their self-organizing.

On the other hand, if we analyze their processes we 
conclude that teams rely on work and reporting processes 
organizationally defined, and communities develop their 
own processes. And finally, the legitimization process of 
teams is legitimized principally through the assignment 
of formal roles and relationships (team membership and 
structure are defined externally to the team), but com-
munities of practices establish their legitimacy through 
interaction about their practice.

ANALYTICAL TIME COMPARISON

After analyzing the concept of communities of practices 
and its dimensions, the natural step is to compare the 
evolution of such organizational structures through time. 
For that, we will distinguish the following items: their 
aim and their hierarchical structure/leadership. We will, 
obviously, also investigate their behavior concerning 
knowledge sharing.

The first men communities (considering the evolu-
tion of the human species from the Homo erectus to the 
Homo sapiens sapiens), undoubtedly presented a single 
objective, that is, to guarantee survival, which is easily 
demonstrated through the relationship of humanity vs. 
nature. At this time the influence of men on nature was 
practically null, and a strong indicator that survival was 
the only purpose of the communities’ life is the natural 
division of work, in that hunting and fishing activities 
were attributed to men and collecting fruit belonged to 
women. Beside those, other activities are not known.

In this period, the behavior rules were clearly imposed 
by a leader, which was the strongest and the wisest human. 
Considering the aggregation of the preceding factors, 
knowledge sharing was mainly practical.

With the coming of sedentary life style, the relation-
ship between nature and mankind was deeply changed. 
What started as a one way relationship was transformed 
into cause/consequence relationship, due men’s actions. 
In spite of this radical change the primary objective 
stayed intact, as well as the characteristics of knowledge 
sharing.

But, why analyze such communities? Sedentary 
life determined once again that knowledge sharing was 
mainly practical, which means that no differences arise. 
However, during this historical period the hierarchical 

structure changed, motivated by the land ownership, 
giving origin to the first social division of work.

Later on, in the classic civilizations, the continuous 
economical specialization promoted the birth of associa-
tions, what engaged the need for a “code of practices” 
inside such organizations. An example of such a situ-
ation was the specific norms drawn out for each craft, 
such as the admission process and the characteristics of 
the craft and its raw materials. On the other hand, the 
authority relationships were related to the domain of 
microsociological analyses, which means that in spite 
of a leader’s existence (usually the ‘artisan’ with most 
prestige or influence), it implicates the adhesion to a 
norm or common norms.

The knowledge sharing process is still based on 
practice, because usually the profession passed through 
several generations. But, if someone tries to learn a spe-
cific craft, that person is initially considered a dependent 
apprentice of the profession. In fact, only after a long 
learning period, that person becomes a master. Regarding 
the aim of such communities, it is once again related to 
survival, because associations try to guarantee stability, 
to defend their members, to struggle against the lack or 
excessive abundance in the market, and to regulate work, 
which means guaranteeing the survival of the activity 
implicates the whole community’s survival.

Similar to the previous communities we have the 
feudal communities. However, such claim will definitely 
create a debate, because how it is possible that two com-
pletely different social structures may have similarities? 
The feudal communities incorporate in themselves the 
whole type of economical activities and the process of 
knowledge sharing is exactly the same; however, it is 
in the hierarchical structure that the differences appear. 
The leader stops being the most influential “artisan” or 
the one with bigger prestige to become the lord of the 
feud, because it defines and regulates the whole life of 
the community. On the other hand, the survival intention 
is the primordial reason of the existence of the feudalistic 
regime. The enunciated reality is demonstrated in the 
following point.

In the relationships of feudal type, the content and 
the functions are far more complex. The “customer” 
seeks economical, physical, or other form of safety, be-
ing ready to obtain it, and to resign independence. The 
customer’s acceptance allows for a kind of affectivity 
into the social interaction. On the other hand, the lord has 
a considerable power, and through the lord’s dominance 
economical advantages arise.
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Later, during the period of the Renaissance the 

bourgeoisie rose as a consequence of the increasingly 
commercial exchanges. It was also during this period 
that corporations were “born.” Such organizational 
structures are based on an authority relationship, which 
means that the traditional microsociological domain of 
analysis is explored again. Free consent engages the basis 
of such organizational structure; at least it supposes a 
partial agreement given the bond to a norm or common 
norms. If we adopt a sociological analysis, it is pos-
sible to understand the complexity of its relationships, 
given the fact that it allows exercising power effects. 
Per times it is specified that one of the participants will 
make the decisions for the group and the agreement is 
obtained given a certain principle. In the prosecution 
of the common principles, it is frequent to conjugate 
economical efforts.

Regarding the industrial communities (post-Indus-
trial Revolution), it invigorates the capitalists as the 
community’s generic leaders. In this kind of organiza-
tional structure, education supported an essential role, 
namely in the second half of the XX century. Given that, 
the first difference is verified regarding knowledge shar-
ing, that is, the practical learning is replaced by purely 
theoretical learning.

Relative to the communities of practices the leader 
appears in certain contexts and is not always the same. 
In terms of knowledge sharing, communities of prac-
tices present characteristics similar to eastern societies 
regarding the importance of wisdom and knowledge 
accumulated during life experience. On the other hand, 
while an answer to organizational evolution, these can 
be decisive for the survival of the organization, for that, 
once again it is demonstrated that the initial objective 
of survival stays.

Finally, and having in consideration the social net-
works analysis, we can conclude that in a generic way the 
several types of communities present the following:

•	 The communities’ existential objective stayed, that 
is, to assure the individuals’ survival, although in 
the practical communities it is mainly in organi-
zational contexts.

•	 The hierarchical structure/leadership verified 
an incredible amount of changes, that is, started 
though biological reasons (the oldest possessed 
larger experience and wisdom), similar to what 
happens in the animal kingdom. The next step was 
land ownership. Later, besides land ownership, the 
social condition emerged (feudalism); during the 

industrial revolution leadership occurs through 
capital.

•	 The knowledge sharing process emphasis was prac-
tical until the Industrial Revolution, namely until the 
XX century. From that moment on, namely in the 
Western society, theoretical knowledge was privi-
leged. However, communities of practices seem to 
represent a return to practical knowledge.

COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICES 
DILEMMAS

In spite of being a successful methodology in several 
domains, such as the fast resolution of problems, shar-
ing best practices, and the development of professional 
competences (Martin, Hatzakis & Lycett, 2004), the com-
munities of practices can present low levels of success 
or even paradoxes in the following areas (Hislop, 2004): 
definition of strategies, definition of new businesses, 
recruitment and maintenance of talents, and knowledge 
sharing. Such paradox arises because communities of 
practices need to claim a different formulation, which 
appeals to the contributors in a wider spectrum.

In fact, the risk of excessive specialization, particu-
larly in the areas of definition of strategies and definition 
of new businesses can narrow the field of hypothesis to 
consider, is harming the intended aim. Contributors of 
several areas, even outsiders, will be able to be sensi-
tive to a different group of signs that could always be 
there and that are announcers of what Andrew S. Grove  
(1998) designates as an strategic inflection point, that is, 
“the risky transition between the old and the new way 
of doing business.”

The paper of the outsiders can be seen has an extent of 
new visions “suppliers,” given that usually the commu-
nities of practices members are so absorbed (“addicts”) 
into the same logical approach, that they are distracted 
from other points of view that can be the key for success. 
How many times, the experience demonstrates us, in so 
obvious ways that if you are out you see all: the “Eggs 
of Columbus” of the organizations.

It adds to the referred risk of success of the com-
munities of practices, the recruitment possibility, and 
maintenance of talents, on the part of these informal 
structures, at least potential, corporate tendency which 
means more affirmation will probably reinforce their 
contributions in this domain. Behaving in that normaliza-
tion process, the denial of these communities’ virtues, 
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while reading instruments and alternative analysis to 
the formal structures of the companies, in last analysis, 
may transform these communities into lobbies in the 
organizational context. In the limit, those lobbies could 
adopt an information conditioning behavior in such 
a way that their strategic position it will be defended 
(defensive mechanism).

At last, for a rich cross community knowledge ex-
change it is essential that virtually no effective mecha-
nisms for exchanging cross-community knowledge 
appear (Brown & Duguid, 1998); it also requires building 
a culture of trust (Ackerman, Pipek & Wulf, 2003). The 
consequences are that knowledge becomes as divided 
as the functional silos that produce it (Denison, Hart, & 
Kahn, 1996). For example, Ford’s knowledge initiatives, 
based upon functional communities, delivered cost sav-
ings but did not prevent the Firestone Tire debacle.

Knowledge within each community of practice be-
comes “sticky.” According to Szulanski (2003), knowl-
edge stickiness falls into two categories: motivational 
barriers and knowledge barriers. However, Ackerman, 
Pipek, and Wulf (2003) plead a different set of categories: 
motivational and cognitive barriers.

Cognitive limitations are related to the way experts 
store and process information, forcing them to share 
that expertise with others regardless of whether or not 
they are motivated to do so. The cognitive limitations 
faced by experts come partly from the way that they 
mentally represent the task; as expertise increases, mental 
representations become more abstract and simplified. 
Motivational limitations are related to the appraisal and 
reward systems of most companies, as well the internal 
competition between individuals, teams, and units.

Moreover, Davenport and Prusak (1998) point out 
cultural factors also as a barrier. However, it seems 
that the right “framework” must join all these analysis, 
similar to the four major barriers of Hildreth and Kimble 
(2004):

•	 Awareness: making seekers and sources aware of 
their respective knowledge;

•	 Access: providing the time and space for seekers 
and sources to connect with one another;

•	 Application: ensuring that the knowledge seeker 
and source have a common content and understand-
ing necessary to share their insights; and

•	 Perception: creating an atmosphere where knowl-
edge sharing behaviors between seekers and 
sources are respected and valued.

Of course, the evidenced fears considering the deterio-
ration of communities of practices, in opposite sense, have 
to be appraised also in a historical and national culture 
framework where such strategies are being developed. 
After such conceptual framework, the arising question 
is: Are these problems just related to communities of 
practices or did they also exist in history?

FUTURE TRENDS

Future work in this field of research should concentrate 
on strategies in order to minimize the referred dilemmas, 
because a lack of theoretical background is considerable. 
Such work is urgent, given the multiple applications 
of communities of practices at an organizational and 
society level.

On the other hand, this lack of theoretical background 
affects also the aim of this contribution, because it does 
not allow a comparison work. In that sense, academics, 
researchers, and managers involved in communities of 
practices projects should try to engage an analytical 
perspective regarding their aim: hierarchical/leadership 
structure and knowledge sharing process.

CONCLUSION

Considering the analytical background, it is possible 
to acknowledge enormous similarities between other 
types of communities and communities of practices. 
Such similarities could emerge in the reader’s mind as 
some interrogations concerning communities of prac-
tices nature and their assumptions. Moreover, while as a 
solution for organizational innovation and its results, is 
it possible to acknowledge an affirmative answer to the 
“research” question, which means that they represent a 
return to the past.

However, it is a fact that differences are recognized, 
and for that, we have to consider that is not a return to a 
“genuine” past. Those differences should be considered 
important, as for instance, the one that results from the 
property relationship with the organizations, and the one 
that concerns the knowledge sharing process.

In conclusion, the competitive improvements in the 
future will come from learning and from a better use of 
the available resources, as well knowing how to begin, to 
support, and to sustain processes that promote learning. 
In fact, all those that can be partners in the construction 
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of systems and necessary structures for organizational 
learning will play a decisive role in substantiating com-
petitive advantages.

However, other authors defend that such a point is not 
necessarily true, because sometimes this process could 
be engaged throughout mergers and acquisitions, which 
embrace tremendous cultural problems.
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KEY TERMS

Community: Individuals’ group that is organized 
around a physical, social, cultural, and technological 
atmosphere.

Communities of Practices: Community of people 
belonging to the same professional group, which creates 
a culture, language, and rituals.
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Knowledge Transmission: Process for which ex-
perience is transmitted. This process can present the 
following characteristics: mainly practical, theoretical, 
or a mix of both.

Leadership: A certain individual’s capacity in lead-
ing a group or community.

Organizational Innovations: Organizational inno-
vation reflects the recognition that new ways of organizing 
work in areas such as work-force management, knowl-
edge management, value chain management, customer 
partnership, distribution, finance, or manufacturing, 
which can improve competitiveness.

Outsiders: External elements that plead new ideas, 
which do not appear to the group due to the daily ap-
proach of the subjects in analysis.

Survival: Inherent characteristic of all animals and 
that, relative to mankind, is associated to a community 
concept.
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Topic: Competence Development and Compensation

INTRODUCTION

One of the greatest surprises of the Internet economy 
is that far from replacing people, the use of advanced 
technology is confirming that talent is the most valu-
able asset in today’s organizations. In this context, 
competency management (CM) automation practices 
are becoming the most valuable approach within the 
e-HRM domain to manage this new business scenario, 
in which a very high percentage of the total workforce 
is comprised of knowledge workers (Nordstrom & 
Ridderstrale, 2000). The ability to effectively manage 
human capital investments becomes essential to ensure 
business success. Organizations gain real advantage by 
applying Internet technology to the measurement and 
management of its talent needs: the human capital of 
the organization.

The evolution introduced by the e-business transfor-
mation (Hartman & Sifonis, 2000) in human resources 
management (HRM) practices, has meant a change from 
a pure functional, to a process-oriented approach in 
which all those activities associated with the manage-
ment of employment and work relations are included 
(Boxal & Purcel, 2003). And technology innovation 
and new e-HRM strategies are affecting organizational 
effectiveness (Wang, 2005).

Traditionally, organizations of any size or activity, 
used to focus primary attention in automating payroll 
and basic administrative functions. Other administra-
tive-required functions (recruiting, training, etc.) where 
largely assumed and performed, in a non-automated 
way, thus creating large staff departmental units in 
these areas, often disconnected from the organization’s 
primary goals. IT implementations were not designed to 
manage knowledge assets; interest was driven to manage 
physical assets. Individual employees typically required 
functions such as tracking and processing personal 
information, as compensation, benefits, and so forth. 
Managers required HR to provide adequate information 
on topics as recruitment or training services.

It is during the last 6-9 years that competency 

management has became a valuable new strategy for 
HR management, largely due to the new e-business 
context ability to transform and automate most HR 
operations, generating additional efficiency: process 
flows are handled like ‘automated transactions,’ 
self-service functions appear, simplifying individual 
employee/manager relations within the organization, 
automating administrative tasks, and enhancing task-
driven routines formerly performed by HR departments. 
New managers and employees relations are established 
and performance management (PM) is established in a 
way that business objectives became drivers to assess 
a person’s job labor results. Employee competencies 
development—usually trough e-learning corporate 
sponsored initiatives—ensures business improvements, 
although comprehensive competency management 
software based practices are still slow and expensive 
to implement in large size organizations. Core business 
related competency frameworks need to be defined 
(Yang, Bu, & Shu, 2006), but as some investigations 
shows, this is due to the fact that conceptual ambiguity 
still remains in practical competence framework defi-
nitions and organizational implementations (Grzeda, 
2005). In the North American context, competence has 
been usually understood as a combination of skills, 
knowledge, and individual attitudes that affects results. 
In the UK, competence is addressed as the basis for 
professional credentials.  

In the new ‘human capital’ (HC) paradigm frame-
works, most HR operations become efficiently au-
tomated, process flows are handled like ‘automated 
transactions,’ self-service functions appear, simplifying 
individual employee and managerial administrative 
tasks and enhancing task-driven routines formerly per-
formed by HR departments. Three different functional 
domains (and associated applications) are considered: 
First, the employee transactional domain, which in-
cludes payroll and basic employee’s administration 
services, although not a specific management role, it 
has been traditionally considered by many, the primary 
HR organization’s service. Second, the employee life 
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cycle management domain, which represents the core 
domain in CM deployment strategies. Competencies 
are created to manage organization’s required talent, 
across the employee life cycle: attract talent (e-recruit-
ing), assign talent (workforce planning), influence talent 
(performance/compensation management), developing 
talent (e-learning), and retaining talent (career and 
potential development). Finally, the employee rela-
tions management domain, viewed as a set of com-
munication integrated tools, driven to ‘automate’ most 
(if not all) HC processes, similar to other e-business 
environments. Typical applications in this domain are 
the employee self service (ESS), manager self service 
(MSS), workflow, and expert finders.

CM practices within e-HRM are very much linked 
to the new ‘human capital’ paradigm (Blain & Dodd, 
1999): it is not just about modeling and automating 
‘tactical’ HR functions. Two new dimensions are in-
troduced. The first is that HR has a new role, that of 
strategic, knowledge asset (talent) management. The 
second is that HR becomes another component within 
the organization, similarly to financial management, 
supply chain management, customer relations man-
agement, or for this purpose, IT, all of them driven to 
produce a product or service that generates value to the 
customer. HR now has to continuously measure and 
asses the value of human capital investment (Cantrel, 
Laudal, & Thomas, 2006).

It is in this new, comprehensive management context, 
where competency management fully develops itself, 
becoming the integrating ‘glue’ element in HC man-
agement systems (Sagi-Vela, 2004) reshaping today’s 
and future E-HRM implementation strategies. A CM 
strategy usually pursues the following goals:

• Support business objectives, providing informa-
tion to acquire, maintain, influence, develop, and 
retain the right employees.

• Align people, processes, and technology around 
shared values.

• Measure the strategic value of human capital 
investments.

• Anticipate human capital changes.
• Learn from industry best practices, leveraging 

benchmark data.

According to recent research (Draganidis & Men-
tzas, 2006) comprehensive competency management 
software products incorporates functionality to address 

four macro phases: First, competency mapping, aimed 
at defining required competencies to satisfy objectives. 
Secondly, competency diagnosis, to obtain current 
status and asses gap analysis between status and re-
quired level of competencies, then comes competency 
development, usually through e-learning initiatives, 
and finally, continuous monitoring of competencies. 
Thus, the typical components in a competency based 
management system are:

• Identification/assessment of results: defines re-
quired levels of performance to identify desired 
competencies.

• Competency models: identification of competen-
cies that truly affect results.

• Employee competency assessment: measure 
employee status to compare the situation with 
the required business competency model.

• Employee development strategies and resources, 
to address the gap during employee organizational 
life cycle. Typically, e-learning is the most widely 
adopted strategy to fill the required gaps during 
employee life cycle (Murray, 2003).

Experience shows that independently of the chosen 
organization’s deployment approach (comprehensive, 
limited to specific employee levels, etc.), effective CM 
strategies reshape most HR processes in operation (ca-
reer development, performance management, learning, 
etc.), through the alignment to the talent & business 
management vision, thus accomplishing a real e-HRM 
transformation in the organization’s processes.

COMPETENCY MANAGEMENT  
PROCESS SCOPE

Managing knowledge assets, like managerial behaviors, 
problem solving skills, and so forth, is somehow dif-
ferent than managing physical assets (Lindgren, 2005). 
The ultimate CM process goal is to provide the means 
to ensure continuous development of employees and 
organization’s competencies (Curtis & Hefley, 2001; 
Hardless, 2005). It implies observing them through 
behavior, asses them according to organization’s defined 
values, and permanently improve them. Competencies 
are usually linked to career planning, so employees 
permanently have a view of the potential career paths 
they are offered by the organization. 
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Typically, the CM process starts with a catalogue 

definition, where core and other required organizational 
competencies are established, including a required 
proficiency level for each job profile within organiza-
tion. Once competencies are assumed by management, 
an assessment process defines procedures and level-
assignment rules. Competencies are then matched to 
employees. This is often a time and cost consuming, 
non-automated set of activities. After employee leverage 
its competency status, periodic gap analysis between 
competency level definition and employee status is 
performed. This information is the basis for employee 
continuous competency improvement process, usually 
through e-learning initiatives (using LMS’s). The infor-
mation created is typically used in career development 
and in e-recruiting processes within the organization. 
Finally, performance evaluation matches employee-
assigned business objectives with actual performance 
based upon the CM model, which usually triggers some 
kind of individual salary and benefits compensation. 

CM MARKET PRODUCT FAMILIES: 
EvOLUTION AND TRENDS

IT industry considers today that e-HRMS has become 
a fairly mature market. Although the administrative, 
transaction based type of applications have very limited 
growth potential (probably outsourcing, hosted type 
of services in small & medium size business is the 
exception to the rule), the strategic, talent management 
type of applications, driven primarily by competency 
management, is on the high. Prior to the e-business 
transformation, HR businesses evolution created a sort 
of IT industry fragmented market. There exists hundreds 
(if not thousands) of different HR administration and 
management solutions (payroll, learning, performance 
management, work force planning and analytics, CM, 
etc.) in organizations around the globe. Some are 
global market-oriented, others vertical cross-industry 
oriented, most are local and country driven solutions, 
aimed to satisfy specific, single market demands. CM 
is no a exception and early implementations where 
usually stand-alone or associated to other related HR 
type of solution, typically learning and performance 
management, incorporating new technology paradigms 
as the semantic learning organizations (Sicilia & Ly-
tras, 2005). 

But the scenario is now changing very fast, and 
the e-business evolution is driving industry from 
the previous IT fragmented scenario to an extremely 
concentrated one. The vast majority of today’s large 
organizations (those in which CM has the largest de-
ployment potential) are automating HR (or planning 
to do so) within the scope of one out of three global, 
integrated ERP suits—SAP, PeopleSoft, or Oracle—and 
two companies, because Oracle finally acquired People-
Soft during 2005. 

Current market research (Draganidis & Mentzas, 
2006) shows that CM is becoming a most important 
practice in HMS processes, particularly in large size 
organizations. A significant indicator for this trend is the 
publication of the people-capability maturity model, or 
People-CMM by the Software Engineering Institute at 
Carnegie Mellon (USA). People-CMM (Curtis, 2001) 
is a best practice reference to implement state of the 
art HRM strategies, and CM practices are essential in 
this process, particularly in most advanced maturity 
levels. Most market CM strategy deployment demand 
comes from large size organizations, to an extent that 
in the next years, CM may then be considered as the 
most relevant business driver that will boost e-HRMS 
market growth during the coming years.

In this evolutionary context, information system’s 
solutions vendors that automate CM processes, typi-
cally fall in one of the four product families indicated 
hereafter:

large integrated ERP suites: These vendors dominate 
the high end e-HRMS market, also competitive in the 
SME markets. Organizations select these solutions to 
usually automate more than one corporate business 
processes (in the areas of financials, CRM, HC man-
agement, e-procurement, etc.). Even accepting that 
these vendors do not always deliver the best solution 
for any given particular function, their value proposi-
tion is founded on process integration and, proven, 
reliable comprehensive process automation. Products 
in this category are: SAP, Oracle, PeopleSoft, and 
Lawson Software. 

SME integrated ERP suites: similar functional scope 
to previous, high end ERP’s with simpler parametriza-
tion options, much faster to deploy, tailored to SME 
type of organizations. Products in this category are: 
Northgate Information Solutions and Microsoft Busi-
ness Solutions (Axapta, Navision).

Standalone e-HRMS: Large and SME driven solu-
tions from vendors exclusively dedicated to payroll 
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and HRMS, not providing support for other corporate 
business processes (as supply chain management, CRM, 
financials, etc.). Products in this category are: Kronos, 
Meta4, and Ultimate Software.

Standalone CM solutions: They just automate CM 
processes, sometimes in combination with performance 
management, and eventually providing support for some 
other related CM process, in a non-comprehensive, in-
tegrated way. Products in this category are: Mindsolve 
and GeoLearning.

CONCLUSION

Worldwide e-HRMS information systems market is 
clearly on the rise, largely due to demand of automated 
CM applications. Organizations have to adapt fast to 
changing, unstable business conditions, in a way that 
CM paper and spreadsheet, manual based processes, 
will have to evolve to a much more flexible, automated, 
employee management type practice.

Market preference for ERP integrated competency 
management software solutions instead of best of breed 
standalone products, will continue in the future. ERP 
integration ensures that HR and business managers 
can efficiently align, measure, and automate individual 
employee competencies and organizational goals and 
objectives. In this context, IT managers estimate that 
the integration value provided by global ERP suites far 
exceeds the benefit of using best of breed solutions for 
each HR business function. 

Large, multinational companies require comprehen-
sive, multi region, often centralized e-HRMS solutions. 
Global processes and local country localizations make 
the large ERP product family the strongest CM option 
in the future for this type of organization, thus displac-
ing fragmented solutions.

Small and mid-size organizations (less than 4000 
employees) and large, single country types of installa-
tions have many more options. According to required 
functionality, together with associated license and 
engineering costs, may select in the high end or mid-
market type of products, thus accessing to a wider 
menu of options.

Hosting and outsourcing e-HRMS services keep 
growing at a fast pace, particularly in small to medium 
size market companies. This trend represents an ad-
equate business option for small, best of breed vendors, 

having experienced competency assessment experts and 
staff (other possible business option is to be acquired 
or just disappear). Some product vendors, apart from 
traditional large size HRMS and payroll service provid-
ers (i.e., ADP) are successfully adopting this delivery 
model (i.e., ultimate software, Ceridian, etc.).
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KEY TERMS

Competency: A specific, identifiable, definable, 
and measurable knowledge, skill, ability, and/or other 
deployment-related characteristic (e.g., attitude, be-
havior, physical ability) which a human resource may 
possess and which is necessary for, or material to, 
the performance of an activity within a specific busi-
ness context. (HR-XML consortium, http://ns.hr-xml.
org/2_0/hr-xml-2_0/cpo/competencies.pdf)

Competency Management (CM): A comprehen-
sive HR management process that starts by defining 
the required organizational competencies, assigns them 
to employees, observes them through behavior, asses 
them according to organization’s defined values, and 
permanently improves them. Application of a set of 
competencies to manage HR, in a way that performance 
contributes effectively and efficiently to organizational 
results.

Competency Model: A description of the competen-
cies required for a targeted job category, occupational 
group, or unit of analysis in a given organization.

HRM: Processes directed from organization’s 
dedicated staff, focusing on devising practical, effective 
ways to manage employer-employee relations. Func-
tions directed but not limited to recruiting, selection, 
hiring, training, and compensating employees.

E-HRMS: Human resources management system 
operating in an e-business environment.

Learning Management System (LMS): A system 
that totally or partially automates the creation, manage-
ment, and execution of learning activities and their re-
lated processes of design, auditing, and assessment.

Performance Management (PM): The process 
of establishing objective criteria against which unit 
and individual performance can be measured, provid-
ing performance feedback, managing performance 
problems, rewarding and recognizing outstanding 
performance, and enhancing performance continuously 
(People-CMM, SEI, Carnegie-Mellon).
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INTRODUCTION

Virtual community (VC), in its most general sense, is 
an increasingly popular and apparently omnipresent 
tool to communicate and interact on the Web. People 
from diverse backgrounds meet in VCs for likewise 
diverse purposes: social gatherings, information shar-
ing, entertainment, social, and professional support. 

The phenomenon of virtual—or online—commu-
nities dates back to the late 1960s, when ARPANET, 
a network for U.S.-military research purposes was 
established (Licklider & Taylor, 1968). The initially 
provided e-mail service was later supplemented by a 
chat functionality. In 1979, virtual social interaction 
was enabled by USENET use-groups. Here, asynchro-
nous communication is enabled by e-mail and bulletin 
boards. In the same year, multi user dungeons (MUDs), 
a new form of text-based virtual reality games were 
created. In 1985, The WELL was started. This mainly 
bulletin board-based VC received public attention at 
least by the publication of the community experiences 
of one of its most active members, Howard Rheingold. 
His book also marks the starting point of the virtual 
community literature (Rheingold, 1993). In the late 
1990s, the focus on VCs as Web-based enablers of 
social interaction (e.g., Wellman, Salaff, Dimitrova, 
Garton, Gulia, & Haythornthwaite, 1996) shifted to 
the perception of its potential economic value (e.g., 
Hagel & Armstrong, 1997).

The aim of this article is to depict applications of 
VCs in human resources (HR)-relevant processes. 
Applications range from company internal employee 
communities to company external applicant communi-
ties. HR-relevant VCs reflect the increasing utilization 
of modern information and communication technol-
ogy (ICT) in human resource management (HRM). 
The application of VCs in HRM might be beneficial 
but also may cause negative effects if current trends 
are not observed or if the technology is not incorpo-
rated strategically. In the following, a definition, a 

framework, and a categorization of HR-relevant VCs 
is given. Examples outline potential applications and 
implications for HRM. 

BACKGROUND

Since the 1990s, VCs have become an omnipresent term 
and tool. Innumerable VCs on the Web and a multiplicity 
of heterogeneous research confirm the importance and 
impact of the VC development in private and business 
life in the Internet era. 

There are diverse definitions of the VC term, and 
no consensus has been attained yet. Though, the tenor 
of all definitions might be regarded as equal compris-
ing the main criteria: group of people, shared interest, 
and technologically mediated. Rather generally, “[…] 
a virtual community is defined as an aggregation of 
individuals or business partners who interact around a 
shared interest, where the interaction is at least partially 
supported and/or mediated by technology and guided 
by some protocols or norms” (Porter, 2004). Then 
again, a specification in regard to the field of HRM 
is needed, so that VCs with an impact on HRM are in 
the broadest sense defined as groups of people, who 
join primarily in Web-based places to deliberately, 
moderated or independent, communicate and interact 
on HR-relevant aspects.

Research literature on VCs is abundant, yet rather 
diverse and fragmented due to different perspectives, 
for example, sociological and cultural, economical, 
technological, experiential, scholarly and method-
ological, evolutionary and design-related, and finally 
the application perspective. An inclusive research 
framework, which integrates different perspectives, 
is worthwhile, yet still missing. The predominant part 
of VC research is presented in exploratory case stud-
ies and conceptual works. Recent scholarly studies 
prevalently focus on development and design issues, as 
well as on VC dynamics. Research on VC application 



  ���

Conception, Categorization, and Impact of HR-Relevant Virtual Communities

C
is a rather unexplored field (Gupta & Kim, 2004; Li, 
2004; Preece, 2002). Thus, also literature on VC ap-
plications in HRM is rather scarce, though HR-relevant 
VCs are actually existent but still little researched and 
systematized. As ICT in general becomes increasingly 
important in supporting HRM (e.g., Strohmeier, 2006), 
it is worthwhile to analyze the typology and impact of 
the VC phenomenon on HR relevant aspects. 

vIRTUAL COMMUNITY PHENOMENON 
IN HR

In the following, an introductory framework of HR-
relevant VCs (hereafter termed as VCHR) is given (see 
Figure 1). The framework consists of five components 
(actors, technology, action, level, and context) which 
basically constitute a VCHR. The existence of VCHR 
leads to positive or negative, expected or unexpected 
implications on the HRM function. The components 
are discussed. Afterwards, within a categorization of 
VCHR-types, a selection of potential applications and 
implications are described in more detail. 

In regard to the HR-relevance of VCs, actors are 
(real) people, specified as company representatives (B), 
employees (E), and applicants (A). Software agents 
and other automated IT-applications and -systems are 
not considered to be actors in this sense. B is a rather 
general term, which needs to be further elaborated. 
The indication B is employed in the case of actions 

between the company and its employees (business-to-
employee, termed B2E) or the company and external 
actors, respectively applicants (B2A). In these cases, B 
represents executives in general, that is, line managers 
fulfilling HR-specific tasks, and HR representatives in 
particular. Herewith, a distinction is made although 
company representatives could also be classified as 
employees, for example, in case they exchange HR 
expertise with company internal or external colleagues 
(i.e., E2E).

The technology component represents the means 
that enable VCs. Two technological categories can be 
specified: a system and a tool category. The former, 
more general category, aims at characterizing the 
broader technological system. Internet, intranet, and 
extranet are IT-based networks with different scopes. 
The Internet has the widest scope. It is a public domain 
offering access to a great variety of services, especially 
via the World Wide Web (www). The intranet has the 
narrowest scope. It is a company internal network. The 
access is restricted to employees of the company. The 
extranet enables efficient workflows by authorizing 
business partners to interact in a common network. 
The second technological category contains the tools 
which facilitate the VC actions. Synchronous (e.g., 
chat, instant messaging) and asynchronous (e.g., e-mail, 
newsletter, bulletin boards, Web logs) communication 
tools enable the exchange between the VC members 
and are supposed to facilitate a feeling of community 
and commitment. 

Figure 1. Framework
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The actions component reflects the fundamental 
VC criterion of common purpose. The communica-
tion and interaction possibilities in regard to a specific 
topic or task are a necessary requirement to specify a 
VC. The actions which are performed in VCHR can be 
distinguished into two categories: a general and a HR 
function-specific category. First, VCs enable a) the 
give and take of information, b) computer-mediated 
multilateral communication, and c) transactions. The 
characterization of these three elements can be made 
by time and by the degree of activity. While informa-
tion can be provided once and information retrieval 
can be rather passive (i.e., reading), communication 
can be asynchronous as well as synchronous and 
needs repetitive activity. Transaction, in addition, 
needs timely decisions and commitment to perform 
specific agreements and tasks. Second, HR-specific 
tasks which might be supported by VCHR are found 
predominantly in the HR-functions recruitment and 
development. In HR management and leadership, any 
communication tool (thus also VC) is of interest as it 
potentially strengthens the employee-employer relation, 
by transmitting support and appreciation. 

Three levels—company internal, company external, 
and company border crossing—specify the VCHR. A 
distinction is made in regard to the exclusivity of the 
community. First, company internal VCHR are those 
amongst the employees of a company (internal E2E, 
internal B2E). Their main focus is on knowledge transfer 
and support of social relationships in order to improve 
motivation of the employees. Company internal VCHR 
might be initiated by executives with a rather strategic 
purpose, or by employees with a rather social intention. 
Second, company external VCHR (external E2E, A2A) 
are virtually accessible by everyone with access to the 
Internet. Employees of different companies commu-
nicate on topics spanning from complaining about the 
boss to exchanging the latest HR expertise. Company 
external VCHR are often initiated by external actors 
such as HR associations or job board providers. Also, 
employees intend to discuss their concerns with like-
minded people from outside the company and set up a 
personal VC themselves. Applicant VCs are the only 
mere external VCHR. Third, company border crossing 
VCHR link internal and external actors. VCs of company 
representatives and applicants (B2A) are mere company 
border crossing communities. The distinction between 
external or company border crossing E2E depends on the 
perspective. E2E are external VCHR (see above) from a 

more general perspective, as they are accessible for HR 
executives and employees from various companies via 
the Internet. They are company border crossing VCHR 
from a company perspective, as the company´s own 
employees are members in the community. 

The contextual component serves as a collection 
of factors which influence the VC but cannot be 
clearly classified into one of the other components. 
Here, factors such as business function, interceders, 
providers, strategic purpose, and company culture are 
subsumed. Business functions indicate the context in 
which specific actions are performed, for example, HR, 
sales and distribution, or support and maintenance. 
Interceders who initiate and promote the application 
of VCs are needed. Providers then deliver the technical 
facilities, and design and operate the VC. Interceders 
and providers can be basically any of the actors men-
tioned, as well as external providers. A VCHR can be 
initiated with or without an explicit strategic purpose. 
Given a strategic purpose, a major challenge will be 
the recruitment and retaining of VC members. In this 
case, intense and audience-specific moderation and 
incentives are needed. A VCHR without a strategic 
purpose has developed naturally and is not intention-
ally established. For example, a lasting employee VC 
can be the spin-off of a (real or virtual) temporary task 
force or project team, or the effect or institutionaliza-
tion of a community of practice (CoP). In any case, 
the VCHR has to be attended and adapted over time to 
the requirements of the members (e.g., Kim, 2000). 
Finally, the company culture might be influential to 
the establishment of a VCHR. Thus, a collaborative, 
IT-affine culture is presumably more beneficial than 
an individualistic and IT-averse company culture. 

Figure 2 portrays the aforementioned VCHR cat-
egories in the context of other more commonly known 
business-related VCs. 

Customer-related VCs (B2C) represent the predomi-
nant application of VCs for marketing, sales, and sup-
port purposes within the scope of customer relationship 
management (CRM). Partner-related VCs (B2B) refer 
to the increasing integration of business partners and 
workflows into “business Webs” (Tapscott, Ticoll, & 
Lowy, 2000), which incorporate the VC concept into 
the supply chain management (SCM). Government, 
consultants, and intermediaries are potential external 
communication and cooperation partners. In the HR 
context, governmental actors are relevant for example 
in regard to pension plans and income tax. VCs in this 
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area might be beneficial to discuss news on those fast 
changing topics. Consultants might be providers of VC 
platforms for HR experts. Intermediaries act as agents 
between two actors in order to support specific tasks. 
For example, online job board and job fair providers 
are intermediaries whose appearance changed accus-
tomed (off-line) practices and—consequently—serve 
to affiliate lately emerging e-recruiting and selection 
trends by offering various services for employers. 

Applicant-related VCs (B2A, A2A) serve the pur-
pose of employer branding, recruitment, and (pre-)selec-
tion. Employer branding is defined as a comprehensive 
concept to design internal and external employer image 
with the intention to ameliorate the perception of the 
company as a preferred employer by existent and future 
employees (Ambler & Barrow, 1996; Ewing, Pitt, de 
Bussy, & Berthon, 2002). This involves all means to 
effectively and cost-efficiently hire, develop, motivate, 
and retain able employees (Kotler, 1994; Berthon, Ew-
ing, & Hah, 2005). Applicants, especially young gradu-
ates, are supposed to be highly Internet-affine. Thus, 
the utilization of VCs as means of communication and 
interaction is supposed to be fruitful to attract, find, and 
(pre-)select potential future employees. Target group-
specific discussion boards on the career Web site can 
inform about job requirements and company culture. 
In the (pre-)selection process, virtual games (MUDs) 
can test the qualification of the applicants. Personal 
interviews can take place in chat rooms to support the 
(pre-)selection process. Applicant-specific log on and 
personalization tools are able to create a commitment 

to the company, even before a employment relation is 
confirmed. Furthermore, employees who have expe-
rienced the benefits of a virtual applicant community 
might take part willingly in those and other company 
internal and border crossing communities as company 
representatives. Also the communication between ap-
plicants, which is neither initiated nor controllable by 
the company, can affect the company image. Positive 
as well as negative statements in regard to the company 
as an employer, especially approvals and criticism on 
recruitment habits and employment conditions could 
increase or decrease the amount of applications of 
adequately qualified candidates. Even rating systems 
might be established which increase the reputation of 
some employers, while disgracing others. 

The employee-relevant VCs (B2E, E2E) predomi-
nantly relate to the HR functions administration, man-
agement, leadership, and development. They serve the 
purpose to support tasks, processes, and knowledge 
transfer, to motivate employees, to increase employee 
retention (cf. internal employer branding), and to offer 
and support personnel development measures (i.e., e-
learning). A particularity of this section is the variety 
of E2E community types. Internal E2E communities 
serve internal communication, such as in private chats 
or in technologically mediated CoPs to solve HR tasks. 
Company border crossing E2E communities are often 
expert communities to exchange news on HR topics 
with other HR professionals. External E2E communi-
ties should be considered in detail as they not only 
offer to exchange objective information but also are 

Figure 2. (HR-relevant) virtual community categorization
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widely used to utter complaints on (former) employers 
(Lopez, 2000; Bailey, 2004) or discuss experiences on 
employer characteristics and compensation and thus 
potentially influence the industrial relations (Taras 
& Gesser, 2003). E-unionism and bulletin boards 
for job-related complaints may benefit from Internet 
characteristics in general and VC characteristics in par-
ticular. Widespread, timely, and potentially anonymous 
communication paired with a feeling of commitment 
has potential to strengthen effective common action 
and to increase employee self-confidence. On the part 
of the companies, possible legal actions and other 
strategies such as monitoring and reaction on critical 
VC comments need to be considered.

FUTURE TRENDS

Companies strive to be (internal and external) cus-
tomer-oriented, innovative, and try to benefit from 
current technological trends. The Internet in general 
and VCs in particular, offer fast and cheap access to 
an unlimited amount of widespread information, mul-
tilateral communication, and ample anonymity. VCs in 
particular are characterized by multilateral peer-to-peer 
architectures which offer new design options for com-
munity contributions, social atmosphere, and business 
models (Lechner & Hummel, 2002). Although VCHR 
are not business models in the sense of changing the 
general way HRM is done, they nevertheless reveal 
new ways to exert HR-specific communication and 
interaction.

VCHR show intertwined relationships and impli-
cations which certainly need a further developed, 
systematic analysis and empirical investigation, last 
but not least in the face of the existence of numerous 
practical examples. Although empirical evidence is 
still missing, it seems recommendable that awareness 
should be increased. Thus, potential threats could be 
opposed by early action. Potential benefits can be uti-
lized by strategic means. Furthermore and especially 
relevant in the context of HRM is the fact that after 
the sociological and economic hype of VCs, the impor-
tance of face-to-face communities receives increased 
attention, leading to the concept of hybrid or blended 
communities. Thus, VCHR are only—but by no means 
unimportant—an addition to existing community 
practices in and beyond a company. Especially in the 

case of integrating or addressing external actors, VCs 
are a useful tool to inspect and influence employee and 
applicant perceptions and actions.

CONCLUSION

As VCs are nowadays omnipresent in private and 
business life, a closer investigation of existing and po-
tential applications in HRM is worthwhile. Applicants, 
employees, and HR representatives are members of a 
variety of company internal and external VC categories, 
that is, B2A, B2E, A2A, and E2E. VCs which enable 
and support information, communication, and transac-
tions especially in the HR functions recruitment, de-
velopment, and management are existent while further 
application areas need to be analyzed and developed. 
Although being a strategic challenge to companies, 
HR-relevant VCs already proved to be a beneficial tool 
to change and improve HRM. 
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KEY TERMS

Bulletin Board (System): Also discussion board, 
message board, or discussion group. This type of com-
munication tool offers asynchronous communication. 
The participants can post comments which relate to 
each other and thus form so-called threads in regard 
to a certain topic.

Chat: The Internet relay chat (IRC) was developed 
in the 1980s and is a (mainly) text-based, synchronous 
form of communication. The communication takes place 
in so-called chat rooms or channels, the participants 
often use nicknames. 

Communities of Practice (CoP): CoPs are “[…] 
groups of people informally bound together by shared 
expertise and passion for a joint enterprise […]” 
(Wenger & Snyder, 2000). CoPs can but do not have 
to be supported by ICT. 

Complaint Sites: Also gripe boards. (Former) 
employees and applicants share their experiences and 
vent their frustrations. 

Multi User Dungeon/Domain/Dimension (MUD): 
MUDs are text-based, multi-player, online computer 
games. The related MOOs (MUD object oriented) are 
network-accessible, interactive systems which are 
often used—besides the construction of virtual reality 
games—for conferencing or distance education.

Online Job Board: An exchange place which of-
fers the opportunity to present vacancies and features 
to apply for a job, often accompanied by matching and 
entertainment features, as well as tools (predominantly 
BBS and chat) to communicate on job- and applica-
tion-relevant topics.

Online Job Fair: Regularly held job fairs on the 
Internet, which offer the possibility to get job-relevant 
information on virtual company stands and to intensify 
contacts, or even apply for a job in personal chat ses-
sions with company representatives.
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Virtual Community: A group of people who join 
primarily in Web-based places to deliberately, mod-
erated or independent, communicate and interact on 
HR-relevant aspects.

Weblogs (Blogs): A regularly updated Web site 
with contributions on a specific topic by one single 
author. The contributions are presented in a reverse 
chronological manner and are periodically stored in an 
archive. Interactivity is possible by using a commentary 
function. Linkages between different 
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Topic: Managing Individuals and Groups in the Organization

INTRODUCTION

Technology increasingly allows one to work from any-
where, altering the mode and style of communication. 
Videoconferencing, online collaboration software, cell 
phones, e-mail, Wi-Fi, and other technological tools are 
contributing to a growing number of virtual companies 
and teams. Some larger companies have made portions 
of their workforce virtual, allowing employees to simply 
work out of their homes. These changes in work force 
dynamics require additional skill sets for leaders. What 
follows is a description of e-leadership and the unique 
leadership challenges associated with this field.

BACKGROUND

E-leadership has been defined as a social influence 
process mediated by technology to produce a change 
in attitudes, feelings, thinking, behavior, and/or perfor-
mance with individuals, groups, and/or organizations 
(Avolio, Kahai, & Dodge, 2001). A more anecdotal 
definition is provided by Chan (2002), where e-leader-
ship means challenging the accepted belief that running 
a business means bringing the staff under one roof from 
9-to-5 every day; measuring success differently than 
in the past; and finding new ways to be a leader, new 
ways to motivate when you do not see every employee 
everyday. 

E-leadership can include one-on-one, to one-on-
many interactions within and across large units and 
organizations. It has been suggested that technology 
will become so ingrained in business practice that soon 
it will not occur to anyone to add an “e” in front of the 
word leadership. However, organizations are currently 
struggling with integrating technology into the manage-
ment process. This is further complicated by the steep 
technology learning curve that many employees face 
(Avolio et al., 2001). 

E-LEADERSHIP 

Often, e-leaders have two employee populations they 
serve. E-leaders have to balance relationships with 
“online” versus face-to-face followers. A simple “I’ll 
get back to you” to an e-employee’s idea without ac-
companying verbal cues may be alienating. Frequent 
communication may offset the lack of non-verbal cues 
(Avolio & Kahai, 2003). Several factors impact the qual-
ity of e-leadership including the degree of face-to-face 
interaction, media richness, and team composition.

Face-to-Face 

Examining the level of face-to-face interaction as-
sociated with e-leadership, Hart and McLeod (2003) 
categorized the content of communication exchanges 
between 126 pairs of teammates. The communications 
were divided into task oriented and social-emotional 
categories. Summarizing the findings, the study indi-
cated that leaders should encourage a variety of task-
related communication to foster closer relationships in 
geographically dispersed teams. Leaders must provide 
virtual team members with a reason to work together, 
by promoting interdependence and reliance on one 
another, by taking such steps as dividing members by 
tasks or assigning mentoring duties. Hart and McLeod 
(2003) conclude that the results are consistent with a 
growing body of research that close personal relation-
ships are possible in virtual settings. Leaders can aid 
in fostering these relationships.

Media Richness

In addition to the level of face-to-face interaction, me-
dia richness plays a role in the quality of e-leadership 
and subordinate relationships. Media richness refers to 
the capacity of the technology to provide immediate 
feedback, the number of cues and channels used for the 
personalization of messages, and the language variety. 
In the context of e-leadership, media richness becomes 
a key factor of interaction (Avolio et al., 2001).
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E-leaders have many opportunities, or channels, to be 
in touch with stakeholders. For example, anonymously 
clicking into either an employee or a customer related 
chat room may provide information needed for a same 
day global teleconference. Leaders need to learn the 
vividness and interactivity of media to make their pres-
ence felt in a positive way (Avolio et al., 2001).  

In a study involving online youth and language 
style, emergent leaders demonstrated collaboration, 
sociability, and persuasiveness in the absence of face-
to-face interaction (Huffaker, Tversky, & Ferriman, 
2006). The adolescent talk may be an index of what is 
to come in the future. A quick look at a text messaging 
session between teenagers shows that communication 
takes place in a very truncated style. Given that the 
frequency of messages, not length, was found to be 
important for establishing closer relationships, the 
leader of the future may be better able to form virtual 
bonds. 

virtual Teams 

A large portion of research on e-leadership has involved 
virtual teams (Combe, 2006; Kerber & Buono, 2004; 
Kikrman, Rosen, Tesluk, & Gibson, 2004; A survey of 
e-commerce, 2004). A virtual team uses information 
technology and telecommunications to facilitate col-
laboration between geographically dispersed members 
who work on the same project. A virtual team can 
consist of other workers outside of an organization 
but is usually made up of employees working for the 
same company (Combe, 2006). E-teams and traditional 
teams share many characteristics; what distinguishes 
e-teams is their frequent geographic dispersion and 
their time-limited mission or task. E-leaders need to 
act as liaisons, set and convey team directions, and co-
ordinate team operations in an environment of limited 
and mediated communication. The strain of dispersion 
requires e-team leaders to devote attention to develop-
ing effective interaction dynamics, including cohesion, 
trust, and motivation (Zaccaro & Bader, 2003).

Virtual teams present unique leadership challenges. 
Virtual team leaders have to balance all of the traditional 
leadership challenges plus barriers associated with 
working across distance and time, cross cultural and 
language barriers, and limited opportunities to identify 
common values. In spite of these additional hurdles, 
few firms currently provide training sessions targeted 

to virtual team leaders and members (Rosen, Furst, & 
Blackburn, 2006). 

Malhotra, Majchrzak, and Rosen (2007) identified 
six leadership practices of effective e-teams: (1) the 
establishment and maintenance of trust through the 
use of communication technology; (2) ensuring that 
diversity in the team is understood, appreciated, and 
leveraged; (3) managing virtual work-cycle and meet-
ings; (4) monitoring team progress using technology; (5) 
enhancing external visibility of the team and members; 
and (6) ensuring individuals benefit from participating 
in virtual teams.

Perhaps the most important of these dynamics is that 
of trust. Recognizing this, Lewicki and Bunker (1996) 
developed a three stage model of trust development. 
Stage one is calculus-based trust. It is first found when 
members come together and recognize the gain from 
working with one another. They learn how each other 
approaches a problem and what skill set they offer the 
team, leading to stage two or knowledge based trust. The 
deepest form of trust is found in stage three, identifica-
tion based trust. This occurs when members recognize 
that they share similar goals, values, and intentions 
with other team members. Identification based trust 
is assumed to be more important for e-teams because 
members are so dispersed. Recent research has shown 
strong support for a new multidimensional measure of 
trust suitable for testing the theory of trust development 
(McAllister, Lewicki, & Chaturvedi, 2006). 

E-leaders should stay on top of both task and af-
fective communications to ensure that team members 
understand what they are required to accomplish, while 
also being attentive to relational problems. They should 
identify the team liaison, the team direction setter, and 
the team operational coordinator roles of the e-leader, 
creating what the authors call the social capital of the 
team (Zaccaro & Bader, 2003).

Virtual teams can have a tendency to share less 
information about themselves, possibly due to the ar-
tificial nature of the electronic channels. It is therefore 
essential for e-team leaders to foster programs of team 
trust. Leaders of newly formed teams should require 
“online” and frequent interaction as quickly as possible. 
The use of an electronic archive that records actions, 
decisions, and roles will aid the participants in deter-
mining how members make decisions and perform their 
roles. Situations where there is a loss of trust require 
e-leader intervention. If face-to-face interaction is not 
possible then video and audio conferencing should be 
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explored (Zaccaro & Bader, 2003).

Field studies of e-leadership have found that virtual 
environments are often not significantly different than 
traditional ones. For example, what happens early on in 
the formation of the leadership of virtual teams predicts 
subsequent levels of trust, satisfaction, and performance. 
In addition, virtual teams who spent the first few oc-
casions of interaction identifying who is participating 
in their team, clarifying their expectations, and how 
they wanted to work together had higher performance 
several months later. An additional finding is existing 
norms are imported into new virtual groups (Avolio 
& Kahai, 2003).

Controlled experiments on e-leadership have found 
that participative leadership may be more suitable for 
generating solutions for a semi-structured or unstruc-
tured problem, whereas, directive leadership may be 
more suitable for generating solutions for a structured 
problem. A groupware’s system of anonymity feature 
may substitute for transformational leadership’s effect 
on promoting flexibility in thinking. In addition, the 
motivational effect of transformational leadership is 
enhanced by anonymity, for example, by getting all 
members to work for the good of the group (Avolio 
& Kahai, 2003).

It can be difficult to establish close bonds when 
separated by time and space. The leader can play a 
significant role in the development of relationships in 
virtual teams. In a virtual relationship, everyday mes-
sages, from the mundane to the important, represent 
the essence of the relationships between team mem-
bers. One study cites several findings. First, teams that 
exchange task oriented messages, as opposed to more 
personal oriented messages, exhibited closer personal 
relationships. Next, team members with stronger re-
lationships communicate more often, but with short 
messages. And finally, virtual teammates develop and 
strengthen relationships by focusing on work related 
challenges (Hart & McLeod, 2003).

Virtual teams can be classified by four catego-
ries: teleworkers, remote, matrixed teleworkers, and 
matrixed remote teams. Each of these types of teams 
have leadership challenges, including: the difficulty of 
keeping tight and loose controls on goal progression, 
promoting close cooperation among teams to integrate 
deliverables, encouraging and recognizing emergent 
leaders in virtual teams, establishing and maintaining 
norms in the team’s development, and establishing 
proper boundaries between home and work. E-lead-

ers should think carefully about three key behaviors 
within these categories: virtual collaborative skills, 
virtual socializations skills, and virtual communication 
(Avolio et al., 2001). 

A unique aspect of e-leadership is that the software 
employed by teams can take on a role, including the role 
of the leader. Leaders in virtual teams need to project 
some level of tele-presence to be felt, and ultimately to be 
effective. Leaders need to learn how to use the vividness 
and interactivity of media to make their presence felt in 
a positive way and to exercise appropriate influence to 
move the team forward. Leadership in virtual teams has 
to strike the right balance between process flexibility 
and enforcement. Finally, leadership in virtual teams 
is expressed through technology, therefore leaders and 
team members have to make sense of technology in 
order to make the most of it (Zigurs, 2003).

FUTURE TRENDS

Organizations face many challenges associated with 
the growth of virtual work environments, including 
security, employee feelings of belongingness, and or-
ganizational culture. Between January and December 
2005, the FTC received over 685,000 consumer fraud 
and identity theft complaints. Consumers reported 
losses from fraud of more than $680 million, a small 
but growing percentage of those complaints were re-
lated to information stored by their employer (Federal 
Trade Commission, 2006). Employees want to feel that 
they and their personal information are secure while 
enjoying personal time and performing work duties. 
The threat of cyber terrorism is another security factor 
that leaders should attend (Hoving, 2007). 

Leaders of organizations will have to continue to 
explore new ways of personalizing employees work 
experiences, overcoming issues of space and time. 
The resulting isolation associated with working from 
home can result in increased conflict and an absence 
of a feeling of belongingness. Conflict arises in all 
work settings, however, the hurdle of not being in the 
same room to address conflict requires that companies 
provided increasing venues for conflict resolution.  

Hoving (2007) summarizes the leadership chal-
lenges associated with the rate of technology invention 
by four categories: harnessing the technology; providing 
business value, managing the resources, and executing 
the work. To properly execute the work, attention should 
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be paid to factors supporting the corporate culture. The 
expansion of the use of technology to lead people and 
organizations is spotlighting a change in corporate 
culture, a factor that is difficult to measure (Leidner & 
Kayworth, 2006). Edgar Schein posits that leadership 
in the future should think like an anthropologist by: 
(1) acknowledging that to change culture you must 
thoroughly understand the culture that created you; 
(2) being aware that there is large variation among 
countries, companies, and subgroups within companies; 
(3) being culturally humble; and (4) cultures can not 
be implemented, instead behaviors can be imposed 
based on new values. 

CONCLUSION

Presented here has been a very brief overview of some 
of the unique challenges associated with e-leadership. 
E-leaders have to master traditional leadership skills 
under complex environments. As organizations move 
through the next generation of technological advance-
ments, leaders will need to both embrace and incorpo-
rate new techniques to serve and manage stakeholders. 
Those involved in the execution of the human resource 
function will need to ensure that employees, no matter 
their location, are connected to the corporate culture, 
and have the training and tools needed to perform in 
the ever changing e-environment.
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KEY TERMS

E-Business: Defined broadly as any business pro-
cess that relies on an automated information system.

E-Commerce: Consists of the buying and selling 
of products or services over electronic systems such 
as the Internet and other computer networks.

E-Leadership: A social influence process medi-
ated by technology to produce a change in attitudes, 

feelings, thinking, behavior, and/or performance with 
individuals, groups, and/or organizations.

Groupware: Software that integrates work on a 
single project by several concurrent users at separated 
workstations.

Media Richness: Refers to the capacity of the 
technology to provide immediate feedback, the number 
of cues and channels used for the personalization of 
messages, and the language variety. 

Virtual Team: Geographically dispersed members 
who work on the same project through the use of 
information technology and telecommunications to 
facilitate collaboration between them. 
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INTRODUCTION

The so-called “Internet revolution” has dramatically 
changed the way people communicate and work nowa-
days. Attending to The Word Factbook developed by 
the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), there are 
1,018,057,389 Internet users in the world by 2005 
(CIA, 2006). Fostering of the Internet revolution from 
a business perspective is out of question and the ever-
growing number of Web functionalities has implied a 
significant and dramatic change in all business man-
agement areas. Within these areas, this revolution has 
not gone unnoticed, particularly for human resources 
management. Mentoring, which has been used as a tool 
for human capital development leverage in organiza-
tions has also been deeply impacted by the emergence 
and generalized use of Internet technologies giving 
birth to the so-called “e-mentoring.”

The origins of the term must be looked for in Ancient 
Greece. In the Homer masterwork “Odyssey,” Ulysses, 
king of Ithaca, recommends mentor Alcímida his house, 
properties, and his son, Telemachus, education on leav-
ing for the Troy War (traditionally dated from 1193 
BC-1183 BC). Apart from the word ethimology, several 
modern disciplines literature (such as management, 
social psychology, sociology, or knowledge manage-
ment) have provided with mentoring studies from the 
late seventies of the XX century, particularly, from the 
mid-nineties. As a consequence of the growing inter-
est of the topic and its broad application in business 
ecosystems, thousands of definitions have popped up, 
trying to cover the semantics of the concept. Due to 

the aforementioned popularity of the concept, Friday 
and Green (2004) accomplish a re-conceptualization 
of the term stemming from a deep and detailed study 
about existing literature definitions. Subsequently, a 
definition for the mentoring concept is provided, aiming 
at being universal, following the authors goal: Mentor-
ing is a guidance process that takes place between a 
mentor and a protégé (also known as mentee). Authors 
define similarly the mentor term as “wise and trusted 
counselor or teacher.”

Hence, mentoring is an improvement process in a 
number of aspects related to the professional career, but 
it is also the improvement of the individual integrating 
two sides: a senior advisor and a junior protégé. The 
established relationship is a win-win situation, hav-
ing mutual benefits for both sides. On the one hand, 
the protégé, following the empirical studies about the 
topic, benefits from improvements in his professional 
career mainly related to promotions (Dreher & Ash, 
1990; Scandura, 1992), a higher income (Dreher & 
Ash, 1990; Whitely, Dougherty, & Dreher, 1991), more 
satisfactions in the work environment, and socialization 
in the workplace (Chao, Walz, & Gardner, 1992). On 
the other hand, mentors benefit from faster promotions, 
reputation, and personal satisfaction (Scandura, Tejeda, 
Werther, & Lankau, 1996). Finally, organizations also 
benefit, given a highest motivation of the employees, 
lower working mobility rates, and the improvement of 
leadership and development skills (Levesque, O’Neill, 
Nelson, & Dumas, 2005), relying on more adaptable 
employees, willing to share knowledge and ready to 
face a decision making process with more trust and 
confidence (Ragins & Scandura, 1999). 
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BACKGROUND

Due to technology capability of setting up new com-
munication means and paradigm among people, the 
envisagement of electronic communication as a means 
for mentoring relationships was immediate. E-mentor-
ing refers to the process of using electronic means as the 
primary channel of communication between mentors 
and protégés (Hamilton & Scandura, 2003). The key 
distinction between electronic mentoring and traditional 
mentoring (t-mentoring) is reflected in the face-time 
between mentors and protégés. The communication 
means used by both sides is absolutely different in 
the two mentoring types. While traditional mentoring 
uses face-to-face relationships, e-mentoring, which 
also harness face to face relationships, particularly 
at the beginning of the relationship, is mostly based 
on e-mail, chat, instant messaging, and several other 
Internet applications. 

As it was previously outlined, e-mentoring is a 
kind of mentoring, based total or partially on elec-
tronic communication. Due to the great amount of 
electronic communication instruments, a remarkable 
number of different names for the concept e-mentor-
ing have been provided. According to Perren (2003), 
e-mentoring can be seen to encompass a range of terms: 
computer-mediated mentoring, tele-mentoring, e-mail 
mentoring, Internet mentoring, online mentoring, and 
virtual mentoring. In this section, we will describe the 
most relevant e-mentoring features through a review 
of advantages and disadvantages of e-mentoring faced 
to t-mentoring, the phases in the mentoring cycle, and 
the description of e-Mentoring mentoring styles, to end 
up with the main and most widely used e-mentoring 
implementations. 

Advantages and Disadvantages of  
E-Mentoring Face to T-Mentoring

Although Evans and Volery (2001) suggested from their 
survey of experts that e-mentoring is “second-best” and 
should only be seen as a supplement to face-to-face 
mentoring, there are many other studies in which e-
mentoring is pointed out as a valid vehicle to overcome 
some of the t-mentoring barriers. E-mentoring provides 
flexibility and easy access which is highly beneficial to 
those who may face barriers to being mentored, because 
of their gender, ethnicity, disability, or geographical 
location (Bierema & Hill, 2005).

Hamilton and Scandura (2003) also analyze the 
advantages of e-mentoring in comparison with t-
mentoring. These advantages are classified in mainly 
three groups: 

• Organizational structure
• Individual and interpersonal factors
• Flexible/alternative work arrangements

Firstly, regarding the organizational structure, e-
mentoring takes out geographical barriers carried by 
face-to-face interactions, smoothes status differences 
within the organization, and increases the pool of avail-
able mentors. Secondly, in what concerns individual 
and interpersonal factors, the absence of face-to-face 
interactions decreases and minimizes gender or ethnical 
issues impact by increasing the effectiveness of mentors 
with a lack of social skills. Finally and to sum up, in 
what concerns flexible or alternative work arrange-
ments, the ability and actual capability of performing 
asynchronous communications implies clearing out 
temporal barriers or caveats. In addition, communica-
tion is not geographically bounded.

Some studies provide further arguments to the state-
ments from Hamilton and Scandura (2003). Hence, 
following this trend, Warren and Headlam-Wells (2002) 
observed that t-mentoring, typically operating in large 
organizations tends to cast the mentee as a passive 
recipient of structured formal provision. On the other 
hand, the use of the Web as a communication means 
between the mentor and the mentee improves access and 
creates a larger pool of potential mentors and mentees 
(Packard, 2003). In addition, as with other e-learning 
programmes, a major advantage of an e-mentoring sys-
tem is its cost effectiveness (Headlam-Wells, Gosland, 
& Craig, 2005). There are high start-up costs, but once 
established, the operational costs are relatively low. 
Costs related to travel or time away from the job and 
costs of updating learning resources can be reduced. At 
last, a record of the ‘‘discussion’’ usually exists for later 
reflection and learning (Hunt, 2005). To summarize, it 
is possible to state, as it is discussed by Clutterbuck and 
Cox (2005), that e-mentoring will be able to overcome 
many of the problems involved in t-mentoring.

Nevertheless, not all e-mentoring features are win-
win for the mentor-mentee relationship. Eby, McMa-
nus, Simon, and Russell (2000) conducted empirical 
work in this area that further examined the dark side 
of mentoring and developed a useful taxonomy of 
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negative experiences from the mentee perspective 
using qualitative data. These authors make important 
distinctions between what is considered negative and 
how that might be different from the mentee and mentor 
perspective. A latter study conducted by Ensher, Heun, 
and Blanchard (2003) uses Eby et al.’s (2000) findings 
to identify five major challenges in e-mentoring: (1) 
likelihood of miscommunication, (2) slower develop-
ment of relationship online than in face to face, (3) 
requires competency in written communication and 
technical skills, (4) computer malfunctions, and (5) 
issues of privacy and confidentiality.

Phases in the Mentoring Cycle 

Salmon (2004) suggests a five-stage model to provide a 
valuable guide for e-mentoring programme designers. 
Central to this model is the role of the e-moderator, 
who acts as a mentoring resource to both mentors and 
mentees. Purcell (2004) suggests that “even mentors 
need mentors at times,” or at least someone with whom 
they can talk about mentoring issues.

Salmon’s first stage is “access and motivation” 
where both mentor and mentee access the system, and 
are welcomed, encouraged, and motivated by their 
e-moderator. In the second stage, “online socializa-
tion,” participants establish their online identities and 
build bridges with their partner, the e-moderator, and 
the wider group. “Information exchange” is the stage 
in which participants explore the site and are encour-
aged to carry out learning tasks using online learning 
materials. At stage four, “knowledge construction” 
discussions on career development take place between 
the pair and among the group. This fourth stage can 
be considered as the core of the learning process. At 
stage five, “development,” participants focus in greater 
depth on achieving their personal goals and reflect on 
the learning process. 

Notwithstanding, as it was previously stressed, the 
general approach of the model for e-learning activities 
avoids relying on one of the fundamental aspects of 
e-mentoring relationships: pair matching criteria. This 
concept is based on the assignment of a mentor to a 
mentee depending of a number of parameters defined 
with the purpose of harnessing the mentorship. Such 
parameters might include values, gender coincidences, 
related professional experience, and so on. Despite it 
being a key issue of concern for mentoring, crucial in 
words of Hunt (2005), there is little research concern-

ing the matching of pairs (Headlam-Wells et al., 2005). 
Cohen and Light (2000) argue that matching solely on 
the basis of mentees needs and mentors’ skills may not 
be enough to ensure successful matches, and suggest 
that personality factors may also be significant. Indeed, 
successful mentoring relationships are often reported 
as those where mentees felt they shared their mentors’ 
personal values (Headlam-Wells et al., 2005).

With the exception of a small number of mentor-
ing programmes which use a formal matching system, 
most tend to use a ‘hand-sift’ method, whereby men-
tees are matched with a mentor who suits their needs 
(Headlam-Wells, Gosland & Craig, 2006). However, 
if a number of people of remarkable size is faced, 
that kind of features can unfortunately not be applied. 
Therefore, Headlam-Wells et al. (2006) suggest a set of 
eleven criteria that allow the automation of the process, 
together with application criteria:

E-Mentoring Styles

According to Ensher et al. (2003) there are three e-
mentoring styles. The first type is computer mediated 
communication (CMC)-only in which mentoring is done 
only by electronic means. The second type is CMC-
primary, in which the majority of mentoring interactions 
are conducted online but may also be supplemented by 
telephone calls and face-to-face interactions. Usually 
the first contact is made face to face.

The third type is CMC-supplemental in which 
the majority of mentoring is done in person, yet the 
relationship is supplemented via e-mails, instant mes-
saging, chat-rooms, Web sites, and so forth. This can 
be the case of a mentor and mentee who work for the 
same organization, yet because of different schedules 
or difficulty in scheduling meetings, may use e-mail 
in place of face-to-face meetings and to communicate 
information. 

E-Mentoring Implementations

There are a number of Web sites that allow the creation 
of relationships among mentors and mentees. As a 
mere example, we can point at: Electronic Emissary® 
(http://emissary.wm.edu/), Professional Mentoring® 
(http://www.pro-mentoring.com/), Mighty Mentors® 
(http://www.mightymentors.com/), Academos® (http://
www.academos.qc.ca/), Advanced Mentoring® (http://
www.advancementoring.com), iMentor® (http://www.
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imentor.org ), and the one which has undergone prob-
ably most impact and acceptance: MentorNet® (http://
www.mentornet.net/). MentorNet® offers one-on-one 
e-mentoring programs for students of engineering and 
related sciences (freshmen through postdocs) with pro-
fessionals in industry, government, and higher education 
for 8 month-long, structured mentoring relationships 
conducted via e-mail. According to the company, 
since its birth in 1998, MentorNet® has matched over 
25,000 individuals and created a community of more 
than 15,000 members.

FUTURE TRENDS

The ever-growing social adoption of IT is fostering an 
unstoppable “virtualization” process of most of our 
daily experiences. Virtual world overlaps the physical 
world and fits its constraints. Thus, most e-mentoring 
relationships have attained significant progress in the 
CMC-supplemental in a remarkable percentage. In ad-
dition, the boom of the so-called Web 2.0 brings into 
the arena an interesting innovation and research field 
where e-mentoring is a perfect guinea pig. This new 
social Web is a further evolution of the Web, whereby 
a number of social software tools are hoarding com-
munication, sharing, and cooperation among Web 
users. This new upcoming communication paradigm 
is depicting a challenging scenario featured by infinite 
learning relationships and informal mentoring. These 
will be based on the concept of “collective intelligence” 
implemented by a number of crowd-oriented sites such 
as Digg® (www.digg.com) or the ever-increasing blogs 

being born each and every day. The blogosphere, an 
abstraction to name this new phenomenon, allows 
bi-directional interaction by means of comments and 
have subsequently subverted the consumer-producer 
equation on the Web. 

Nonetheless, e-mentoring, despite its obvious ad-
vantages, presents some caveats such as those related 
to communication (Ensher et al., 2003). Presently, most 
of the mentor-mentee interactions happen in a textual 
form, using e-mail, instant messaging (IM), or discus-
sion forums. An increasing number of functionalities, 
networks bandwidth capabilities, and server storage 
outperform previous technologies and present a great 
chance for the application of visual technologies re-
ducing the disadvantages of writing communication, 
namely miscommunication or slowness, by allowing 
communication storage for its further review. 

One of the technological applications that can be 
envisaged as highly recommendable for e-mentoring 
processes is the so-called “virtual worlds.” These 
are computer-generated graphical representations of 
environments (imagined or reality-driven). The most 
well-known and widely visited is Second Life®. It 
is inhabited by 13,874,040 people (June 2008) from 
around the globe that perform 19,060,161 economic 
transactions per month (April 2008). Second Life® 
offers its users to show evolving behaviors related to 
the changes undergone in its environment via their 
avatar-shape representation. Currently, virtual worlds 
are used in a variety of domains, particularly those 
related with simulation, entertainment, or even politics 
(U.S. politician Mark Warned showed up in Second 
Life® on August 31, 2006 to discuss several points 

Criterion Explanation

Age Mentee matched with older mentor

Number of years work experience Mentee matched with mentor with more work experience

Level of qualification Mentee matched with mentor with higher qualification level

Marital status Mentee matched with mentor with same marital status 

Children Mentee matched with mentor in a similar situation to themselves (having/had children) 

Dependant care Mentee matched with mentor in a similar situation

Life/career history Identify similarities in life/career experiences, fro example, having experienced barriers to progression

Personal skills Mentee matched with mentor who could help them develop the personal skills they need to improve

Professional skills Mentee matched with mentor who could help them develop the professional skills they need to improve 

Vocational sector Mentee matched with mentor who worked/had worked in a similar occupational area 

Personal values Mentee matched with mentor who shared similar core values 

Table 1. Matching criteria proposed by Headlam-Wells et al. (2006) for automatic pair matching
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of his campaign). Thanks to the digital features of 
virtual reality, this kind of environments benefit from 
the possibility of integrating human perception in the 
system and emulate behaviors in the avatars, even add-
ing non-verbal communication. This circumstance can 
drop down some of the CMC barriers and leverage the 
potential of e-mentoring sessions.

CONCLUSION

The e-mentoring domain offers an open field both for 
research and for business environments application in 
the human resources area. Nowadays, if compared with 
the t-mentoring research field, studies related to the 
concept and its applications are quite rare or scarce. 

On the other hand, e-mentoring spreading capa-
bilities seem only limited by the possibilities offered 
by the technology to the users. Inherent features of 
e-mentoring may break down a number of barriers for 
the application of t-mentoring, broadening its impact 
significantly. The downside of e-mentoring application 
is focused on technological limitations and technology 
access. The evolution of technology and the emergence 
of new Web-based communication paradigms will 
foster their enrichment and harnessing of mentoring 
communities, avoiding these to become a simple 
set of peers, creating synergies for the bi-directional 
learning of mentor and mentees. Furthermore, outside 
the technological scope, negative aspects of online 
relationships can be greatly reduced with training and 
education (Wallace, 1999).

In what concerns to barriers for technology adop-
tion, on the one hand, platforms ease of use and, on 
the other hand, ever-growing acceptance of technology 
by world wide population might attain critical changes 
in the situation, fostering virtual and physical world 
integration.

To sum up, despite the knowledge gap in e-men-
toring research, the growing acceptance of CMC in 
significant everyday life aspects opens a challenging 
application field which academia and organizations 
must harness. 
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KEY TERMS

T-Mentoring/Mentoring: Relationship between a 
more experienced person, mentor, and a less experienced 
partner referred to as a mentee or protégé.

E-Mentoring: The process of using electronic 
means as the primary channel of communication be-
tween mentors and protégés.

Mentor: Trusted friend, counselor, or teacher. Usu-
ally a more experienced person.

Protégé/Mentee: More junior individual who is 
paired with a mentor based on shared interests in order 
to provide him/her career and psychosocial develop-
mental support.

Pair Matching: Process in which a mentor is 
assigned to a mentee regarding upfront pre-defined 
parameters with the aim of attaining a higher benefit 
from the mentoring process. 

Peer Mentoring: Form of mentoring that takes 
place in learning environments such schools, usually 
between an older more experienced student and a new 
student(s).
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INTRODUCTION

Learning organization has received an increasing atten-
tion in the literature of organization and management 
studies, but only few empirical studies have been con-
ducted to examine its nature, antecedents, and outcomes. 
Facilitating continuous human resource development 
throughout all levels of the organization is becoming 
a primary challenge for many HR professionals. In the 
era of knowledge economy where intellectual capital 
and learning become major sources of competitiveness, 
managers of all functions have to develop and nurture 
a learning culture. Consequently, human resources 
information systems need to embrace the concept of 
learning organization. A robust information system 
should enable organizational learning, knowledge 
creation, sharing, and application. 

This article discusses the definitions of learning 
organization, reasons for the popularity of this concept, 
emerging studies on this topic including its relationship 
with organizational performance, practical measures 
used to build learning organization, and future trends 
of this topic.

CONCEPTUALIzATION OF THE 
LEARNING ORGANIzATION

A number of approaches to defining the construct have 
emerged in the literature; they are system thinking, 
learning perspective, strategic perspective, and cultural 
perspective. 

Senge (1990) applies the system thinking approach 
and defines the learning organization as an organization 
that possesses not only an adaptive capacity but also 
a generativity, that is, the ability to create alternative 
futures. Senge (1990) identifies the five disciplines 
that a learning organization should possess: (1) team 
learning with the emphasis on the learning activities of 
group processes rather than on the development of team 

process; (2) share visions, that is, the skills of unearth-
ing shared “pictures of the future” that foster genuine 
commitment and enrollment rather than compliance; 
(3) mental models and the deeply held internal images 
of how the world works; (4) personal mastery, which is 
the discipline of continually clarifying and deepening 
personal vision, of focusing energies, of developing pa-
tience, and of seeing reality objectively; and (5) system 
thinking, that is, the ability of seeing interrelationships 
rather than linear cause-effect chains. 

Pedler, Burgoyne, and Boydell (1991) take a learn-
ing perspective and define the learning organization 
as “an organization that facilitates the learning of all 
of its members and continuously transforms itself in 
order to meet its strategic goals” (p. 1). They identi-
fied eleven areas, that of, using learning approach to 
strategy, participative policy making, informating, 
formative accounting and control, internal exchange, 
reward flexibility, enabling structures, using boundary 
workers as environmental scanners, intercompany 
learning, learning climate, and self-development for 
everyone. 

The strategic approach to the learning organization 
maintains that being a learning organization requires an 
understanding of the strategic internal drivers necessary 
for building learning capability. Garvin (1993) defines 
“[a] learning organization is an organization skilled at 
creating, acquiring, and transferring knowledge, and at 
modifying its behavior to reflect new knowledge and 
insights” (p. 80). Having synthesized the description 
of management practices and policies related to this 
construct in the literature, Goh (1998) contends that 
learning organizations have five core strategic building 
blocks: (1) clarity and support for mission and vision, 
(2) shared leadership and involvement, (3) a culture that 
encourages experimentation, (4) the ability to transfer 
knowledge across organizational boundaries, and (5) 
team work and cooperation.

The cultural perspective of a learning organization 
views such organizations intentionally nurture and 
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develop learning culture at the individual, group, and 
systems levels so as to continuously transform and 
grow. A learning organization can create cultures that 
are specifically and intentionally focused on learning 
and development. Watkins and Marsick (1993, 1996) 
provide an integrative model of a learning organiza-
tion. They define the concept of the learning organiza-
tion as “one that learns continuously and transforms 
itself… Learning is a continuous, strategically used 
process—integrated with and running parallel to work” 
(1996, p. 4). Confessore and Kops (1998) define a 
learning organization as an organizational environ-
ment in which organizational learning is structured 
so that individual learning, teamwork, collaboration, 
creativity, and knowledge distribution have a collective 
meaning and value. Mintzberg, Ahlstrand, and Lampel 
(1998) also view learning organizations are reflected 
in the following cultural practices: celebrate success, 
avoid complacency, tolerate mistakes, believe in hu-
man potential, recognize and value tacit knowledge 
and respect work based competence, open to diverse 
and flexible ways of sharing knowledge, and engender 
trust horizontally and vertically in the organization. 
Finally, learning cultures should be outward-looking, 
not blinkered. Marsick and Watkins (2003) maintain that 
learning organizations should have a learning climate 
and culture “built by leaders and other key people who 
learn from their experience, influence that learning 
of others, and create an environment of expectations 
that shapes and supports desired results that in turn 
get measured and rewarded” (p. 134). Organizational 
learning culture or learning organization culture refers 
to such culture. 

In sum, a learning organization is a concept de-
scribing those organizations where learning and work 
are integrated in an ongoing and systematic fashion to 
sustain continuous improvement of the organization at 
three levels, that is, individuals, work groups or teams, 
and the organization. A learning organization has the 
capacity to continuously learn and develop toward a 
collective vision. Learning is viewed as a continuous and 
strategic process, and is embedded in the organization’s 
system. The literature review conducted by Örtenblad 
(2002) highlights four different ideas of  the learning 
organization. The first type is “old organizational 
learning perspective,” which focuses on the storage 
of knowledge in the organizational mind. The second 
type is a perspective of “learning at work,” which views 
the idea of a learning organization as an organization 

where individuals learn at the workplace. The third 
type is a “learning climate” perspective, which sees 
a learning organization as an organization that facili-
tates the learning of its employees. The fourth type is 
a perspective of “learning structure,” which regards a 
learning organization as a flexible entity.

Closely related to the concept of a learning organiza-
tion is the notion of organizational learning. Although 
both of these concepts share the same semantic mean-
ings (i.e., learning and organization), they are used for 
different purposes and thus have different implications. 
Learning organization normally refers to specific 
characteristics for an ideal organization, while organi-
zational learning describes the processes or activities 
that are part of organizational change. Organizational 
learning occurs in all organizations, and it indicates how 
individuals, teams, and organizational learn and trans-
form. In a learning organization, there is an enhanced 
capacity to adapt, learn, and develop. A learning orga-
nization is capable in managing, analyzing, developing, 
and strategically aligning with the goals of improvement 
and innovation. In addition, these two concepts can also 
be differentiated on their perspectives of organizations. 
A learning organization tends to be prescriptive as it 
focuses on building an ideal organization with certain 
characteristics, whereas organizational learning tends 
to be descriptive. While organizational learning may 
merely require individuals in an organization engage 
in continuous learning activities, a learning organiza-
tion demands a conscious effort of the organization to 
facilitate learning activities and build the capabilities 
of adaptation and development. 

REASONS TO BUILDING LEARNING 
ORGANIzATION

The concept of a learning organization has gained an 
increasing popularity since the early 1990s. Many 
organizations are developing strategies to become 
learning organizations. There are many reasons why 
this concept has attracted so much attention by both 
organizational scholars and practitioners. The first 
reason is the ever changing environment faced by most 
organizations. Modern organizations operate in a world 
of ever growing technology, increased knowledge and 
skills, and global competition. They must continuously 
learn in order to survive and grow in this dynamic and 
competitive environment. A learning organization thus 
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describes an organization that has the capability to 
develop and renew itself based on learning. 

The second reason making the concept of a learning 
organization a popular one comes from a changing of 
economy. It has been widely recognized that society 
has entered into a knowledge economy where the most 
sustainable competitive advantage for organizations 
comes from those learning-related assets such as in-
novation and intellectual capital. Organizations previ-
ously relied on tangible assets such as land, machinery, 
and financial capital to compete in the marketplace. 
While these tangible assets still remain as necessary 
resources in a knowledge economy, intangible assets 
such as innovations and new technologies become 
increasingly valuable. Organizations must effectively 
utilize and develop human resources and make them 
more valuable than the traditionally valued physical 
and financial resources. Organizations have realized 
that acquiring and generating knowledge, which are 
essential to the learning process, are a major means to 
enhance competitive capability, and are as important 
to organizational performance as acquiring physical 
and financial resources. Meanwhile, many societies 
have embraced the concept of the learning organiza-
tion, seeing it as essential in the transformation from 
a traditional labor-intensive economy to one that is 
based more on knowledge-based work. 

The third reason that learning organization has 
gained popularity is the changing view of organizations. 
At one time, organizations were viewed as machine-
like entities, with few tangible and fixed goals. For 
example, it was once thought that the ultimate goal for 
a manufacturer was to maximize profit for the owners 
by producing quality commodities, with little attention 
paid to the interests of other stakeholders including 
consumers, the local community, and the broader 
society. In today’s environment, organizations have 
multiple and even competing goals and interests, and 
are properly viewed as organisms that have different 
life cycles. Those organizations with a strong learning 
capability are more likely to survive in a fierce com-
petitive environment and to fully develop themselves 
to meet their missions. Consequently, the concepts 
of learning and development become a key to better 
understanding organizations.    

EvOLUTION OF LEARNING 
ORGANIzATION

The concept of learning organization evolved from 
the tradition of organizational learning. The later con-
cept can be traced back to early 1900s when modern 
management theory started to establish its foundation. 
Frederick Taylor’s (1911) theory of scientific man-
agement suggested that learning can be transferred to 
employees and subsequently improve the efficiency of 
the organization. Systematic research on organizational 
learning started as early as 1936 when Wright studied 
organizational learning curves. The concept of a learn-
ing curve has demonstrated the value of learning for 
organizations.

In 1978, Chris Argyris of Harvard University and 
Donald Schön of MIT published the seminal Organi-
zational Learning that marked a new era in this field 
of study. These authors argued that organizations are 
not simple collections of individuals. Organizations 
are best viewed as systems of collective agents. They 
suggested that learning involves the detection and cor-
rection of errors. When people face a situation where 
something goes wrong, their common initial reaction is 
to look for another strategy that can solve the problem. 
They tend to identify the solution within the govern-
ing framework. The problem-solving process can be 
characterized as discovering the error source, inventing 
new strategies and problem-solving method, and then 
generalizing the new approach to other situations. This 
problem-solving process is called single-loop learning 
where people work within given goals, values, plans, 
and rules, and their task is to operationalize within a 
given governing framework rather than challenge or 
change it. An alternative approach is to question the 
governing framework, to subject it to critical scrutiny. 
This approach is described as double-loop learning. 
Such learning may then change the organization’s exist-
ing culture, values, and norms and normally involves a 
transformative change of employees’ reference frame 
for their daily work. 

During the early 1980s, studies on organizational 
learning focused on the types of learning and the be-
havioral changes resulting from the learning (Manz 
& Sims, 1981). Various studies were conducted and 
models were proposed to explain the outcomes of 
learning. It was recognized that the outcomes of learn-
ing are highly associated with both the content and 
level of learning. In the mid 1980s, a new concept of 
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lower- and higher-level learning was proposed, simi-
lar to the concept of single- and double-loop learning 
(Fiol & Lyles, 1985). It was recognized that behavioral 
change might occur without any cognitive influence. 
Similarly, employees might be able to gain knowledge 
without any behavioral changes. Higher-level learning 
involves the changes of cultures, values, and social 
norms within the organization. It has been revealed that 
long-term changes can only be brought by higher-level 
or double-loop learning. 

 The concept of a learning organization really be-
gan to flourish in the late 1980s. Peter Senge (1990) 
added to the momentum with a widely-read book, The 
Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning 
Organization. Senge defined the learning organization 
as the one where individuals continually expand their 
capacity to create desired results, where new patterns of 
thinking are nurtured, and where people learn together. 
By applying systems theory to the learning process in 
organizations, Senge (1990) formulated the famous five 
core disciplines of building a learning organization: (1) 
team learning, (2) share visions, (3) mental models, (4) 
personal mastery, and (5) system thinking. The study 
of learning organizations has since received escalat-
ing attention in both business and academic fields. 
Meanwhile, the field has been further fueled by the 
concepts of exploration and exploitation in organiza-
tional learning (March, 1991). Numerous models and 
empirical studies have been proposed to examine the 
impacts of exploratory learning on key organizational 
outcomes such as innovative capability. 

The dawn of the 21st century has marked a new era in 
the study of the learning organization concept. A number 
of scientific studies have been conducted to operation-
alize, measure, and validate the concept, to examine 
its associations with other important organizational 
variables, and to incorporate this idea systematically 
into organizational change and development (Ellinger, 
Ellinger, Yang, & Howton, 2002; Yang, 2003). Early 
on, many practitioners in organizations immediately 
grasped the idea of a learning organization and applied 
the concept in a pragmatic way. Such applications 
by and large tend to rely on intuitive approaches that 
lacked empirical evidence supporting their effective-
ness (Marsick & Watkins, 2003). Later on, a handful 
of empirical studies have suggested positive relation-
ships between the learning organization and desirable 
outcomes, including financial performance (Ellinger et 
al., 2002; Škerlavaj, Štemberger, Škrinjar,& Dimovski, 

2007), innovation (Hurley & Hult, 1998; Liao, 2006), 
employees’ job satisfaction (Egan, Yang, & Bartlett, 
2004), motivation to transfer learning (Egan et al., 
2004), and less likelihood of employee turnover (Egan 
et al., 2004). 

The new century also witnessed a significant concep-
tual advancement in understanding learning in organiza-
tions (Illeris, 2004; Yang, 2003). Learning is no longer 
to be viewed as some simple behavioral or cognitive 
change taking place in isolated domains. The literature 
on organizational learning and a learning organization 
traditionally covered two distinct streams—cognitive 
learning and behavioral learning—but paid little at-
tention to the role of affect and emotion in learning. 
More recent research has given attention to affect and 
spiritual aspects of learning. Yang (2003)’s holistic 
theory posits that learning involves three interrelated 
knowledge domains (i.e., affect, cognitive, and be-
havior) that are driven by three distinctive forces (i.e., 
liberty, rationality, and reality). Learning as one kind 
of human action serves as a function of maintaining 
equilibrium among these driving forces. A learning 
organization is a dynamic system that involves different 
domains of learning and diverse types of knowledge. 
This perspective views organizations not only as infor-
mation processing and decision making systems, but 
also as social and political entities. Organizations are 
established on certain values and they strive for spe-
cific visions and aspirations. Holistic theory identifies 
three key dimensions for organizational knowledge: 
the critical dimension (as reflected in value and vi-
sion), the technical dimension (as indicated by formal 
system and strategy), and the practical dimension (as 
embedded in practice and process). It points out that it 
is more important to facilitate the dynamic interactions 
among them than foster a change in isolated domains. A 
learning organization is capable of integrating different 
domains of knowledge across the multiple of levels of 
individual, team, and the organization.

FUTURE TRENDS

There are numerous writings on the process and strat-
egies to build a learning organization. Nevertheless, 
most writings in this area tend to be prescriptive and 
lack systematic and solid empirical research (Tsang, 
1997). This article reviews major conceptualizations 
of the concept, emerging studies on this topic, and the 
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impacts of the learning organization on organizational 
outcome variables. However, research on learning 
organizations is still in a premature stage and several 
questions still remain unanswered. Therefore, further 
research is required to address several important issues. 
First of all, although there are growing studies on the 
impacts of the learning organization on organizational 
outcomes, antecedents of a learning organization need 
to be identified and academically explored. Future 
studies are needed to examine the relationships be-
tween the features of a learning organization and 
its key antecedent variables such as organizational 
structure, leadership, and external environment. For 
instance, it can be reasoned that the features of learn-
ing organizations are likely to be positively correlated 
with the structural organicity. Secondly, the impact of 
a learning organization on finance performance needs 
to be thoroughly explored. More studies are needed 
to examine whether the features of a learning organi-
zation, or organizational learning culture, has direct 
or indirect impacts on organizational performance. 
While it has been demonstrated that the concept of a 
learning organization has a positive impact on firms’ 
financial performance, such impact may be mediated 
by other important organizational variables (Škerlavaj 
et al., 2007). Finally, it is also important to consider 
the relationships of a learning organization and other 
important human resource variables such as career 
development and managerial coaching. 

CONCLUSION

To summarize, a learning organization has a strong 
capacity to integrate people and structures in order to 
move toward continuous learning and development 
for a shared vision. While this concept has received 
increasing attention in both academic and management 
fields, only few empirical studies have been conducted 
to thoroughly examine the nature of the construct and 
its relationships with other important organizational 
variables. More studies are needed to enhance the 
theoretical and empirical foundations of a learning 
organization.
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KEY TERMS

Double-Loop Learning: The process in which 
individuals, groups, or organizations question the foun-
dation of existing knowledge (i.e., values, assumptions 
and policies) that led to the actions in the first place. 
Second-order or double-loop learning has taken place 
then they are able to recognize the gap and modify 
the existing knowledge. Double loop learning is the 
learning about single-loop learning.

Learning Organization: Those organizations 
where learning and work are integrated in an ongoing 
and systematic fashion to sustain continuous improve-
ment of the organization at three levels: individuals, 
work groups or teams, and the organization. 

Organizational Learning: The processes or activi-
ties that an organization involves to develop insights, 
knowledge, and lessons from past experiences so as to 
improve current and future performance. Organizational 
learning means the process of improve actions through 
better knowledge and understanding. It occurs in all 
organizations, and it indicates how individuals, teams, 
and organizational learn and transform. 

Organizational Learning Culture: A set of norms 
and values about the functioning of an organization 
that support systematic organizational learning so that 
individual learning, teamwork, collaboration, creativity, 
and knowledge distribution have a collective meaning 
and value. Organizational learning culture reflects the 
features of a learning organization. 

Single-Loop Learning: The process in which 
individuals, groups, or organizations modify their 
actions according to the difference between expected 
and obtained outcomes or consequences. 
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INTRODUCTION

There have been studies on conflict resolutions but 
many focused on regional inter-tribe and international 
conflicts between or among nations of the world. Only 
very few have written about industrial conflict recently, 
even these few did not touch the mechanism of resolv-
ing conflicts in the organization in depth. Therefore, 
this article will focus on various conflict resolution 
mechanisms and the three major models of conflict 
resolutions—namely distributive bargaining, integrated 
bargaining, and interactive problem solving as given by 
Cross, Susan, Rosenthal, and Robert (1999). To do this 
effectively, we will explore the available literature on 
the antecedents of conflicts in human resource systems. 
Varieties of views and notions held by individuals and 
groups in respect of the role and the consequences of 
conflicts in the functioning of humans in our modern 
complex organizations will be considered. The con-
sequences of conflicts on interpersonal, inter-group, 
and inter-organizational processes, when conflict may 
empower, distress, or lubricate the wheels of human 
interaction in the context of human resource manage-
ment will be traced. The views of experts, professionals 
and academicians on how and why conflicts should be 
handled to ensure a healthier and conducive environ-
ment to work will be traced.

BACKGROUND

All aspects of human resource management, includ-
ing how companies interact with the environment, 
acquire, prepare, develop, compensate, evaluate, and 
resolve conflict within the organization can help meet 
their competitive challenges and create value. Meeting 
challenges is necessary to create value and to gain a 
competitive advantage. This emphasizes how electronic 
human resource management (e-HRM) practices can 

and should contribute to business goals and help achieve 
effectiveness. 

E-HRM is a new and intriguing field of research 
at the intersection of human resource management 
and information systems. It is an innovative lasting 
and substantial development in HRM that results in 
new phenomena and major changes. E-HRM focuses 
on human resource management practices including 
labor-management relations such as union structure 
and membership, the organizing process, contract 
negotiations, new union agenda, and less adversarial 
approaches to labor-management relations. It utilizes 
information technology in a two-fold way: 

• Technology is necessary to connect usually par-
tially segregated actors and enable interactions 
between them irrespective of their working in the 
same room or in different positions within and 
between organizations—meaning, technology 
serves as a medium with the aim of connection 
and integration.

• Information technology serves as a tool for task-
fulfillment. This implies technology supports 
actors by partially helping and substituting for 
them in executing HR activities.

It is a fact that e-HRM is a multilevel phenomenon 
by its nature. Individual actors are interacting 

in groups within organizations that interact with 
other organizations. Actors of e-HRM are those who 
plan, implement, and perform e-HRM. These include 
managers, HR professionals, employees, consultants, 
and line managers, and are therefore different actors 
that constitute a configurational component. 

E-HRM activities encompass the single HR func-
tions like recruiting and selection, training and develop-
ment, compensation, and conflict resolution which are 
performed in order to provide and maintain the needed 
human resources.
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Conflict resolution is about industrial relations and 

collective bargaining.
Industrial relations are all aspect of the employment 

relationship between employers and employees. It deals 
with everything that affects the relationship between 
workers and employers from the time the employee 
joins the organization till he leaves the job. Industrial 
relations are borne out of employment relationship in 
an industrial setting. They are characterized by both 
conflict and co-operation. It also involves the study of 
conditions that are conducive to the labor, management 
co-operation, and policy framework laid down by the 
government.

Industrial relations cover: promotion and develop-
ment healthy labor management relations, maintenance 
of industrial peace and avoidance of industrial strife, 
and development of industrial democracy. 

However, Fajana (2004) identified that there are 
three parties to industrial relations:

• The workers, sometimes represented by the trade 
unions;

• The management (employers organization); 
and 

• The government and its agencies.

The interaction of these actors would produce both 
agreements or consensus and disagreements or conflicts. 
This is because the parties have partly congruent and 
partly divergent interests. The objectives of the actors 
may be economical but methods of achieving these 
various objectives may involve the deployment of 
economical, political, or they may use administrative 
weapons for example, the unions may use strike to en-
hance its bargaining position, management may employ 
the administrative control to manage industrial conflict 
and the state may evoke the powers derived from its 
sovereignty to make laws and regulations that will guide 
the actors in the conduct of their relationship with one 
another. The whole idea of industrial relation emerged 
as a result of conflict involving the inability of the 
employers and the employee to have a proper dialogue 
concerning the terms and conditions of employment 
differences in values or philosophy, differences in goals 
or objectives, differences in opinion, role pressures, 
limited resources, power struggles, change, and lack 
of communication. The ensuing conflict is inevitable 
but must be channeled and accommodated using proper 
machinery. This mechanism involves 1) individual 

resolution supported by freedom of contact and by the 
lack of any substantial restriction to the operation of the 
labor market, 2) unilateral determination by employers, 
managers, the state, or the trade union, and 3) joint or 
plural models of regulation by the actions of the parties 
involved. The role of collective bargaining in resolv-
ing industrial conflict has caused industrial relation to 
be viewed by many authors as simply the process of 
conflict resolution (Thompson , 1990).

wHAT IS INDUSTRIAL CONFLICT?

Many discussions of industrial conflict refers to strike 
(Fashoyin, 1981). Strike is the most significant aspect 
of industrial conflict though (Rosenthal, 1998) a part 
of the phenomenon of conflict. Kornhauser, Dubin, 
and Rass (1994) argued that the examination of con-
flict should be enlarged to include the total range of 
behavior and attitude that express opposition and divert 
orientation between individual owners and managers 
on one hand and working people and their organiza-
tion on the other hand. Industrial conflict is defined 
as a situation of disagreement between two parties, 
characterized by the inability of those concerned to 
iron out their differences, which does not necessarily 
have to result in strikes or lockouts or other forms of 
protestations (Fox, 1971), classified industrial conflict 
into different categories. The first category is between 
individuals in industry; the second category is the one 
involving a non-union member and management; the 
third category is the conflict between a labor union or 
one of its members and the management group; the 
fourth is the conflict between collectivities. Jackson 
(1985) commented that the Fox’s first and fourth cat-
egories could involve conflict that does not involve 
labor and management.

Webne-Behrman (1998) defines conflict as “dis-
agreements through which, the parties involved, per-
ceive a threat to their needs, interest or concerns.” Cross 
and Rosenthal (1999) asserted that conflict occur when 
people (or other parties) perceive that as a consequence 
of a disagreement there will be threat to their interest 
needs and concerns. Though, conflict is a normal part 
of organization life, providing numerous opportunities 
for growth through improved understanding, there is 
a tendency to view conflict as a negative experience 
caused by abnormally difficult circumstances. Conflicts 
are normal experience within the work environment 
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(Mauro, 1982). They are, to a large degree, predictable 
and expectable situations that naturally arise as we go 
about managing complex and stressful project (Kochan, 
McKersie, & Cappelli, 1984). Conflict is more than a 
mere disagreement—it is a situation in which people 
perceive threat (physical, emotional, power, and status) 
to their well-being.

Moreover, Boulding (1959) identified three differ-
ent kinds of conflict situations. He distinguished three 
different situations each of which he believed will go 
by the name of conflict.

The first is the economic conflict—this is the situa-
tion in which a movement of change in a situation makes 
at least one party, in its own eyes, worse off and the 
other party better off. An important dynamic principle, 
which emerges from the theory, is the “principle of the 
widening of the agenda” (Miller, 1956). As long as 
the two parties are not in the conflict set, negotiation 
of a “trading” nature is possible whereby two parties 
become better off. “Trading” inevitably moves the 
parties toward the conflict set and eventually lands 
them there. Posner (1994) reiterated that once there, 
the only possibility is agreement or non-agreement, 
and if there is management, various rituals must be 
performed such as strike, wars, and so forth, which will 
change the willingness to agree of one or both parties 
so that agreement becomes possible, assuming that the 
relationship can not be avoided. 

The second conflict situation identified is the interac-
tion conflict as implied in the arms race in any process 
of mutually heightening hostility through the reaction 
of each party to the behavior of the other. The pioneer-
ing analysis of these processes by Lewis F. Richardson 
(1939) perhaps merits entitling them “Richardson 
processes.” In the Richardson model, some measure 
of hostility-friendliness was postulated (the model 
apply just as well to the process of falling in love as 
they do to the arm race). The increase in the hostility 
of each party is a function, first of some constant term 
which represents the underlying grievance and second 
of the absolute level of hostility of the other party. 
These may have an equilibrium solution (“a balance 
of power”) or they may be indefinitely explosive up to 
some boundary out which the system breaks down in 
war, strike or divorce—depending on the nature of the 
parameters. The less “sensitive” the parties—the less 
the hostility of one increases at each level of hostility 
of the other—the more likely is a balance of power 
solution to be found. 

The third type of conflict situation is that described 
by Kurt Lewin (1948) and Neal Miller (1956). It is 
also called “quandary.” This is a situation in which the 
individual is incapable of making a decision because it 
is pushed in two opposite directions at the same time. It 
does not involve two parties but the motivational forces 
operating on a single party. Here, Miller makes the 
extremely interesting suggestion that quandaries which 
result from opposing pull or attractions are unstable; if 
the individual users go slightly towards one side or the 
other, the side toward which he veers exert a strong pull 
on him and he soon gets over to it. Quandaries, which 
result from opposing repulsions, are stable; as we veer 
to one side, the push becomes stronger and pushes us 
back into the quandary. This proposition may be ven-
tured that those who are motivated mainly by hatred 
(fleeing away from what they do not like rather than 
toward what they like) are likely to get into quandaries 
and to be racked with stable internal conflicts, conflicts 
destructive to their internal organization. Those who 
are motivated by love, who move toward what they 
like rather than away from what they do not like, will 
be able to resolve quandaries easily, will be unlikely 
to get into processes of mutually increasing hostility, 
and can afford to have flexible value images which will 
help them in getting out of issue conflicts (liking what 
they get, instead of getting what they like).

CONFLICT RESOLUTION-MECHANISM

In order to maintain and promote a fair and productive 
work environment, actors in the industrial relations en-
courage the active resolution of work place conflict. 

Effective conflict resolution is a combination of 
complex social skills. Boulding (1959), Joyce (1983), 
and Opffer (1997) affirmed that the most important 
avenue of conflict resolution is simple avoidance. 
If avoidance is impossible, the resolution of conflict 
depends on two factors: the reduction in the intensity 
of the conflict on one hand and the development of 
overriding organizations, which include both parties, 
on the other.

Overriding organizations can develop through sheer 
conquest in which one party is eliminated (making a 
desert and calling it peace) or through the development 
of images in both parties in which there is acceptance 
of the role of a larger organization.

Industrial conflicts expressed in whatever form pose 
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costs to all the actors (Fajana, 2000). To these actors, 
these costs include among others victimization, promo-
tion of the union leaders to a higher hierarchy in the 
organization by the management thereby blocking their 
mouth on whatever grievances, political instability, and 
inflation even they get respect from the government. 
Over time, certain mechanisms have emerged and new 
approaches worked out to reduce the effects of conflicts 
in industry. Some of these termed conflict management 
programmes according to Zartman (2000) include:

• Promote the development of sound and stable 
labor-management relations;

• Prevent or minimize work stoppages by assist-
ing in parties settling their disputes through an 
empowering process;

• Advocate intervention, mediation, and voluntary 
arbitration as the preferred process for settling 
issues;

• Offer a practical way to resolve disputes and 
preserve relationship; and

• Foster the establishment and maintenance of con-
structive joint processes to create organizational 
effectiveness.

Note only that most employees support value-driven 
partnerships with their employers through maintenance 
of industrial intranet connectivity. This will enable the 
firms to concentrate on their core activities (Schien-
stock, 2002).

Moreover, collective bargaining appears to be the 
main machinery that employers and trade unions use 
to consider demands and resolve conflicts internally. 
Other two ways are deputation and joint consultation. 
The differences in these three ways can be found in 
the type of subjects discussed, the manner of reaching 
agreements, the authority of the meeting, the periodicity 
of the meeting, the style of management, and the level 
of responsibility of the parties for decisions reached 
(Thompson, 1990).

Deputation is a process used where management 
appear autocratic. The workers may be called to ex-
press their views on a given subject but this may not 
have a bearing on what is finally decided. Decision in 
most of the time has already been made, workers are 
merely informed. The employer occupies a determinant 
role position.

Joint consultations is a two-way communication 
where the workers and their employers meet not in 

terms of bargaining strength but in terms of their worth 
and ability to contribute to the subject being discussed 
(Opffer, 1997). These subjects include things like 
welfare, canteen, and safety productivity. Management 
seeks the view of workers and workers contributions 
are taken and used in the decision. It is a bi-partite 
relationship. 

Other methods include mediation, conciliation, 
and arbitration.

As organizations move further into e–HRM, the 
human resource information systems designed by 
managers must continue to take the dynamics of these 
mechanisms into account (Strohmeir, 2007).

MODELS OF CONFLICT RESOLUTION

There are three models of conflict resolution, namely, 
distributive bargaining, integrative bargaining, and 
interactive problem solving.

Distributive Bargaining

The distributive bargaining model originated with 
the field of labor negotiations (Stevens, 1963; Walton 
& Mckersie, 1965). It can be described as a set of 
behaviors for dividing a fixed pool of resources. This 
model has been extended to a wide range of conflict 
situations including international negotiations (Tracy 
& Paterson, 1986; Walton & Mckersie, 1965). In fact, 
almost all negotiations have a distributive component 
(Thompson, 1990). It is also referred to as “hard 
bargaining.” Distributive bargaining is competitive, 
position-based; agreement-oriented approaches to 
dealing with conflicts that are perceived as “win/lose” 
or zero-sum gain disputes. The negotiators are viewed 
as adversaries who reach agreement through a series 
of concessions (Bartos, 1995). 

Integrative Bargaining

The integrative bargaining model was first conceptu-
alized by Pruit and Carnevale (1993) and is currently 
one of the most frequently used models of conflict 
resolution (Fisher, 1983; Pruitt & Rubin, 1986; Raiffa, 
1982; Thompson, 1990). 

Integrative bargaining is a co-operative, interest 
based, agreement-oriented approach to dealing with 
conflicts that are intended to be viewed as “win-win” 
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or mutual-gain disputes. The integrative bargaining 
process involves both concessions making and search-
ing for mutually profitable alternatives. It facilitates 
useful search for better proposals than those explicitly 
before it. This implies that negotiators are viewed as 
partners who co-operate in searching for a fair agree-
ment that meets the interests of both parties (Bartos, 
1995). Some common integrative bargaining techniques 
include clear definition of the problem, open sharing 
of information, and exploration of possible solutions.

Interactive Problem Solving

This is a form of third-party consultation or informal 
mediation. It is a transformation-oriented, needs-based 
approach to resolving conflict that originated within 
the field of conflict resolution (Kelman, 1990), and has 
been applied to a wide range of protracted inter-group 
conflicts. The model begins with an analysis of the needs 
and fears of each of the parties and a discussion of the 
constraints faced by each side that makes it difficult 
to reach a mutually beneficial solution to the conflict. 
Some of the goals is to help the parties perceive the 
conflict as a problem to be jointly solved rather than a 
fight to be won, improving the openness and accuracy 
of communication, improving inter-group expectancies 
and attitudes, inducing mutual positive motivations for 
creative problem solving, and building a sustainable 
working relationship between the parties.

Many large city governments are now embracing 
virtual models of interactive online conflict resolution. 
For instance, New York City Cyber Settle—an online 
dispute-resolution system, facilitating all manner of 
bodily injury and other insurance claims was reported 
so effective that it was renewed for another 3 years 
(GCN, 2007). 

FUTURE TRENDS

Conflict is a part of organizational life and may oc-
cur within the individual, between the individuals, 
between the individual and the group, and between 
the groups.

Industrial conflicts expressed in whatever form, 
pose costs to all industrial relations actors. As such, 
they must be resolved in time to reduce the effects of 
conflict and to prevent the deployment of all forms of 
costly expressions of industrial discontents. Approaches 

and mechanisms as well as attempts at industrial de-
mocracy were discussed in the aticle. However, certain 
areas still remain untouched, and which need further 
research. First, there is need to find out the conditions 
under which working relationships produce conflict 
in the organization. Further studies will bring out the 
different working relationships, the effect conflict will 
have on them, and how to resolve such conflict.

Secondly, possible outcomes of conflict in enhanc-
ing organizational performance need to be researched. 
Though it is already established that conflict is a normal 
thing in the organization, but there remains the need for 
HR managers to continue to explore modalities of man-
aging it constructively. Finally, there is need to find out 
the effects of the formation of joint labor-management 
committees such as quality circles, quality of work life 
improvement programmes, and work and production 
committees in achieving greater labor-management 
co-operations.

CONCLUSION

Conflict situations in organizations cannot be avoided. 
It would remain a part of the organization due to the 
congruent and divergent interest in both the employers 
and the employees. The development of HR technolo-
gies and workforce analysis helping to transform HR 
into a decision science with a measurable impact on 
business results. The expanded use of the intranet/In-
ternet for the delivery of HR applications, especially in 
resolving conflicts, is also emphasizing the importance 
of HRIS for organizations of all sizes. The ongoing 
development of technology complemented by more use 
of the Web has enabled smaller organizations, non-HR 
managers, and even practicing HR managers to have 
access to tools such as networks and intranets, various 
conflict resolution mechanisms that ease communica-
tion and avoid conflict that facilitate good relationships 
among members of the organization and save costs 
while reducing time and resources dedicated to other 
HR administrative tasks.

Therefore, an emphasis on the role of technology in 
bringing down HR costs and facilitating a healthier and 
conducive environment to work in through the latest 
technology, could have a significant impact on the HR 
profession in the years ahead and help professionals 
improve their knowledge and skills in HR technology 
that will assist them to speak the language of business 
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in an environment that is increasingly technology-
driven. Most importantly, the art, science, and practice 
of conflict resolution need to be developed.
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KEY TERMS

Arbitration: A method of settling a dispute le-
gally.

Collective Bargaining: A negotiation of working 
conditions and terms of employment between employ-
ers, a group of employers, or one or more employers’ 
organization and one or more representative of worker’s 
organization with a view to reaching agreement.

Conciliation: A method of affecting a settlement 
of a dispute.

Conflict: A perceived difference between two or 
more parties that results in mutual opposition.

E-HRM: Also known as virtual HRM; refers to 
technological mediated networks of actors providing 
the firm with the HR services needed without the further 
existence of a conventional HR department.

Grievance: An alleged violation of the rights of 
an employee.

Industrial Relations: A study of all aspects of 
the employment relationship between workers and 
employers.

Joint Consultation: A meeting between the work-
ers and their employers to discuss on issues of mutual 
interests to both sides.

Mediation: A dispute resolution process in which 
a neutral third party known as a mediator helps the 
negotiators resolves an impasse by reaching an agree-
ment.

Strikes: The collection of individual rights to 
withdraw service.
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INTRODUCTION

In the current environment, knowledge constitutes 
the starting point for the development of all economic 
and social agents’ activities and behaviors (Castells, 
2000). Knowledge, as an internal resource, can be used 
intensively, which makes it possible to consider it as 
a productive factor as well as an important strategic 
element for obtaining a key source of competitive 
advantages (Vilaseca, Torrent-Sellens, & Jiménez 
Zarco, 2007). 

Certain works, such as the ones developed by Vilas-
eca et al. (2007) and others, consider the process of 
economic globalization, the demand changes, and the 
intensive use of ICT responsible for the emergence of 
an economy based on knowledge. Nevertheless, from 
a business point of view, the intensive use of ICT can 
be regarded as the most important factor. Thus, the 
globalization of markets together with the changes 
in demand are challenges, although the intensive use 
of ICT provides strength for responding to the new 
environmental changes and even transforming them 
into opportunities. Depending on the ability of firms 
to transform challenges into opportunities—which can 
be sometimes achieved through a systematic use of 
ICT—good results can be achieved. 

In order to face the growing complexity and com-
petitiveness of the environment as well as give quick 
and suitable responses, the firm must consider ICT as 
an internal strategic factor (Bond & Houston. 2003). 
Hence, by favoring the accumulation and use of knowl-
edge in all organizational activities and encouraging 
the organization’s flexibility, the use of ICT permits a 
quick adaptation of the organization to this new context 
as well as the development of customized competitive 
strategies.

In contrast, the intensive use of ICT in organizations 
will not only influence the marketing, post-sales, and 
human resources departments (Vilaseca & Torrent, 
2003), but also induce the development of new organi-
zational, productive, strategic and managerial models. 
Thus, the intensive use of ICT facilitates both in the 
medium-and-long run the generation of more flexible 
schemes, more efficient and economical productive 
processes as well as strategic models based on the 
generation, processing, and use of information and 
knowledge (Johnson, Sohi, & Grewal, 2004).

BACKGROUND

Changes in the environment lead the firm to be aware 
not only of its situation as a social agent but also of the 
importance of every environmental issue. As a result, 
organizational culture undergoes a key change, and 
thee organizational values, the mission and the strategic 
goals are modified (Dyer & Nebeoka, 2000). From a 
strategy based on production (the product itself) the 
firm evolves toward a market and learning orientation 
(Wei & Morgan, 2004); organizational goals begin to be 
established in terms of survival and long-term growth; 
and the consumer is considered as the central point of 
the organizational strategy (Grönroos, 2000).  

Understanding the environment and all its relevant 
elements becomes a priority for the organization, but 
anticipating and responding to changes requires the 
acquisition of a perfect knowledge of every agent 
integrated in the environment (De Luca & Atuahene-
Gima, 2007). Thus, in order to foresee the most suitable 
potential actions, strategies and behaviors regarding 
the new scenario, the organization begins to develop 
processes and systems based on the direct and indirect 
use of ICTs orientated to:



���  

Consequences and Strategic Implications of Networked Enterprise and Human Resources

• Obtain, generate, and disseminate knowledge 
(Tzokas & Saren, 2004).

• Increase communication and cooperation behavior 
inside and outside companies (Chua, 2001; Kahn, 
2001; Sorensen & Lundh-Snis, 2001).

ICT Use Oriented to Knowledge Creation 

The use of certain ICT in market research permits the 
quick and efficient acquisition, analysis and storage of 
a great deal of information regarding the environment. 
Besides this, the development of internal communica-
tion systems facilitates the quick retrieval, diffusion 
and use of this kind of information (Dyer et al., 2000, 
Leenders & Wierenga, 2002). 

However, the availability of information does not 
guarantee knowledge creation. As De Luca et al. (2007) 
show, knowledge is the end-result of a complex process 
of acquisition, interpretation (analysis and evaluation) 
and integration of that information, in which ICT play 
a key role. Thus, encouraging the generation of market 
knowledge, ICT put at the company’s disposal the neces-
sary tools for the treatment, management, analysis, and 
storing of information (Von Hipel, 2001). Finally, as 
Sorensen et al. (2001) suggest, ICT also facilitate and 
encourage the process of transmission and diffusion of 
knowledge throughout the entire organization, and its 
later use in the decision-making process. 

An important part of the decisions to be taken cor-
respond to the marketing function, as they affect the 
design and development of actions directly undertaken 
in the markets. In this kind of decision, ICT provide 
ready access to a vast array of global information 
resources, and facilitate the gathering of valuable com-
petitive knowledge and consumer-related information 
that simplify the decision process. In addition, ICT 
endow marketing with an extraordinary capability to 
target specific groups of individuals with precision, and 
enable mass customization and one-to-one strategies 
by adapting communications and other elements of the 
marketing mix to consumer segments. 

ICT Use Orientated to Communication 
and Cooperation Behavior 

Sometimes, the decision-making process has a strategic 
profile and affects the organizational structure of the 
company, given the importance that communication 

and cooperation relationships achieve both inside and 
outside the firm. 

Nowadays, business activity is developed along the 
complete value chain, involving different functional 
areas as well as relevant stakeholders. However, the 
efficiency and efficacy of this process depend on the 
development of a behavior that enables the exchange 
of information and knowledge as well as coordinated 
and cooperative team work (Kahn, 2001). Authors 
such as Chua (2001) or Sorensen et al., (2001), high-
light the essential role of ICT in the development and 
strengthening of these types of processes. Thus, aside 
from transmitting and diffusing knowledge, ICT are 
also a powerful social element. 

As a channel of communication, ICT provide the 
means through which the company can establish syn-
chronous and asynchronous communication with other 
agents that is fluid and speedy, and operates in both 
directions (Daneshgar & Van der Kwast, 2005). Thus, 
time, space, and economic barriers can be eliminated 
(Leenders et al., 2002; Sammut-Bonnici et al., 2002), 
allowing for effective and efficient transmission of 
tacit and explicit knowledge (Argyres, 1999; Grön-
roos, 2000). 

Moreover, ICT use in the establishment of com-
munications directly affects the degree of cooperation 
(Leenders et al., 2002). In close-knit relationships, 
members usually share the same principles, culture and 
values, and are willing to commit significant resources 
and efforts to achieve the common strategic goal. And 
ICT support can be vital for the clear and consented 
establishment of: the norms of governance, the rights 
and obligations of each party, working methods, the 
resources each is to contribute and the objectives that 
the relationship was set up to reach. 

In the same vein, Bond et al. (2003) and Grönroos 
(2000) point out that ICT support favors correct leader-
ship of the relationship, reducing management costs, 
and with it, agents start to form social links that lead 
to a deepening of the relationship. Finally, Argyres 
(1999) shows that ICT support enables the creation of 
an atmosphere of trust and commitment between agents 
that enables behavioral cooperation and participation 
even at the expense of losing some independence. 
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THE EMERGENCE OF THE  
NETwORKED ENTERPRISE AND ITS 
EFECTS ON HUMAN RESOURCES:  
THE EMERGENCE OF NEw FLEXIBLE 
LABOUR STRUCTURES AND JOB  
CONTRACTS

The characteristic flexibility and interconnection of 
firms has favored the development of a new organiza-
tional design model known as the networked enterprise. 
Planned as a strategic and organizational model based 
on the decentralization of all business lines in a network, 
whose management is orientated towards system of 
cooperation and competence, the networked enterprise 
is derived from: (1) large decentralized companies, (2) 
network connection between companies of all sizes and 
(3) the changing interconnection of different business 
lines within a certain firm (Dyer et al., 2000; Roberts, 
2000).

The characteristics of these new organizations (see 
Table 1) have both a direct and an indirect impact on 
human capital (Roberts, 2000). Thus, the extent to 
which the firm has adopted this organizational design 
model (Malone, 2004), and consequently, the level use 
of ICT (Johnson et al., 2004) determines:

• The type of activities and the mode in which they 
are performed. 

• The competences, attitudes, and abilities required 
of employees. 

• The human resources policy and, in general, the 
labor structures developed by the companies.

The networked enterprise has its starting point in 
firms that only perform activities at which they can 
excel, outsourcing the rest of activities (Dyer et al., 
2000). Every networked enterprise performs certain 
activities while one firm in particular takes on the role 
of integrator as its predominant function in the process 
of creating value, common and mutual interests and 
generating trust (Grönroos, 2000). More specifically, 
organizations evolve from functional formulas to flatter 
and more generalist formulas, with supra-functional 
units resulting from strategic initiatives of total customer 
service, total quality or just in time management, among 
others. This has facilitated the intensive use of ICT as 
well as the multidisciplinary and multifunctional role in 
organizations (Tzokas et al., 2004; Volverda, 1998). 

On the other hand, as Sorensen et al. (2001) show, 
work in the network is taken on and carried out by 
a new type of human resources, a new type that is 
extremely reduced in number in comparison to work-
ers in non-networked companies. These new types 
of workers are the most qualified workers in I+D in-
novation processes, advanced engineering, financial 
management, advanced bank services and leisure, and 
are able to move among the different centers within 
networked companies (Castells, 2000). Moreover, the 
type of job carried out requires certain skills—high 
education levels, talent, initiative orientation, orga-
nizational flexibility—so that the development of the 
networked company depends more than ever on the 
workers that work in the network, use the Internet as 
an indispensable tool and use their intellectual capital 
in order to transform the information obtained from the 
continuous learning process into specific knowledge 
(Sammut-Bonnici et al., 2002). 

Characteristic Description

Flexibility Firms are flatter and less hierarchical; they also have higher levels of independence and higher decision capability for 
employees.

Cooperation

The generation of team work is facilitated in order to achieve internal and external integration as a formula for motivating 
employees, giving decision capabilities to low hierarchical levels and deleting organizational levels. 
Firms are multidisciplinary teams that integrate employees with specialized knowledge or that break down functional 
barriers, thus facilitating mutual learning.

Outsourcing
Firms specialize in their core competencies, this is, the competencies that provide a competitive market advantage as 
regards competitors. The outsourcing of activities presents the possibility of establishing models of cooperation with other 
economic agents (both suppliers and clients).

Human Capital

The high level of involvement, the higher level of responsibility and the higher participation of employees is possible due 
to their high decision-making independence, which aims to solve problems from the lower levels of the organization. The 
integration of employees is achieved not only through the culture, strategy, value and behavior code, but also through the 
information systems that facilitate the transmission of rules and processes. 

Table 1. Main characteristics of the networked enterprise (Source: Jiménez-Zarco, Martínez-Ruíz & González-
Benito)
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Nevertheless, despite the high degree qualifica-
tions of employees, their stability is reduced. The new 
society model is based mainly on the technology and 
software sectors, financial services, and consultancy 
services or even on leisure services, where most em-
ployees do not have a long-term job. Therefore, there 
is a consequent transformation of work: outsourcing, 
work by project, part-time jobs, and jobs by the hour 
or freelancing, all of which have emerged in order to 
provide the required flexibility for the new economy 
(Bond et al., 2003). Neumark and Reed (1999) observe 
the resulting disappearance of long-term contractual 
relationships along with the reduction in the number 
of workers having stable jobs over the last decade, all 
these phenomena being orientated to making the labor 
market more flexible. 

The new job structures differ substantially from 
the traditional definition of social contract between 
the entrepreneur and the worker in terms of reciprocal 
rights regulation, social benefits, or minimum wages 
(Carnoy, 2000). There are new challenges arising from 
the legal position of these jobs in relation to future union 
representation. The networked enterprise, the result of 
a strategic and organizational change, alters the role 
of the traditional worker. Hence, the hierarchical and 
pyramidal structures have evolved into horizontal and 
flatter structures, new multidisciplinary work teams 
are emerging, the integration of information manage-
ment and knowledge as the core business or intangible 
management itself are some of the transformations that 
have a direct and indirect impact on the configuration 
and regulation of jobs (Kahn, 2001; Roberts, 2000). 

Finally, the use of new technologies (such as cellular 
phones, personal computers, the Internet, among others) 
permits employees to work in new way (Tzokas et al., 
2004). Castells (2000) highlights as labor flexibility, 
among other things, variable work, diversity in job con-
ditions and the individualization of labor relationships, 
all of which have brought into being a new scenario 
in the labor market in the knowledge economy. New, 
diverse jobs are appearing in the business world: free-
lancing, part-time jobs, temporary jobs, outsourcing, 
teleworking, work by projects, and work by objectives 
or new remuneration models, among others.

Globalization, along with the spread of ICT, has 
favored increasing competition among firms. Hence, 
firms have been forced to improve their efficiency and 
productivity in order to preserve their competitive posi-
tions in a global market, facilitating the development of 
new organizational models based on the decentralization 

of functions and coordination between departments and 
firms. The networked enterprise, as a new organizational 
structure, and networking, as a new way of organizing 
work, are key elements in understanding the impact of 
the knowledge economy (Tzokas et al., 2004). 

FUTURE TRENDS AND CONCLUSION 

The new competitive environment has forced the re-
design and formulation of new organizational models 
in order to confront the new competitive pressures that 
are emerging from globalization, new technologies, 
and new consumer habits. Hence, organizations have 
to adapt themselves to the market requirements through 
new organizational formulas derived from the irruption 
of new technologies. 

The development of new systems and processes 
based on the intensive use of ICT has provided the firm 
with certain characteristics, favoring the development 
of a new business model: the networked enterprise. 
Networked enterprises are emerging as a strategic and 
organizational model based on the decentralization into 
a network of all business units, where every business 
unit specializes in its core competencies. This is an 
organizational scheme built upon a business project 
resulting from the cooperation of different components 
from diverse firms, operating in a network for the 
duration of the business project and reconfigurating 
the network for each project. Consequently, this is an 
organizational model based on networks of enterprises 
aiming at competing in cooperation and competitive 
conditions. This model has evolved from the decentral-
ization process of large firms and the interconnection 
in a network of firms of different sizes. 

Along with the intensive use of ICT and knowledge, 
the networked enterprise can be characterized by its 
important impact on human capital. Thus, flexible la-
bor, diverse working conditions, the individualization 
of labor relationships, and the configuration of new 
employment models are characteristics of the work 
in networked companies, and they have caused and 
accelerated its transformation. 

The emergence of new concepts in labor organiza-
tion such as outsourcing, part-time jobs or telework-
ing, among others, are some of the new forms of 
the knowledge economy which have brought about 
profound transformations in the design, development, 
and implementation of organizations. In this scenario, 
it is important to note the importance of the Internet as 
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a strategic technology. Its effects are present not only 
in the design and establishment of strategies and poli-
cies in certain value business areas (e.g., the marketing 
and the human resources departments) but also, in the 
investigation of new management research lines. These 
management research lines are related to the study of 
the Internet as a new competitive environment that 
requires: (a) the definition and comprehension of new 
concepts such as e-marketing, e-communications, and 
e-HRM theoretically and (b) the design of new strate-
gies adapted to the environment characteristics aimed 
at enhancing the competitive ability of firms. 

The impact of ICT on traditional work patterns 
has made it necessary to introduce and increase the 
capabilities required for using ICT, not only at the 
higher company levels but also at the lowest levels. 
At the same time, there is an increasing demand for 
intelligent access to information at the executive level 
as well as an increased proportion of workers that work 
in front of a computer screen; the need for continuing 
education and recycling; the consequent increase in the 
number of workers carrying out their daily tasks online 
at home or the fact that ICT appear to be fundamental 
instead of mere support tools.

REFERENCES

Argyres, N. S. (1999). The impact of information tech-
nology on coordination: Evidence from the B- “Stealth” 
Bomber. Organization Science, 10(2), 162-180.

Bond, III. E. U., & Houston, M. B. (2003). Barriers to 
matching new technologies and market opportunities 
in established firms. Journal of Product Innovation 
Management, 20, 20-135.

Carnoy, M. (2000). Sustaining the new economy: Work, 
family and the community in the Information Age. Rus-
sell Sage Foundation.

Castells, M. (2000). The rise of the network society. 
Malden: Backwell Publishers.

Chua, A. (2001). Relationship between the types of 
knowledge shared and types of communications chan-
nels used. Journal of Knowledge Management Practice. 
Retrieved October 15, 2007, from http://www.tlainc.
com/articl17.htm

Daneshgar, F., & Van der Kwast, E. (2005). An aware-
ness provisioning methodology for asynchronous 

virtual global forums. Journal of Knowledge Manage-
ment Practice, 6. Retrieved October 15, 2007, from 
http://www.tlainc.com/jkmpv6.htm

De Luca, L. M., & Atuahene-Gima, K. (2007, January). 
Market knowledge dimensions and cross-functional 
collaboration: Examining the different routes to prod-
uct innovation performance. Journal of Marketing, 7, 
95-112.

 Dyer, J. H., & Nebeoka, K. (2000). Creating and 
managing a high performance knowledge-sharing 
network: The Toyota case. Strategic Management 
Journal, 21(3), 345-368.

Grönroos, C. (2000). Relationship marketing: Interac-
tion, dialogue, and value. Revista Europea de Dirección 
y Economía de la Empresa, 9(3), 13-24.

Johnson, J. L., Sohi, R. S., & Grewal, R. (2004, July). 
The role of relational knowledge stores in interfirm 
partnering. Journal of Marketing, 68, 21-36.

Kahn, K. B. (2001). Market orientation, interdepart-
mental integration, and product development perfor-
mance. Journal of Product Innovation Management, 
18, 314-323.

Leenders, M. A. A. M., & Wierenga, B. (2002). The 
effectiveness of different mechanisms for integrating 
marketing and R&D. Journal of Product Innovation 
Management, 19(4), 305-317.

Malone, T. (2004). The future of work. Boston: Harvard 
Business School Press

Neumark, D., & Reed, D. (2002). Employment rela-
tionships in the new economy. NBER Working Paper 
No. W8910.

Roberts, J. (2000). From know-how to show-how? 
Questioning the role of information and communica-
tion technologies in knowledge transfer. Technology 
Analysis & Strategic Management, 12(4), 429-443.

Sammut-Bonnici, T., & Mcgee, J. (2002). Network 
strategies for new economy. European Business Jour-
nal, 14, 174-185.

Santoro, M. D. (2000). Success breeds success: The 
linkage between relationship intensive and tangible 
outcomes in industry-university collaborative ventures. 
Journal of High Technology Management Research, 
11(2), 255-273.



��0  

Consequences and Strategic Implications of Networked Enterprise and Human Resources

Sorensen, C., & Lundh-Snis, U. (2001). Innovation 
through knowledge codification. Journal of Informa-
tion Technology, 16, 83-97.

Tzokas, N., & Saren, M. (2004). Competitive advantage, 
knowledge, & relationship marketing: Where, what, & 
how? Journal of Business and Industrial Marketing, 
19(2), 124-35.

Vilaseca, J., & Torrent, J. (2003) Las TIC y las trans-
formaciones de la empresa catalana. Barcelona: 
UOC/Generalitat de Catalunya.

Vilaseca-Requena, J., Torrent-Sellens, J., & Jiménez-
Zarco, A. I. (2007). ICT use in marketing as innovating 
success factor: Enhancing cooperation in new product 
development processes. European Journal of Innova-
tion Management, 10(2). (in press).

Von Hipel, E. (2001). User toolkits for innovation. 
Journal of Product Innovation Management, 18(4), 
247-257.

Volverda, H. (1998). Building the flexible firm: How 
to remain competitive. New York: Oxford University 
Press.

Wei, Y. S., & Morgan, N. A. (2004). Supportiveness 
of organizational climate, market orientation, and new 
product performance in Chinese firms. Journal of 
Product Innovation Management, 21, 375-388.

KEY TERMS 

Cooperation: A non-structured process, volatile 
and affective in nature, which establishes itself among 
members of a relationship. Within the process, various 
agents with values, visions, or culture agree to work 
together and share resources with the aim of reaching a 
common objective. These types of activities are intan-
gible, not easy to regulate and difficult to achieve without 
a joint effort that requires a high degree of interrelation. 
Collaborative behavior offers flexibility when problem 
solving, improves communication between members 
of the relationship, foments understanding between 
different cultures, and enables the development of good 
will when faced with problem-solving. 

Flatter Structure: Is the route to freedom from 
bureaucracy, speedier communication, and the develop-
ment of a customer-focused culture in which team work 
and high involvement working practices will thrive.

ICT (Information and Communication Technol-
ogy): A broad term to encompass the information that 
businesses create and use, as well as the wide spectrum 
of increasingly convergent and linked technologies 
that process that information. Therefore, ICT can be 
viewed as a collective term for a wide range of soft-
ware, hardware, telecommunications, and information 
management techniques, applications, and devices.

Innovation (within the firm): The creation, intro-
duction, or adoption of something new. This something 
new can be a product, a production method, a way of 
organization, a supply source, a market, or simply, a 
way of doing things. In this work the concept of innova-
tion is considered from a more restrictive perspective, 
referring only to the process of creation or modification 
of products or services by the firm.

Market Orientation: Business philosophy that 
opts for upgrading the interaction of the firm with the 
environment in order to improve the firm’s profitability, 
productivity and competitively in the markets. 

Networked Enterprise: Organizational structure 
characterized by a high level of decentralization, in-
terrelation, use of ICT, use of information, flexibility 
and ability to confront changes. It consists of different 
units—or independent legal businesses—that inter-
relate and cooperate in a network in order to develop 
a common process or project. The collaboration of an 
agent in the net is determined by his or her ability and 
expertise—know how—to carry out a certain activity 
or process more effectively and efficiently. 

Organizational Culture: This identifies the char-
acter of the firm. The organizational culture is mani-
fested in the operational ways the firm uses to confront 
problems and management opportunities, as well as 
in the way the firm adapts to changes and external 
and internal requirements. The culture is interiorized 
in beliefs, collective manners and so forth, which are 
transmitted and learned by new members as a new way 
of thinking, living and operating. 

Work Team: Set of people that work together in a 
coordinated way on the development of a project or an 
activity. People can either belong to different depart-
ments or areas within the same firm, or can be agents 
external to the organization who at a certain time can 
be incorporated to the team given their experience or 
knowledge, adding value to the process. 
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INTRODUCTION

Technology advances have dramatically affected the 
ways in which we manage and organize work. With 
new evolutions of technologically mediated systems, 
the development of electronic human resource man-
agement (e-HRM) practices becomes more accepted 
for many organizations. For example, on the one hand, 
organizations have been able to extend job searches 
to attract new employees from around the globe us-
ing the World Wide Web. This recruitment feature 
has provided matches of special skilled workers with 
employers and has lessened recruitment costs for other 
searches for less skilled positions by bringing potential 
candidates directly to the organization. On the other 
hand, HRIS technologies within operation structures 
such as call centers have been tightly integrated into 
e-HRM practices creating heavily defined performance 
management systems. The developments in the call 
center area specifically have resulted in an interesting 
convergence of HRIS and HR architectures to explore 
lessons learned and future directions in e-HRM.

The purpose of this article is to first provide a back-
ground of the call center developments over the past 
15 years in light of e-HRM. Specifically, a focus on 
the technological advancements in call center opera-
tions will be overlaid with the developments of e-HRM 
practices to reveal the ways in which both are integrated 
and implemented to create an end-to-end process. The 
second focus of this article is on the development of 
performance management HR practices such as elec-
tronic performance monitoring (EPM), e-coaching, 
and e-learning using HRIS integrations. Although in 
many ways this integrated e-HRM model has improved 
organization performance and effectiveness, there have 
also been other implications resulting in negative af-
fects on performance outcomes such as turnover, job 
satisfaction, and customer satisfaction. So finally, this 
article will draw out the lessons learned from the call 
center model and e-HRM with a focus on the balance 
between human resource management practices and 
operational structural design.

BACKGROUND

Call centers make an ideal environment to draw out 
critical insights about e-HRM due to the wide reach 
these models have across various industries. Over the 
past 15 years, this model has dramatically transformed 
the nature of work from one of an autonomous role with 
complexity to a more structured one with defined rules. 
The technologies introduced in these environments 
have provided a direct linkage to HRM practices and 
have been integrated as a standard of call center op-
erating practices in many cases. Thus, examining this 
case of e-HRM assists us to understand the impact on 
performance outcomes. 

Over the past several decades, the introduction of 
technological advancements in telecommunications 
and information technology (IT) has vastly enhanced 
the ability for organizations to transform the ways in 
which business is done. These advancements have en-
abled the re-engineering and/or exporting of call center 
operations around the globe, increasing employment 
growth in many regions such as the United States, Brit-
ain, Canada, and India (Aberdeen, 2003; Datamonitor, 
2004; Metagroup, 2005). This growth of call center 
operations and the accompanying employment surge has 
been closely linked to the development of a call center 
management model which has significantly changed the 
nature of work in such environments (Bain & Taylor, 
2000, 2004; Batt, 1999). From an HR perspective, the 
adoption and integration of such technological advance-
ments within the call center environment have enabled 
organizations to develop processes for performance 
management, create succinct job analysis and design, 
incorporate dynamic training modules, and establish 
targeted recruitment practices. From an operational 
perspective, this adoption has allowed for the integration 
of practices, such as industrial engineering and mass 
production principles, to simplify the service delivery 
process and streamline work to create more routine job 
designs (Batt, 2002; Ellis & Taylor, 2006). 
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Although the advantages of the call center service 
delivery model are perceived to be most obvious from 
a financial performance perspective, there are mixed 
results from an employee perspective (Glucksmann, 
2004; Houlihan, 2000). Research has indicated that 
human resource practices (Batt, 2002), management 
control mechanisms (Deery, Iverson, & Walsh, 2002; 
Holman, 2002b, 2003), job design strategies (Batt, 
1999), and performance monitoring (Aiello & Kolb, 
1995; Stanton, 2000) have varying effects on overall 
performance outcomes. Simplicity and repetitiveness of 
the work and loss of personal control have contributed 
to negative employee outcomes such as job satisfac-
tion and turnover. Further, recent research suggests 
that the call center model and the customer-employee 
interaction are at the root of decreasing customer sat-
isfaction (Vencat, 2006). In fact, a recent study shows 
evidence that customers who are having or have had 
a poor experience are negatively impacted in current 
and future buying decisions. In short, an examination 
of the integration of call center technologies with HR 
practices will provide greater insight into future e-HRM 
developments.

E-HRM IN CALL CENTER  
MANAGEMENT

Developments in e-HRM are relatively new and 
prospects for the future are considered to be many. 
Optimism about the extent to which HRM practices 
can be integrated into the workplace through the use 
of Web-enabled technologies have fuelled academic 
research and practitioner applications. Yet there remains 
some confusion as to what exactly e-HRM represents. 
In the context of this article, I will rely on the follow-
ing description of e-HRM to guide the discussion of 
practices in call center environments:

E-HRM is a way of implementing HR strategies, poli-
cies, and practices in organizations through a conscious 
and directed support of and/or with the full use of 
web-technology-based channels. E-HRM, therefore, is 
a concept – a way of doing HRM. (Ruël, Bondarouk, 
& Looise, 2004, p. 365)

The systems identified in this definition of e-HRM 
rely on advances enabled by HRIS. Early human re-
source information approaches in many organizations 

were relegated to basic functions of communication 
and static information retrieval (Kovach, Hughes, 
Fagan, & Maggitti, 2002). With the advent of HRIS, 
organizations have moved the integration of such in-
formation into transactional and management informa-
tion decision-making processes. Using Kovach et al.’s 
(2002) model of HRM approaches, an examination of 
call center e-HRM practices will be discussed. The 
highly technologically mediated call center environ-
ment ties neatly into HRIS applications providing for 
both transactional and decision-making advantages. 
These developments can best be explored through an 
examination of applications relating to performance 
monitoring and training and coaching, which are both 
represented by a relational HRM approach. A closer 
look at the integration of these areas will reveal the 
impact and challenges related to the application of 
e-HRM in the workplace. Further, these insights will 
provide a basis for future consideration of management 
information decision making which focuses holistically 
on firm performance. 

Performance Management

Performance appraisals (PA) have become an integral 
part of many organizations’ human resource manage-
ment approaches and have developed into what has 
become known as performance management (Fletcher, 
2001). This approach provides managers with a process 
for evaluating, motivating, and managing performance 
outcomes at one or multiple levels of the organization 
including the individual, group, and organization. 
The evolution of this approach has been driven by 
developments within organizations to use performance 
management to accomplish goals and the adoption of 
new technologies which provide additional capability 
to monitor and track performance at all levels. This has 
lead to an e-HRM development within the call center 
context which can best be explored through practices 
of EPM and e-coaching.

Electronic Performance Monitoring 
(EPM)

Monitoring performance is not a new phenomenon 
in the workplace. However, with the development of 
Web-enabled technologies many organizations have 
expanded performance management practices to include 
EPM (Moorman & Wells, 2003). The introduction of 
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electronic performance monitoring has moved employ-
ees from occasional to constant monitoring (Alder & 
Ambrose, 2005). Prior to EPM, employees were usually 
monitored through document review and observations. 
These methods provided employees with some type 
of control over the monitoring process. EPM enables 
organizations to have an always-on approach to monitor-
ing with access to information in real-time or through 
electronic retrieval. These electronic sources provide 
vast amounts of information to review employees in 
areas such as attendance, work time, accuracy, quality, 
and interactions with customers. 

EPM has been extensively applied in many call 
center organizations and research shows evidence of 
mixed results about the overall effectiveness of such 
practices. Benefits of such EPM practices suggest that 
there is an improved capability for supervisors to provide 
performance feedback to employees (Anton, 2001). 
However, it has also been noted that such practices are 
considered intrusive and counter productive (Chalykoff 
& Kochan, 1989; Holman, 2002b). For example, in 
field studies where call center employees are monitored 
closely, higher levels of stress and dissatisfaction have 
been found (Holman, 2002a). In a recent meta analysis, 
the results show that the presence of EPM alone does 
increase performance (Carroll, in press). However, this 
study also shows that central to the overall effectiveness 
of the integrated e-HRM practice is the employee’s 
perceptions of fairness and control. In other words, it 
is important that operational efficiency goals are guided 
by strong HRM strategies and practices which consider 
employee implications when developing such e-HRM 
system integrations. HRIS capability in these situations 
could be strengthened by shifting the HR strategy to 
provide employees with a more transactional approach 
to managing the process. 

E-Coaching

As EPM has changed the way in which employees work, 
these same systems have equally changed the way in 
which supervisors evaluate and work with employees. 
The Web-enabled systems which make employee in-
formation easily accessible have made it possible for 
supervisors to provide instant feedback to employees. 
This ability to provide feedback more closely to the 
time of the action or behavior enhances the develop-

ment of employees within the role. For the most part, 
e-coaching is focused on the performance management 
metrics for individual, group, and organizational lev-
els. For example, a supervisor in an environment with 
such technology can use various types of Web-enabled 
applications to set thresholds and triggers to highlight 
employee performance abnormalities. The supervisor 
can create automatic responses to employees signal-
ing the required change or congratulatory messages or 
engage in online chat to more fully explore the issue 
and work with the employee. Similarly, employees in 
some operations may have the ability to click a button 
to connect with a supervisor directly to work through 
an issue or emergency. 

A recent study examining managers within call 
center environments revealed interesting insights 
from a supervisor’s perspective about the effects of 
such e-HRM practices. While for some supervisors e-
coaching was an efficient way to work with employees, 
others viewed such techniques as “policing” and less 
employee-centric (Carroll, Mills, & Helm-Mills, 2006). 
Previously, traditional performance monitoring was 
predominantly manual and provided for supervisory 
discretion to interpret employee performance results. 
However, with the introduction of these “surveillance” 
like technologies employee results are produced in real 
time and disseminated to all levels of management 
within the organization without intervention. Thus, 
managers have less control over the process of perfor-
mance evaluation and employee outcomes. In short, 
this evolution in transactional HRIS has transformed 
feedback intervention to an always-on experience not 
only for employees but for supervisors as well.

Training and Development

There is an emerging body of training literature focused 
on the effectiveness of e-learning on training outcomes 
(Alstete, 2001; Hayashi, Chen, Ryan, & Wu, 2004). 
Technological advancements have enabled many or-
ganizations to reduce costs by taking advantage of the 
virtual connectedness with employees and develop new 
methods for delivering training differently from past 
traditional in-class programs (Kathawala & Wilgen, 
2004). The call center industry has utilized various 
systems to integrate an e-learning approach as an im-
portant element of training program design. 
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E-Learning

Training within call center environments plays a signifi-
cant role in the development and growth of employees. 
Recent studies in call center environments have shown 
a linkage between investment in training employees 
and performance (Rosenberg, 2005). A combination 
of various training approaches for technical, product, 
and competency development are recommended in 
order to improve organizational performance in terms 
of customer satisfaction and operational performance. 
E-learning has been a valuable tool for many call 
centers. With the effective use of skills-based routing, 
which can direct calls of varying degrees of complexity 
to certain employees, call center organizations have 
been able to create manageable learning programs to 
introduce new employees into the environment and 
augment learning based on the employee’s performance. 
In some environments, an employee’s performance 
information is electronically synthesized to identify 
and isolate training needs. E-learning modules are then 
automatically forwarded to the employee to receive 
additional training in the area to assist with on-the-job 
performance development. 

E-learning is often sought as a cost effective approach 
to fulfilling training requirements. Although it does ac-
complish this goal, organizations must be cognizant of 
the need for a holistic approach to a training program 
(Rosenberg, 2005). Applied in the right circumstance, 
such as on-the-job development opportunities and self 
paced competency growth, e-learning is an effective 
element of a training program. However, the over use 
of this approach in an effort to reduce costs may lead 
to negative employee outcomes such as turnover and 
job dissatisfaction which may in fact result in increased 
costs for recruitment and training. 

FUTURE TRENDS

The introductions of technologies with e-HRM ca-
pability have been heavily implemented in many call 
centers. Specifically, this model has developed under the 
guidance of many industry associations and user forms 
which have expanded the reach of such practices being 
adopted within various businesses. Benchmarking and 
best practices are commonly shared and integrated into 
technology software for use within call centers (Anton, 
2000, 2007). Although these indicators have contributed 

to success in areas such as operational productivity and 
cost effectiveness, the failure to fully incorporate these 
Web-enabled capabilities with a strategic HRM focus 
has in some cases resulted in negative employee and 
customer impacts. More directly, call centers suffer from 
high levels of turnover and job stress by employees with 
increased tensions on the customer-employee interac-
tion. Thus, a balance between cost effectiveness and 
HRM strategies must be considered when converging 
HRIS and HR practices for e-HRM. 

There are several lessons about e-HRM that can 
direct efforts for the future. In the implementation of 
relational e-HRM, organizations must reach beyond the 
technical capability and create a well developed HRM 
practice linked to strategy that considers consequences 
relating to both employees and supervisors. Much has 
been written by academics and practitioners about the 
“panopticon” effect or “policing” state (Bain, Bunzel, 
Mulvey, Hyman, & Taylor, 2000; Bain & Taylor, 2000) 
that has been created in call centers. Recent studies sug-
gest that employees seek some element of control and 
understanding of fairness about the procedures within 
this type of workplace. Organizations must consider 
all aspects of firm performance when using HRIS 
in transactional ways for performance management. 
The supervisor plays a central role in the successful 
implementation and maintenance of e-HRM practices 
within the organization. Thus, organizations should 
consider engaging employees in a meaningful way to 
develop e-HRM practices and focus on supervisory 
development to implement HR strategies.

CONCLUSION

Call centers offer a rich site to examine e-HRM in ac-
tion. Much has been learned over the past decade about 
both the positive and negative impacts on organizational 
performance as a result of such rigid applications of 
e-HRM practices. Emerging research focuses on issues 
of employee dissatisfaction and stress within these 
environments and the impact of such tensions on cus-
tomer-employee relations. Although call centers have 
an enormous depth of technologies from which to draw 
on from an e-HRM perspective, we are reminded that 
technologies are but an enabler and that our approach 
must be more holistic from an HRM perspective. 
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KEY TERMS

E-Coaching: The mentoring and supervision of 
employees by supervisors with the use of Web-enabled 
programs and devices. 

E-Learning: The use of Web-enabled programs 
and devices to deliver training programs and packages 
to employees. 

Electronic Performance Monitoring (EPM): 
EPM refers to the monitoring of employees in the 
workplace using technologically mediated systems 
and/or devices. The application of EPM differs from 
TPM in that it includes the tracking of many aspects of 
the employees job through telephone calls, key strok-
ing, performance metric, screen sharing capability and 
navigation, video camera observation, and data entry 
components (Aiello & Kolb, 1995; Moorman & Wells, 
2003; Stanton, 2000).

Operational e-HRM: Ruël et al. (2004) offer three 
types of e-HRM. The first type is referred to as opera-
tional and represents an emphasis by HR organizations 
on administrative applications (see relational e-HRM 
and transformational e-HRM). 

Relational e-HRM: Ruël et al. (2004) offer three 
types of e-HRM. The second type is referred to as rela-
tional and represents an emphasis by HR organizations 
to use electronic tools to support business processes (see 
operational e-HRM and transformational e-HRM). 

Technologically Mediated Systems: Technology 
applications within the workplace that provide the 
capability to monitor and track employee actions and 
behaviors.

Transformational e-HRM: Ruël et al. (2004) of-
fer three types of e-HRM. The third type is referred 
to as transformational and represents an emphasis by 
HR organizations on strategic implications within the 
organization (see operational e-HRM and relational 
e-HRM). 
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INTRODUCTION

A lot has been done in the research into information 
technologies for HR purposes. Beginning in the 1960-
s, personnel management was an early candidate for 
office automation in payroll, benefits administration, 
and employee records holding (Ball, 2001). Typically, 
this information was stored in flat databases being in-
terrogated via simple searching of key words. Growth 
in strategically focused HRM produced demands for 
information and communication developments in hu-
man resource information systems (HRIS). 

Growth in strategically focused HRM produced 
demands for information and communication develop-
ments in e-HRM. Empirical reports since then have 
indicated that the use of e-HRM has become more 
confident although still mainly for administrative 
purposes, and that e-HRM projects mainly remained 
technology-driven events, with the focus on the 
growing sophistication of information technology. 
As a result, in the first years in this field, e-HRM was 
subject to high failure rates and, today, the situation 
is little better (Bondarouk & Ruël, 2007; Keebler & 
Rhodes, 2002):

While there have been periods during the last thirty years 
when human resource information systems have been 
more successful in the industry eye, there is no reason 
to think that it has become less serious. (Bondarouk 
& Rüel, 2007)

The purpose of this article is to contribute to the 
discussion on the implementation of e-HRM in orga-
nizations by developing a contingency framework of 
what the organizational conditions are likely to support 
the process of adoption of one specific e-HRM applica-
tion, e-performance management.

BACKGROUND

Integration of IT and Performance  
Management 

We build a definition of electronic performance manage-
ment on the concept of e-HRM of Ruël, Bondarouk, 
and Looise (2004), and understand it as a way of 
implementing PM-processes in organizations through 
conscious and directed support of and/or with the full 
use of Web-technology-based channels.

In accordance to Cardy and Miller (2005), IT can 
provide support for performance management at two 
levels. At the macro level, IT is used for allocating hu-
man resources within the company as part of enterprise 
resource planning (ERP). It gives the management of a 
company the overview of the status of each resource. 
The use of these applications is restricted to manage-
ment and HR-professionals. 

At the micro level, technology supports PM in the 
measurement and development of the performance 
of individuals and teams in two ways. At the content 
side, quadrant 3, companies use IT to generate data for 
performance measurement, usually of routine jobs (jobs 
with simple tasks in which little personal judgment and 
low discretion is needed). Cardy and Miller (2005) call 
this form ‘computerized performance management,’ and 
is estimated that 40 million workers are monitored with 
this process (Stone, Stone-Romero, & Lukaszewski, 
2006). At the process side, quadrant 4, IT aids in the 
delivery of performance feedback and appraisal and 
development possibilities. Regularly, it is used for jobs 
with personal judgment, high discretion, and open-
ended tasks. When supported with Web-technology, the 
information about PM is accessible to others within a 
company as well (Cardy & Miller, 2005). Employees 
can track their own progress over a series of evaluations 
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and are able to select and attend trainings themselves. 
Managers receive help to compose appraisals and are 
therefore better able to focus on the content of the 
evaluation rather than on the forms, resulting in bet-
ter and more frequent employee evaluations (Cardy 
& Miller, 2005). 

Types of Electronic Performance  
Management 

The operational e-PM type supports the formal or the 
procedural/administrative process between managers, 
employees, and organizations. For example, operational 
e-PM supports the writing of performance plans and 
offers online PM forms, which employees and managers 
fill out after the performance planning and appraisal. 
This results in a digital, historical document which 
is stored in the online PM dossier of the employee. 
Technology does no more than supporting the admin-
istrative process of PM.

Relational e-PM supports the informal, relational/
day-to-day (communicative) processes between manag-
ers and employees. One could use the e-PM system for 
providing feedback between employees or between a 
manager and a subordinate. Relational e-PM supports 
and changes the complete process of PM, with the 
full use of Web-technology for the administrative and 
communication process.

Transformational e-PM facilitates a strategic ap-
proach to PM, meaning that the HR practitioner can 
concentrate on developing an organization’s unique 
human component, while the employees remain fully 
engaged in their work. E-PM systems are often part 
of an ERP package, which permits organizations to 
explore the enterprise data and analyze performance 
and competencies of individuals, groups of workers, 
departments, and project teams. Personnel planning 
and organizational change programs might be based on 
this information. Technically speaking, the information 
exchange between e-PM and management information 
systems is two-way and e-PM is integrated within other 
information systems. 

CHOICE OF THE E-PM  
IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGY 

At the centre of our article, attention is given to the 
technology implementation process. Given the numer-

ous works on IT implementation, we should clarify our 
understanding of it—on which aspects of IT implemen-
tation do we concentrate. The term implementation 
is given a variety of meanings in the literature, and 
in many studies implementation is seen rather as an 
implicitly clear word (Bondarouk, 2004). 

We limit our view by looking at the implementa-
tion of e-PM from the “moment” when the technology 
is introduced to the targeted users; we do not look at 
the processes that occur before the introduction such 
as the design, prototyping, or preparation phases. 
Regarding the final stage of the IT implementation 
process, various authors emphasize the human behavior 
towards an introduced IT as the crucial indicator of the 
implementation success. For example, as indicators of 
the IT implementation success, researchers consider 
its acceptance by the users (Venkatesh, 2000); its ap-
propriation (Orlikowski & Barley, 2001); satisfaction 
with the system (Schuring & Spil, 2002).

Having accepted that human interactions with the 
technology do play the important role in its successful 
implementation, we view that implementation is com-
plete when users contentedly work with an IT, having 
acquired the necessary skills to master the program, fully 
understand the IT, and are ready to enact the discussed 
rules and norms. This means that although a technology 
may still require changes after some time in use, the 
implementation is complete because employees feel 
comfortable working with it, are fearless of any techno-
logical modifications, and appreciate performing their 
job tasks through the system. This means that we are 
looking at the stable use of e-PM technology, by users, 
rather than looking for the stabilization of technology. 
Our main indicator of successful e-PM implementation 
will be skillful and task-consistent operating with the 
technology by the targeted employees. We define the 
implementation of e-PM as its adoption during the 
transition period between the technical installation and 
its skilful and task-consistent use by HR-professionals, 
line managers, and employees.

Following Venkatesh (2000), we suggest that people 
tend to use (or not) an e-PM application to the extent that 
they believe it will help them perform their PM better 
(perceived usefulness). Further, even if people believe 
that a given application is useful, they may believe that 
the technology is too hard to work with and that the 
performance benefits of usage are outweighed by the 
efforts required using the application (ease-of-use).  
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Incorporation of these ideas has resulted in notions 

that the use of e-HRM by the targeted employees is 
highly determined by the level of usefulness of the HR 
information technology and easiness of its use (Ruta, 
2005; Stone et al., 2006; Voermans & Van Veldhoven, 
2005). A recent example is the study into the imple-
mentation of an HR employee portal in the Italian sub-
sidiary of Hewlett-Packard (Ruta, 2005). The research 
has demonstrated that the usage of IT increased when 
user acceptance principles were integrated with change 
management principles when the IT user acceptance 
model focused on “what” predicted intentions to use the 
HR portal, while change management theory focused 
on “how” intentions to use the HR portal could be 
influenced. It was shown that by analyzing the context 
(at both industry and company levels), change agents 
managed to adopt the most appropriate actions to sup-
port the HR portal implementation. 

Proposition 1. As organizations introduce electronic 
applications for performance management, stable use of 
e-PM will rely on its usefulness and easiness of use.  

The influence of managerial commitment and sup-
port on the success of technology implementations 
may be shown by prior research. According to Lewis, 
Agarwal, and Sambamurthy (2003), management’s 
attitudes are likely to influence the perceptions and 
attitudes of employees with respect to a technology. 
They note three reasons for this influence. Firstly, 
individuals may use information from management to 
understand how they should form their beliefs about a 
technology. Secondly, management may confirm the 
legitimacy of an individual’s beliefs and actions and 
thirdly, regulate beliefs of individuals with respect to 
the technology. In addition, the research of Lewis et 
al. (2003) into adoption and use of Internet technol-
ogy by knowledge workers in a public university in 
the U.S. found perceived management support for 
the use of a technology to be significantly influenc-
ing an individual’s belief about the usefulness of the 
technology. Management commitment and support 
for a technology shapes an employee’s beliefs that the 
technology is useful for work activities and that the 
technology use in important work activities is valued 
and rewarded by management. 

The top-management involvement and support of 
e-PM therefore may positively influence the success of 
e-PM implementations. Management may need to focus 

careful attention on showing commitment to e-PM by 
communicating their positive attitudes toward e-PM 
and openly providing resources to the e-PM system. 
Unless employees perceive management as strongly 
behind the use of e-PM, users are unlikely to develop 
positive beliefs about the usefulness and ease of use of 
that technology and in return accept and use e-PM.

Proposition 2. As organizations introduce electronic 
applications for performance management, its useful-
ness and easiness of use will be influenced by the top 
management support and commitment.

We expect that there will be a direct relationship 
between the usefulness and easiness of the technological 
properties of e-PM, as reinforced by users’ participation 
and top-management commitment, with the success 
of the e-PM implementation. Lepak, Hui, Chung, and 
Harden (2005) considered the importance of strategic 
orientation of a company for the decision whether to 
internalize or externalize the HR activities. 

Strategic Choices

In organizational research, the contingency concept 
is often referred to as congruence, match, agreement, 
or fit between distinct constructs (Oh & Pinsonneault, 
2007). In certain contexts, the notion of fit is extended 
to reflect, for example, a person-organization fit (Van 
Vianen, 2000), or person-job fit (Brown, 2000). 

In the IT research, the contingency concept is 
viewed as the strategic alignment of IT and its effects 
on organizational performance. A number of studies 
indicate that IT alignment is positively associated with 
general performance measures like perceived firm 
performance (Kearns & Lederer, 2001), and financial 
performance (Oh & Pinsonneault, 2007). The strategic 
alignment of IT is understood as the extent to which 
the goals and priorities of the IS strategy are aligned 
with the business strategy and firm’s priorities (Oh 
& Pinsonneault, 2007). As Chan (2002) notices, the 
strategic alignment of IT includes: IT development 
strategy, envisioning of the role of IT in organization, 
and managerial decisions and actions (e.g., centraliza-
tion vs. decentralization).

The research of Oh and Pinsonneault (2007) has 
shown that focus should be made on the strategic 
alignment as an on-going process rather than an end-
result:
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…A sustainable “perfect” alignment may be an il-
lusionary concept, given the speed and magnitude 
of change in business and technology environments 
(ibid, p. 259).

It means that a strategic IT alignment is a situated 
process, enacted by different players involved in IT 
development and implementation processes. On the 
other hand, even small changes in organizational goals 
might lead to changes in the IT-alignment and thus, in 
the IT implementation process. 

As noted, the manner of IT implementation is likely 
to be influenced by the strategic orientation of the firm. 
We take the well-known categorization of cost-effective 
and differentiation strategies. 

Cost-effective organizations tend to have rigid 
structures, operate in stable environments, and focus 
on those HR activities that foster increased productivity 
and efficiency, place importance on standardizing and 
coordinating behavior (Lepak et al, 2005). The primary 
focus of these measures is to increase productivity that 
is output cost per person, resulting in either reduction 
of the number of employees, and/or wage levels. Cost 
reduction can be also pursued through active use of 
part-time workers, sub-contractors, work simplification 
and measurement procedures, increased automation, 
and job assignment flexibility (Schuler & Jackson, 
1987). Such firms are shown to view the electronic 
HRM processes as means to increase the efficiency and 
therefore are likely to give priorities to the administra-
tive electronic performance management. (Lepak et al., 
2005; Ruël et al., 2004). 

Given these characteristics, implementations of 
information technologies for the HRM processes, and 
particularly for electronic performance management, 
within these companies are likely to be oriented towards 
cost efficiency, and are expected to have a well-defined 
plan. The implementation trajectories probable will 
have a top-down approach, with limited employees’ 
participation. At the same time, these firms might make 
emphasis on the easiness of use of the electronic tools 
for performance management, while the usefulness of 
the tools is to be considered as well-embedded in the 
technology by the designers. Based on the research of 
Oh and Pinsonneault (2007) we assume that the align-
ment of electronic performance management with cost 
reduction strategy is likely to generate immediate and 
tangible results.

Proposition 3.Cost-effective organizations will practice 
administrative electronic performance management, 
where the implementation process will rely on the in-
crease of the easiness of use and symbolic employee’s 
participation in the implementation process.

Innovative organizations operate in a different way, 
instead of striving for efficiency, they focus more on 
creating changes (Lepak et al., 2005). The primary focus 
of these organizations for managing people is selecting 
highly skilled employees, using minimal control, giving 
employees more discretion, making great investments 
in human resources, and appraising performance for 
its long-run implications. Innovative firms tend to 
pursue employees profile that include a high degree 
of creative behavior, a longer-term focus, a high level 
of interdependent, cooperative behavior, moderate 
concerns for quality and quantity, but equal concern 
for process and results, high degree of risk taking, high 
flexibility to change, and high firm involvement. As a 
result, the HRM function in such firms facilitates im-
mediate exchange of information and responsiveness 
throughout the organization (Lepak et al., 2005). 

Given these objectives, it seems logical that firms 
would tend to pursue relational e-HRM and e-per-
formance management. They need to ensure the im-
portance of flexibility of performance management, 
its creativity, and growth of communications rather 
than its administration. At the same time, usefulness 
of e-performance management is expected to develop 
over time as embodied by all the key-players in the 
performance management process. In the extreme, it 
may require firms to constantly recreate short term job 
relevance issues that become outdated by the introduc-
tion of the changes in the performance management 
activities. 

Proposition 4. Innovative organizations will practice 
relational electronic performance management, where 
the implementation process will rely on the increase 
of the usefulness of the e-tools and active employee’s 
participation in the implementation process.

FUTURE TRENDS

In this article, we have outlined the contingency 
framework regarding the implementation process of 
electronic performance management. Building on 
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existing theories of IT implementations, we have dis-
tinguished four important success factors—easiness of 
use, usefulness, user participation, and top management 
commitment—for the implementation of electronic 
performance management. We have disputed that the 
strategic orientation of the firm and the type of electronic 
performance management influences the choices for 
the implementation trajectories. Several implications 
seem to be logical from this artricle.

While the basic four factors are widely acknowl-
edged as crucial, they are not the only to influence 
the IT implementation. Psychological, technical, and 
cultural aspects do play important roles in the process 
of getting used to the technology. Research is needed to 
better understand the extent to which relying on other 
IT-success factors impacts the quality of the stable 
use of e-performance management by the targeted 
employees.

In addition, the influence of characteristics of the 
performance management should be studied in more 
detail in order to incorporate in e-tools implementa-
tion. Congruence between traditional and electronic 
performance management is another field of inquiry. 
The extent to which performance management is 
likely to be used online, and integrated into existing 
PM-related systems may bring extra insights in the 
implementation trajectories. 

In conclusion, careful management of the implemen-
tation process, oriented towards strategic choices and 
types of performance management have, we believe, a 
great potential to maximally deploy benefits promised 
from e-performance management. 
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KEY TERMS 

Contingency: Congruence, match, agreement, or 
fit between distinct constructs.

Electronic Performance Management: A way of 
implementing PM-processes in organizations through 
conscious and directed support of and/or with the full 
use of Web-technology-based channels.

Implementation of e-PM: Adoption during the 
transition period between the technical installation and 
its skilful and task-consistent use by HR-professionals, 
line managers, and employees. 

Operational e-PM: It supports the formal or the 
procedural/administrative process between managers, 
employees, and organizations. 

Relational e-PM: It supports the informal, rela-
tional/day-to-day (communicative) processes between 
managers and employees. 

Strategic Alignment of IT: The extent to which the 
goals and priorities of the IS strategy are aligned with 
the business strategy and firm’s priorities.

Transformational e-PM: It facilitates a strategic 
approach to PM, meaning that the HR practitioner can 
concentrate on developing an organization’s unique 
human component, while the employees remain fully 
engaged in their work.
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INTRODUCTION

The philosophic premises of the social capital theory 
(SCT) number centuries of years. However, the term 
itself became explicit only in the second half of the 20th 
century. Emerged as a theoretical framework in sociol-
ogy, it was soon adopted by community studies and 
management sciences. The concept of social capital (SC) 
has been criticized for recycling well-known fundamen-
tal theories and propounding a common sense truth. At 
the same time, more and more numerous testimonies 
stand for its recognition as a persuasive explanatory 
framework for various human resources (HR)-related 
issues. The present article outlines theoretical discus-
sions around the SCT, as well as its quantifiability 
and contribution to the further improvement of human 
resources management (HRM).

BACKGROUND

The first reproach to the SCT concerns the absence of 
homogeneity in the definition of the principal term, 
which varies depending on the focus on its nature, 
mechanisms, or scopes and includes the wide range of 
phenomena from civic involvement and cooperation 
to institutional environment and economical networks 
(Adler & Kwon, 2002; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). 
Although embracing such complexity may look like 
a medley of different methodologies and levels of 
analysis, they all refer to the idea of the investment 
into social relations (Lin, 2001). This is the principal 
point of distinction between SC and human capital, 
which represents the investment in education, training, 
and healthcare (Becker, 2002). Understanding of the 
investment into social relations either as family-like 
ties or as situational flexibility diverges the approaches 
that define SC in terms of either closure or structural 
holes. 

The first commonly recognized articulation of the 
SCT belongs to the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu 
(1986), who singled out SC along with cultural and 
symbolic ones. For him, SC represents resources gained 
from more or less reciprocal and institutionalized ties 
driven by social structure and socioeconomic conditions 
(idem). The social cohesiveness perspective was further 
developed by Coleman (1990) and Putnam, Leonardi, 
and Nanetti (1993), who employed the term “social 
capital” in the context of community-building processes. 
Thus, Coleman (1990) stresses the role of family and 
social organization in the development of the child’s SC. 
Putnam et al.’s social-capital-as-membership concep-
tion identifies individual engagement in civil society 
as a principal mechanism of the SC development. The 
shared vision on SC in this approach is such that trust 
and reciprocity constitute its core, and thus, aligns with 
the idea of strong ties as a source of SC. 

Henceforth, the flow of studies in the fields of 
democracy building and economic development pro-
cesses (Bullen & Onyx, 2000; Krishna & Uphoff, 1999; 
Narayan & Cassidy, 2001; Stone & Hughes, 2002; 
Stone, Gray, & Hughes, 2003) aims at strengthening 
the reputation of SC as a full-scale solution for soci-
etal and organizational dysfunctions, although, such 
a picture is quite idealistic. The inquiry of negative 
manifestations of SC extends the knowledge about its 
nature and types. Depending on cultural context, high 
trust in close environment may neighbor with distrust 
in state authorities (Schrader, 2004), which results in 
such forms of SC as Chinese guanxi and Russian blat 
(e.g., Michailova & Worm, 2003), corrupted networks 
customary for the occidental principles of business. 

The alternative conception, introduced by Burt 
(2005), translates SC into a sparse network, which pro-
vides connecting opportunities in terms of knowledge 
exchanges. As such, SC depends on the entrepreneur’s 
capacity to bridge isolated units of a network and adjust 
the level of knowledge exchange between them (idem). 
In contrast to the SC-as-closure approach, here the ac-
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cent is shifted from trust- and community-related issues 
to the tie’s strength and network configuration. The 
structural holes’ theory offers a new interpretation of 
SC in the business context. First of all, the identification 
of SC with a social network is a great break-through in 
terms of the assessment of SC effects, which become 
easily quantifiable. Second, the research in this area 
gains a longitudinal perspective. Third, diagnosis and 
prognosis of the SC’s output are no more sophisticated 
terms, but rather accessible instruments. Thus, weak 
ties and structural holes are eulogized as the best 
friends of individual and organizational performance 
(Bian, 2000; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998), knowledge 
sharing (Hansen, 1999; McLure & Faraj, 2005), and 
entrepreneurial success (Seibert, Kraimer, & Linden, 
2001; Walker, Kogut, & Shan, 1997). 

DIMENSIONS AND MEASURES OF SC

A comprehensive summary of the perspectives ex-
amined would present SC as the structure of social 
connections and the psychological processes making 
them possible. The attempts to bring together and to 
envisage the interaction between these two approaches 
have resulted in imagining more complex models of 
SC: two-, three-, and even multidimensional, with the 
distinction between structural, relational, and cognitive 
scopes as well as individual, group, and institutional 
levels of analysis (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Grootaert & 
Bastelaer, 2002; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Narayan 
& Cassidy, 2001; Stone & Hughes, 2002). Now as 
never before the concept’s completeness seems to be 
approachable thanks to the efforts linking together in-
dividual and collective actions in an integrated model 
(Oh, Labianca, & Chung, 2006).

Three levels of analysis of SC refer to the figura-
tive distinction between institutional, collective, and 
individual SC, although each form depends on and 
contributes to the development of two others. For a 
while, the HR perspective seemed far-away from the 
institutional level of analysis, which was considered as 
more typical to the macroeconomic research. Indeed, 
the aura of SC as a facilitator of social security, fair 
distribution, and access to economic goods goes back 
to communal solidarity, cooperation, and voluntary ac-

tions. However, in the light of the Fukuyama’s (2007) 
definition of SC as the “instantiated informal norm that 
promotes co-operation between two or more individu-
als” (p. 7), the institutional level may be extrapolated 
to such domains as, for example, IHRM. 

Group SC addresses the resources available to a 
group through group members’ social relationships 
within and outside the social structure of the group (Oh 
et al., 2006, p. 569). From the conceptual standpoint, 
the way such resources are employed corresponds to 
one of the social network types: hierarchical, dense, or 
entrepreneurial (Burt, 2005). The smart distribution of 
linking efforts aimed at different scopes of the group’s 
habitus results in the optimal degree of group effec-
tiveness. The research on group SC delivers valuable 
knowledge about triggering mechanisms and factors of 
effective teamwork, distinguished organizational citi-
zenship, and high group performance (Adler & Kwon, 
2002; Bian, 2000; Bolino, Turnley & Bloodgood, 2002; 
Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). 

At the individual level, SC determines, on the one 
hand, individual career success and, on the other one, 
psychological adaptability in changing work environ-
ment (Seibert et al., 2001). By contrast with group SC, 
it is more about sociopsychological individual ability 
to create, maintain, and use personal ties in a beneficial 
way. Individual SC is a key focus of people develop-
ment, whether it concerns individual progress or HR 
prospecting strategies. Both tendencies, employees’ 
personal needs and HR training schemes (and even 
competency management), encounter in the point 
of networking strategies. Both formal and informal 
ways of the personal network formation appear to be 
profitable, although not having similar effects. Thus, 
participation at formal networks has greater contribu-
tion to the skill-based SC as compared to informal 
networking, which fosters in-group trust, reciprocity, 
and social support (Green & Brock, 2005; Hodson, 
2005; Stone et al., 2003).

The empirical application of two scopes of SC 
derives from the two theoretical models of SC exam-
ined here. Each of them has an indisputable value. 
The relational SC framework has permitted to deepen 
the knowledge in the areas of social entrepreneur-
ship (Stone et al., 2003), career development (Siebert 
et al., 2001), and quality of employment (Sone et 
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al., 2003). The studies in the structural perspective 
have demonstrated the dependency of organizational 
outcomes on a network structure such as promotion 
and individual career success (Burt, 2005; Seibert et 
al., 2001), influence (Brass & Burkhardt, 1992), and 
turnover (Krackhardt & Porter, 1996). 

Generally, the structural holes approach stresses the 
beneficial character of weak ties. Alongside this regular-
ity, strong ties appear advantageous in some particular 
context like tacit knowledge transfer (Hansen, 1999), 
and for some particular categories of employees like 
protégés (Kilduff & Krackhardt, 1994), women, and 
newly hired (Burt, 2005). 

The necessity to prove its either positive or nega-
tive effects led to the elaboration of the SC scales. The 
major problem encountered in the beginning of this 
“quantification” was the use of one type of measure 
(most commonly, trust) to assess the overall level of 
SC. Later, meta-analytical and comparative method-
ologies attested the fact that only multidimensional 
techniques could be recognized as legitimate and valid 
(Stone & Hughes, 2002). As a consequence, a number 
of multiscaled SC questionnaires were developed in 
community studies (Grootaert & van Bastelaer, 2002; 
Krishna & Uphoff, 2000; Narayan & Cassidy, 2001; 
Stone & Hughes, 2002; Uphoff, 2000). The elaboration 

Table 1. Examples of relational and structural SC measures

continued on following page

SC measure Context Source

Membership Membership in informal organizations and networks as a source 
of collective SC

Krishna & Uphoff (1999);
Hjollund & Svendsen (2003); 
Grootaert & Bastelaer (2002)

Schmoozer vs. marcher strategy as a source of individual SC Green & Brock (2005)

Trust Cognitive generalized trust in community and trust in family and 
neighbors as a source of collective SC

Hjollund & Svendsen (2003)
Narayan & Cassidy (2001); 
Stone & Hughes (2002); Grootaert 
& Bastelaer (2002)

Trust in institutions and in kin and friends as a source of indi-
vidual SC

Stone & Hughes (2002)

Reciprocity
solidarity/cooperation

Generalized reciprocity among community,   reciprocity among 
kin and friends as a source of individual SC

Krishna & Uphoff (1999)
Stone & Hughes (2002)

Degree of assistance to a household in the situation of force-
major and  individuals’ civic actions as a source of sustainable 
collective SC 

Krishna & Uphoff (1999)
Hjollund & Svendsen (2003)
Grootaert & Bastelaer (2002)

Psychological sense of community as a source of generalized SC Lochner et al. (1999)

Norms & sanctions Norms of altruistic behavior; rules of shared participation as a 
source of collective SC

Krishna & Uphoff (1999)

Informal, institutional, & generalized norms as a source of 
individual SC

Stone & Hughes (2002)

Community competence as a source of collective SC Lochner et al. (1999)

Network size Network size as a source of individual SC Burt (2005)

Ties with business, bureaucratic-based services and at the com-
munity level, associations as a source of individual SC

Reimer (2002)

Ties with institutions and contacts at the informal level as a 
source of individual SC

Stone & Hughes (2002)

Network diversity Educational and linguistic diversity for individual SC not sup-
ported

Stone & Hughes (2002)

Ethnic and religious diversity as a source of collective SC Grootaert & Bastelaer (2002)

Structural holes Correlation between structural holes and individual SC Burt (2005); Siebert et al. (2001)
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of the SC measures takes into account two theoretical 
perspectives as well as three levels of analysis. First, it 
refers to the ideas of Coleman (1990) and Putnam et al. 
(1993) (the famous case of Italian local governments). 
Apart from the debatable demographic parameters 
(i.e., sex, ethnicity, religious identity, education, etc.) 
(Grootaert & Bastelaer, 2002), relational SC is princi-
pally evaluated via trust, reciprocity, and membership 
(illustrated in the Table 1). Each of these scales applies 
either to the individual, or to the collective, or to the 
institutional/generalized level of SC. In the light of 
the structural approach, SC is identified with a social 
network and, thus, is assessed via various traditional 
network measures, like centrality, density, and so forth 
(Everett, & Borgatti, 2005) (illustrated in the Table 1). At 
the individual level, such measures as network density 
and size are frequently applied to assess structural SC. 
The research on organizational SC, and especially that 
addressing virtual settings, takes into account network 
diversity (e.g., geographic, linguistic, etc.), ties’ mo-
dality, and strength important for knowledge transfer, 
alliance formation, and sustainable communities of 
practice (CoPs) (McLure & Faraj, 2005; Hansen, 1999; 
Kilduff & Krackhardt, 1994). On the whole, measures 
of structural scope of SC appear more developed and 
less doubtable.

FUTURE TRENDS

Thanks to its extended applicability and transverse 
character, the SCT fills many existing gaps in the HR 
area. Creating a nice bouquet from odd data, this concept 
embraces different organizational aspects beginning 
from a single employee to an interorganizational net-
work and, what is more valuable, explains the transi-
tion from the purely human relations to the quality of 
technological innovation and economic performance. 
In this sense, the challenge for the empirical research 
is to prove or disprove the conceptual thesis about 
the transferability of SC into intellectual, human, and 
even pecuniary capitals and to detect its factors and 
conditions. 

On the one hand, the positive effect of SC needs 
more exact interpretations. Moving beyond the mere 
statement of the SC’s beneficial impact and discerning 
factors of the SC formation is the next step in this area. 
On the other hand, an accurate analysis of the cases of 
negative SC would help to understand the roots of this 
phenomenon. One of the explanations of the negative 
effect of SC comes from the higher propensity to crime 
of the highly cohesive homogenous community as 
compared to the bridging SC, which guarantees better 
diversification and, hence, better risk management of the 
free-riding behavior (Beyerlein & Hipp, 2005). In the 

Table 1. continued

SC measure Context Source

Ties, their quality & 
modality

CEO’s horizontal, vertical, and informal ties as a source of the 
firm’s SC 

Bian (2000)

Weak ties within a network and contacts at higher levels and in 
other functions as a source of individual social capital and career 
success 

Burt (2005)
Siebert et al. (2001)
Green & Brock (2005)

Strong ties as a source of individual SC for protégés, women and 
newly hired

Kilduff & Krackhardt (1994)
Burt (2005)

Network density Density of networks in the workplace as a source of individual 
SC

Burt (2005)

Density of a friends & family network as a source of individual 
SC 

Stone & Hughes (2002)

Density of institutions as a source of collective SC Grootaert & Bastelaer (2002)

Network closure -- 
cohesion

Internal network closure as a source of group SC Burt (2005)

Neighborhood cohesion and collective efficacy as a source of 
collective SC

Lochner et al. (1999)

Collective action as a source of collective SC Grootaert & Bastelaer (2002)
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organizational context, it may take form of supervisory 
abuse and coworker infighting (Hodson, 2005). 

For HRIS, especially fascinating is the theme of 
personal SC. The idea of mapping employees’ ties 
across (and why not outside?) an organization promises 
to advance the quality of human resource management. 
Not far distant is the time when social network analysis 
software mostly employed for the research needs will 
be a routine of the employee’s databases. 

CONCLUSION

The SCT is a complex and multilevel concept. Whether 
it is applied to estimate the impact of the organizational 
network structure on organizational performance, the 
level of trust and reciprocity on knowledge sharing, or 
the strength of one’s personal ties to the access to a top 
management position, HR researchers and practitioners 
are to be aware of the fact that it addresses many other 
concepts and phenomena in social sciences. Due to this 
peculiarity, one should be particularly cautious while 
measuring SC and its effects. As regards the variety 
of interpretations the SCT offers, they permit not only 
to discuss the matters of power and ties’ benefits, but 
furthermore to move to the level of political discourses 
in the world of business.
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KEY TERMS

Network (Social): Unity of human entities (indi-
viduals or groups of individuals) that is characterized 
by certain structure, modality, and strength of ties. As 
a representation of collective/group SC it provides 
opportunities for SC modeling. 

Network Constraint: Degree of network concen-
tration in redundant contacts that varies within three 
dimensions: size, density, and hierarchy. For example, 
high constraint is characteristic to dense or hierarchical 
networks. According to the relational approach, high 
network constraint is a source of SC.

Network Tie: Relation between two network entities 
that varies in modality (positive vs. negative), strength 
(strong vs. weak), and frequency (frequent vs. rare).

Reciprocity: Willingness and readiness for an af-
fective and/or behavioral response to the purposeful 
action of a partner. May be positive and negative, and 
sometimes is defined as a behavioral manifestation 
of trust.

Social Capital: Structure, content, and mechanisms 
of social relations; may have positive and negative out-
comes. It explains the nature of social entrepreneurship 
and nonpecuniary mechanisms of performance, career 
development, and organizational sustainability. 
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Structural Holes: Disconnections between network 

entities leave a positive meaning in terms of knowledge 
diversity and a negative one in terms of knowledge 
exchange. According to the structural approach, they 
are a source of SC.

Trust: Willingness to rely on another party, an 
accepted vulnerability under risk conditions. As a 
component of SC, it plays the crucial role in fostering 
knowledge and resource sharing. It compensates risk 
and its perception in the situation of mediated com-
munication.
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INTRODUCTION

Human resource management (HRM) can influence an 
organization’s human and organizational resources and 
provide organizational competitive advantage. E-HRM, 
defined as a “way of implementing HR strategies, poli-
cies, and practices in organizations through a conscious 
and directed support of and/or with the full use of 
Web-technology-based channels” (Ruël, Bondarouk, 
& Looise, 2004, p. 365) offers great possibilities for 
more successful HRM work. The group of stakehold-
ers affected by e-HRM initiatives is frequently broader 
than the HR staff itself: it includes anyone who can 
receive updates of organizational dynamics, participate 
in online discussions, or choose career paths. Research 
shows that the most important challenge in e-HRM 
implementation is the required change in the mindsets 
of the involved HR personnel, line managers, and em-
ployees that makes such projects successful (Ruël et 
al., 2004). In this chapter we study how such mindsets 
emerge and evolve through the social relationships of 
the prospective users of the HRIS.

BACKGROUND

No information system (IS) can produce positive 
outcomes unless it is effectively adopted and used. IS 
research has addressed factors that affect the adop-
tion and infusion of new IS, building on models such 
as the theory of planned behavior (TPB), technology 
acceptance model (TAM/TAM2), and innovation dif-
fusion models (see Venkatesh, Morris, Davis, & Davis 
(2003) for a review). Both TPB and TAM2 incorporate 

constructs of the social influence that affect individual 
perception. Central to this line of research is that user 
adoption of IS innovation is ultimately determined 
by the user’s beliefs and attitudes toward the new IS 
(Venkatesh & Davis, 2000) and that these are, to an 
extent, socially determined.

The formation of attitudes, perceptions, intentions, 
and actual behavioral patterns have been shown to de-
pend on the social relationships individuals are embed-
ded in; social interactions and interactions of humans 
with the technology are vehicles for the emergence of 
meanings and situated use of technology. Social network 
researchers have shown that (changes in) behavior and 
beliefs of individuals may rely on the behaviors and 
beliefs of others in one’s social network. For example, 
studies suggest that employees who interact intensively, 
work in dense groups, or occupy similar positions in a 
network develop similar attitudes and behavioral pat-
terns (Burkhardt, 1994; Leenders, 1995; Rice & Aydin, 
1991; Sasovova, 2006). The relational patterns within 
an organization affect how attitudes toward a new IS 
are formed. Social networks often provide access to 
(privileged) information and other resources—often at 
higher speed than when they have to be acquired through 
other sources such as formal documentation, training, 
or sessions with management. Since the successful 
implementation of an e-HRM system depends on the 
support for the innovation by a critical mass and on 
the proficiency with which individuals can learn how 
to operate it—factors that frequently affect each other 
reciprocally—network processes may have an impor-
tant effect on the success of HRIS implementations. 

In this chapter we discuss ways in which social 
networks are tied to IS implementation success, build-
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ing on the framework of ‘corporate social capital.’ We 
will consider how social networks of individuals in an 
organization affect attitudes toward the new system. 
As a caveat, this chapter is not meant to be encom-
passing, it only provides a cursory overview of the 
core literature.

CORPORATE SOCIAL CAPITAL

Considering social structure as a vehicle for the un-
folding and evolution of attitudes toward a new IS, 
it is important to make the distinction between social 
networks and their outcomes. Network outcomes are 
captured by the concept of “corporate social capital,” 
defined as the set of resources, tangible or virtual, that 
accrue to an organizational actor through the actor’s 
social relationships, facilitating the attainment of goals 
(Leenders & Gabbay, 1999). The definition highlights 
that social capital is goal-specific. A social network only 
yields social capital if it assists the actor in attaining 
particular goals. Goals at the organizational level may 
include the extent to which prospective users develop 
positive attitudes toward the IS, use it, and can do so 
proficiently. Goals at the individual level may include 
the extent to which individuals are able to quickly 
learn how to use the system and the social support 
they receive from their colleagues. Note that network 
ties may benefit or impede the attainment of a goal; 
when the outcomes of social interaction are helpful in 
attaining specific goals, it conveys social capital. When 
social structure prohibits and obstructs goal attainment, 
it produces social liability. 

The distinction between social structure and its out-
comes calls for an explicit focus on levels of analysis 
as outcomes manifest themselves at various levels. 
For example, an employee who wants to learn how 
to use a new IS can solicit help from other members 
in a team, thus drawing social capital from his own 
relationships. Likewise, the organization draws social 
capital from the individual’s support network when he 
advances his proficiency at working with the system. 
However, if social networks of employees lead to shared 
negative attitudes toward the system and to increased 
opposition against it, these employee networks render 
social liability to the organization. Social capital and 
liability thus trickle up and down these various levels 
of aggregation. 

SOCIAL CAPITAL AT THE  
ORGANIzATIONAL LEvEL

User attitudes toward the IS are crucial to the success 
of the implementation (Rice et al., 1991; Venkatesh & 
Davis, 2000). Social structure is a vehicle for social 
influence and may either foster positive sentiment 
or nurture sentiment against the new system. Social 
influence is the process in which an individual adapts 
his/her behavior, attitude, or belief (intentionally or 
unintentionally) to the behaviors, attitudes, or beliefs 
of others in one’s network (Leenders, 2002). Percep-
tions of ambiguous phenomena such as a new IS are 
likely to be influenced by the opinions, information, 
and behaviors of salient others. Highly knowledgeable 
or experienced people also use social information to 
verify or compare their perceptions and attitudes with 
those of others (Zalesny & Ford, 1994). 

Two generic processes underlie social influence: 
communication and comparison (Leenders, 1995). The 
“communication” process reflects the influence actors 
exert on each other through their direct interaction 
patterns. For example, actors who work together on a 
project are likely to share thoughts about the new IS, 
exchange experiences, and develop their perspective 
through exchanging ideas, opinions, and behavioral 
cues. The more frequent and vivid the direct contact 
between ego and alter, the more likely it is that ego 
will be influenced by alter’s ideas and beliefs. Through 
discussing matters with alter, ego comes to an under-
standing of an issue and adds new information and 
insight to his own. For example, Rice et al. (1991) 
showed that the attitudes of one’s close communica-
tion partners clearly influenced respondent’s attitude 
toward a new IS. 

Implication 1: Frequent direct employee interaction 
increases similarity of attitudes toward the IS. 

If this creates shared positive sentiment toward the 
IS, then the organization draws social capital from the 
employee networks. However, the organization also 
runs the risk of social liability when negative attitudes 
become predominant. 

Social influence not only shapes attitudes, it also 
sustains and reinforces those that conform to the pre-
dominant opinion. Individuals develop their attitudes 
toward a situation in terms of both the prevailing 
social norm and the extent to which significant others 
deviate from this norm (Leenders, 1995, 2002). Social 
norms are often generated most quickly when workers 
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are divided into subgroups (such as cohesive teams); 
prevailing norms may be established relatively quickly 
within such subgroups, the establishment of agreeable 
attitudes between subgroups often occurs at a much 
slower pace or may not be established at all. Subgroups 
often have dense communication structures with mul-
tiple internal communication channels, increasing the 
accuracy of members’ perceptions of the attitudes of 
other members. In addition, groups exercise pressures 
toward conformity through persuasion and rejection, 
especially in informal groups. In line with these argu-
ments, Sasovova (2006) found that co-membership of 
friendship cliques was a strong predictor of attitude 
similarity after system implementation.

Implication 2: If workers are divided into sub-
groups social influence regarding the new system is 
often larger within subgroups than between them. As a 
result, positive sentiment may prevail in one subgroup 
and negative sentiment in another. In such cases, the 
social capital outcomes of employee interaction for the 
organization are mixed.

The second generic process underlying social 
influence is that of “comparison.” In searching for 
a social identity, a person ascribes to himself those 
characteristics that others would ascribe to him if they 
would have the same information at their disposal or if 
they were in the same position. Putting it differently, 
an individual compares himself with others whom he 
considers similar in relevant respects, asking himself 
“what would a person-in-a-position-like-mine do in 
this situation?” (Leenders, 2002). By comparison an 
actor evaluates his relative adequacy. 

Implication 3: Similarity of attitudes and behavior 
regarding the system will increase over time across 
pairs of individuals occupying similar positions in the 
organization. 

Direct communication and comparison have dif-
ferent effects. Communication allows individuals to 
exchange information, thoughts, and beliefs and al-
lows them to arrive at shared opinions, attitudes, and 
beliefs toward the IS, but not necessarily to conformity 
in behavior. Comparison, on the other hand, which 
may take place between individuals with no or only 
little direct communication between them, is based 
on role playing and copying of behavior. Comparison 
encourages similarity in behavior, but not necessarily 
in attitudes/beliefs. Behavior is not solely determined 
by a set of attitudes and beliefs, but also by restrictions 
with which the actor is confronted. A change in attitudes 

does not automatically lead to changes in behavior. 
Similarity in attitudes, therefore, does not necessarily 
lead to similarity in behavior. Moreover, actors with 
different attitudes might well behave similarly.

Organizations draw maximal social capital when 
positive attitudes regarding the new system are dif-
fused by communication and supportive usage behavior 
spreads through comparison. Alternatively, if such 
processes disperse disavowing attitudes (communica-
tion) and negative usage behavior (comparison), the 
social structure renders social liability to the organiza-
tion, making successful IS implementation difficult or 
impossible. 

SOCIAL CAPITAL AT THE INDIvIDUAL 
LEvEL

While organizational goals are often primarily instru-
mental (the aspiration for speedy and proficient adoption 
of the IS), the goals of individuals are more social and 
individually oriented. We will now turn our attention 
to social capital at the individual level. 

One of the most important social network effects 
is the creation of trust (Nooteboom, 1999). Past in-
teractions with a colleague may increase one’s trust 
in the colleague’s judgment of the new system or the 
colleague’s proficiency with technology. The more 
unfamiliar the new IS, or the more the new system 
will affect work processes, the more important trust 
becomes; it provides individuals with a source of in-
formation they feel comfortable with. 

Implication 4: The more uncertain an individual 
is regarding the IS, the more important the attitudes 
of trusted significant others become in creating one’s 
own attitude. The individual then derives more benefit 
from his trust network regarding the IS.

In addition, social relationships also provide in-
dividuals with social approval when one expresses 
attitudes toward the IS that conform to those held by 
one’s reference group. Conversely, social relationships 
limit one’s attitudinal freedom by restricting the set of 
socially acceptable attitudes. If important members of 
one’s social group believe that he should perform a 
particular behavior (e.g., using the IS) or propagate a 
particular attitude (e.g., against the IS), then perform-
ing it will tend to elevate his standing within the group 
(Venkatesh & Davis, 2000). 
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Implication 5: The more a person’s attitudes and 

behavior regarding the IS agree with those held by his 
reference group, the more social capital he will receive 
in the form of social approval by the group. Conversely, 
if one’s attitudes conflict with those of the reference 
group, he experiences social liability in the form of 
decreased social approval or in having to express at-
titudes that differ from the ones really held. 

Besides the creation of shared attitudes, networks 
can also provide an individual with continuous feedback 
on his proficiency with the technology. Beliefs regard-
ing one’s ability to successfully master the technology 
develop by doing and receiving positive feedback on 
the behavior (Bandura, 1997). Social interaction plays 
an important role through the feedback individuals 
receive from their network partners. For example, in 
her study of the introduction of a computer technology 
in a federal agency, Burkhardt (1994) found that direct 
communication ties indeed provided social support and 
influenced self-efficacy beliefs. 

Implication 6: Social networks, especially those 
rich in affective ties, provide network members with 
feedback on their actions. These both increase the 
individual’s competence with the system and his self-ef-
ficacy beliefs regarding the technology (social capital). 
On the other hand, a network produces social liability 
to the individual if feedback is negative and decreases 
self-efficacy beliefs.

In their classic longitudinal study of the effects of 
computer technology implementation, Burkhardt and 
Brass (1990) found the implementation to lead to clear 
shifts in power and influence. Since early adopters 
gained the most knowledge of and expertise with the 
technology, they became powerful and influential in 
the organization. As more and more others seek out 
knowledgeable actors, the knowledge-holders increas-
ingly become the heart of star-like network structures. 
Such positions are considerably powerful and signify 
high status (Han & Breiger, 1999). 

Implication 7: Following IS implementation, 
network interaction tends to move actors who are 
knowledgeable about the system toward central posi-
tions in the network. This brings them the social capital 
of increased status and influence. In addition, these 
changes provide others with easily identifiable sources 
of knowledge of the new system. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Much of the current research in IS implementation 
emphasizes the importance of the individual’s context, 
but has not clearly stated how it affects the success 
of system implementation. This chapter builds on the 
findings from previous research, while extending it to 
include social network processes and goals at both the 
level of the individual and the organization. The end 
result of such an endeavor can be a theory with more 
explanatory and predictive power which considers the 
social and instrumental goals of both the organization 
and the individuals comprising it. We therefore expect 
that future research on IS and in particular e-HRM 
implementation could gain from incorporating a social 
capital perspective into the research framework. The 
seven implications we present in this chapter may be 
used as starting points for future research. Along with 
social network effects, it may be useful to consider at-
titudinal structure (especially the role of affect), other 
refined characteristics of attitudes (such as attitudinal 
ambivalence vs. indifference), and personality traits in 
an even richer study to explain differential individual at-
titudes and behavioral reactions towards the system.

CONCLUSION

In managing IS implementation, our findings suggest 
that (HR) managers could benefit from realizing the 
importance of social network processes in establishing 
support for the system. By understanding how social 
networks may either support or hinder the successful 
implementation of new system, they can harness the 
structure to their advantage or, at least, prepare them-
selves for network effects. In their discussion of the 
future of social capital research, Leenders et al. (1999) 
challenge social network researchers to supplement 
research findings on how network structure affects orga-
nizational performance with studies that allow managers 
to build and alter networks purposefully. Information 
technology such as e-HRM may be especially powerful 
in this respect. Almost any new IS affects social struc-
ture in an organization and thus affects the production 
of social capital and social liability. Bondarouk and 
Looise (2005) conclude that theoretical and empirical 
investigation of IS implementation reveals a lack of 
conceptual and practical support from HRM profes-
sionals. They suggest that HR departments should play 
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a more active role in system implementation projects 
in general (and e-HRM in particular)—knowledge of 
how social networks affect employee attitudes appears 
to be a vital component for this. 

In their case study of the failure of an interorgani-
zational IS, Kumar, Van Dissel, and Bielli (1998) argue 
that the study of system implementation requires a third 
rationality: the rationality of social relationships. They 
suggest that social capital is an important element to 
successful IS implementation and that lack of consid-
eration may result in implementation failure. To their 
suggestion we have added the argument that a social 
capital framework is also essential when considering 
the effects of system implementation on the individuals 
in the organization. In the final analysis, the success 
of a new system should be measured in terms of both 
organizational and individual success. 
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KEY TERMS

Attitude: A summary evaluation of an object 
captured in such attribute dimension as good-bad, 
harmful-beneficial, pleasant-unpleasant, and likable-
dislikable.

Social Influence: The process in which an indi-
vidual adapts his/her behavior, attitude, or belief (both 
intentionally and unintentionally) to the behaviors, at-
titudes, or beliefs of other individuals in the individual’s 
social network. 

Social Network: A social structure consisting of 
nodes—generally individuals or organizations—and the 
relations among the nodes. Relations can range from 
casual acquaintance, advice relations to friendship or 
close familial bonds. 

Social Capital: The set of resources, tangible or 
virtual, that accrue to an actor through the actor’s so-
cial relationships, facilitating the attainment of goals. 

In other words, social capital is the positive outcome 
of a social network.

Social Liability: The negative outcome of a social 
network. A social network is said to produce social li-
ability to an actor if it impedes the actor’s attainment 
of a particular goal. 

Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB): A psychologi-
cal theory about the link between attitudes and behavior. 
It holds that human action is guided by three kinds of 
considerations: own attitudes, normative expectations 
of others, and perceived control over the behavior.

Technology Acceptance Model (TAM): An infor-
mation systems theory that models user acceptance. The 
model includes two main factors influencing individual 
IS use: perceived usefulness (will the system enhance 
my job performance?) and perceived ease-of-use (how 
difficult will it be to use the system?). TAM has been 
extended to include social influence and normative 
beliefs of others (TAM2). 
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INTRODUCTION

Viable organizations use learning concepts to obtain 
competitive advantage and to leverage the organiza-
tion’s knowledge. To remain viable, a learning orga-
nization embraces electronic communication and the 
World Wide Web to address increasing competitive 
forces and changing consumer wants. To focus these 
efforts, we discuss the importance of developing a 
curricula framework that meets the organization’s 
business and learning objectives and present examples 
of an e-learning system’s online catalog’s features and 
functionality.

BACKGROUND

An organization achieves and maintains competitive 
advantage by being able to respond to, adapt to, and 
manage its internal and external environments. The 
world has been “flattened” by broadband access and 
the World Wide Web, enabling individuals around the 
globe to compete as if they were just across the street 
(Bhagwati, 2005; Friedman, 2005; Porter, 1998; Steger, 
2003). This onslaught of competition and technology 
requires an organization to continuously monitor, 
assess, and enhance its knowledge and capabilities 
(Christensen, 2001; Drucker, 2001, 2003; Senge, 1994). 
Above all, an organization needs to attract and retain 
employees who are knowledge workers (Davenport, 
2005; Drucker, 1996; Horibe, 1999). To be successful, 
an organization must embrace learning, specifically 
e-learning programs utilizing electronic methods that 
enable large-scale deployment of training when and 
where people need it.

E-learning options abound with thousands of pro-
viders that offer continuing education, professional 
development, or custom-made courses that may or 

may not meet the organization’s needs (Horton, 2001; 
Kaplan & Norton, 1996). To efficiently utilize its limited 
resources and achieve its business and learning objec-
tives, an organization must take the time to complete 
a needs assessment that compares the organization’s 
actual learning state with its desired learning state, 
specifically identifying and analyzing gaps (Gupta, 
1998; Tobey, 2005; Witkin & Altschuld, 1995). At 
this point, the needs are prioritized by analyzing and 
determining which gaps should be addressed within 
immediate, short-term, and long-term timeframes. 
Then, business and learning objectives are modified, 
and an e-learning plan is developed to strategically 
define how these objectives will be achieved.

A curricula framework is the mechanism that de-
fines the training that will address the identified gaps 
and yield the results desired by the organization. In an 
organization having electronic human resources man-
agement (e-HRM) systems, these curricula frameworks 
will reside within its online e-learning application, 
categorized in a logical and accessible manner for easy 
delivery to clients.

The curricula framework should be carefully devel-
oped, for it carries at its heart the values of the organi-
zation, the individuals that comprise it, and the larger 
community in which it operates. The framework should 
be presented to and may be subject to modification by a 
larger community of stakeholders, including educators, 
administrators, clients, vendors, interested members 
of the public, or shareholders. Such consultation from 
these groups can result in valuable feedback and greatly 
reduces the chance of implementing ill-conceived or 
inappropriate plans. This involvement also provides 
early commitment to the training initiatives and confi-
dence that the organization’s training efforts will result 
in significant and readily identifiable outcomes.
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CREATING CURRICULA FRAMEwORKS

Once the needs assessment is complete and leadership 
has identified the learning and business objectives 
founding the training initiatives, then the curricula 
frameworks can be created using this ten-step pro-
cess:

1. Write the statement of perspective: specify how 
employees will learn, and how that learning will 
be demonstrated as having been achieved.

2. List the learning outcomes that the employees have 
been established as needing to achieve: describe 
how those outcomes should be achieved, and how 
they will be assessed.

3. List the venues through and media by which the 
learning will be delivered: e-learning, classroom, 
on-the-job, apprenticeships, workshops, seminars, 
customized courseware, CD-ROM, videos/DVDs, 
books, etc.

4. Determine the number of courses or educational 
units, as well as their respective durations, needed 
to achieve the learning objectives.

5. Sequence the courses in a logical, escalating 
manner of difficulty or skill.

6. Publish the curricula draft to the stakeholders that 
will review the material.

7. Obtain and apply the stakeholders’ feedback.
8. Publish the final curricula: establish the curricula 

in the e-HRM’s training and education applica-
tions, such as an e-learning system and catalog.

9. Assess whether the learning and business objec-
tives are achieved as planned.

10. Continuously gather feedback to evaluate lessons 
learned and revise accordingly.

Curricula frameworks can follow the same pattern 
of development, yet be very flexible in terms of their 
content, their presentation to attract specific learners, 
and their ability to describe which problems they are 
trying to address and which objectives they are trying to 
achieve. A simple baseline of information can provide 
the curricula framework’s foundation:

1. Describe the organization, its products and ser-
vices, and its environment;

2. Describe the challenges that the organization faces: 
identify the gaps from the needs assessment that 
are preventing the organization from being where 
it wants to be;

3. Define the learning and business objectives that the 
organization wants to achieve in order to eliminate 
or mitigate the gaps: describe the framework’s 
learning focus; and

4. Identify the specific learning activities that will 
comprise the curricula and support the organiza-
tion’s efforts to resolve the gaps and to achieve 
the objectives.

With this foundation, a clear direction has been 
formed. The curricula framework becomes a living, 
flexible structure that can adapt as progress is made to-
wards achieving the objectives and as the organization’s 
needs change in response to the learning results.

Figure 1 presents a curricula framework designed to 
address specific needs of a large size, nonprofit health 
care provider offering specialty services within an urban 
community. This framework focuses on resolving prob-
lems that not only apply to this specific organization, 
but also the health care industry in general.

Minor adjustments to the format allow the organi-
zation to structure specific information targeted at a 
specific audience. For example, a curricula framework 
can be developed to show the career ladder for a specific 
occupational path, as illustrated in Figure 2’s example 
of a career ladder for non-technical project managers 
within a software development and consulting services 
company.

A well-defined and designed curricula framework is 
a powerful planning and management tool that can be 
used to achieve an organization’s business and learn-
ing objectives. The next step is to put the curricula 
framework into action. Communicating the curricula to 
its intended or potentially interested audience, as well 
as having a mechanism that enables that audience to 
act and apply for the curricula’s courses, is essential 
to any educational program. In an online world, cur-
ricula frameworks need to reside in and be supported 
by e-learning applications.

STRUCTURING ONLINE E-LEARNING 
APPLICATIONS

Online e-learning applications, or e-learning systems, 
are a specific type of e-HRM application that focuses 
on offering, registering, and tracking educational op-
portunities. An e-learning application can be either a 
unique, stand-alone system, or it can be an integrated 
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Figure 1. Curricula framework for a health care organization

Organization A 10,000-employee, nonprofit, specialty health care organization in a large, urban environment.

Gaps or Issues to Address • Competition from other specialty health care organizations.
• Increasing enforcement of federal, state, local, and industry laws and standards from legal and other 
compliance organizations.

• Increasing loss of control over delivery and management of patient care to insurance, health man-
agement, and non-medical related organizations.

• Health care professional shortages.
• Increasing reliance for health-care delivery on nonprofessional, blue-collar, hourly, and temporary 
employees who comprise the majority of the staff.

Business or Learning  
Objectives: Framework 

Focus

• Strengthen general management and organization skills.
• Address required compliance training needs.
• Reinforce and update health care management concepts.
• Enhance communication skills.
• Develop leadership and professionalism skills.

Curricula

• Change Management
• Compliance (Federal, State, Local, Industry)
 Compliance for Employees
 Compliance for Managers

• Conflict Resolution
 Handling Emotions
 Problem-Solving

• Health Care Management 
• Interpersonal Communication
 Facilitation
 Oral Presentations
 Listening Skills
 Negotiation
 Persuasion

• Leadership
 Critical Thinking Skills
 Decision-Making

• Meeting Management
• Organizational Behavior
 Group Dynamics
 Organizational Culture

• Performance Management
 Delegation
 Employee Development
 Employee Discipline
 Employee Recognition
 Employee Retention
 Empowerment
 Performance Planning
 Prioritizing

• Project Management
 Project Sponsorship

• Resource Management
• Strategic Planning
• Team Management
 Team Dynamics
 Team Diversity
 Team Conflict Resolution
 Team Building
 Team Decision-Making

• Trust-building
• Visioning

module within a larger e-HRM application. In general, 
an e-learning application should be physically attractive 
to invite usage, must actually be easy to understand, 
and must be reliable.

E-Learning applications generally have similar 
features and functionality, although their actual layouts 
and formats can vary. The application is accessible 
over the Internet for independent vendors or via an 
Intranet within a corporate or educational setting. 
Once accessed, the application presents some type of 
“welcome” page, laying out various topics and access 
points within the application.

Personal Information

Every e-learning application will have a personal infor-
mation area to identify and track its clients. Information 
requested usually includes the client’s name, organiza-

tion, job title or area, business location or residential 
address, contact telephone numbers, and possibly user 
identification information for online training courses. 
In corporate settings, accounting information may be 
requested for charge-back purposes, as well as one’s 
supervisor’s name for automated notification and ap-
proval processing of the employee’s training request. 
In non-corporate settings, the e-learning provider will 
have some type of payment section that requests billing 
information to cover fees for services to be rendered.

Development Plan

In corporate environments, the e-learning application 
may be linked to one’s performance appraisal and 
improvement plans. Specific learning activities may 
appear in the form of a “to do” list. The plan may also 
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Figure 2. Curricula framework for the project manager career ladder

Organization A software development and consulting company offering customized rewards-based programs to 
national and international clientele. The organization has 400 employees located in three offices 
across the country.

Gaps or Issues to Address • Project managers lack general core business knowledge and technical understanding since most of 
the current managers came from customer services or relationship management.

• Project managers who want careers in project management are generally interested in one of these 
career paths: Remain a project manager (tactical), or move on to enterprise project manager or the 
program management office manager (strategic).

• The company wants to reinforce existing project management skills and expertise, but currently has 
no coursework or mechanism to do so.

Business or Learning  
Objectives: Framework Focus

• Establish a career ladder sequence of increasing knowledge and skill levels where a project manag-
er is expected to take and master the course offerings as he/she progresses through the career steps.

• Establish core coursework in general business concepts and applicable technologies.
• Establish a monthly project management course or workshop to retain skills.

Career Path • Tactical ladder begins with senior project manager (PM), then lead, then principal.
• Strategic ladder is for individuals wanting to move to a management position, from principal (or 

equivalent skills/experience) to enterprise PM or project management office (PMO) manager.

Curricula: Tactical PM Career Ladder Curricula: Strategic PM Career Ladder

Band 1: SENIOR PM
• Core Business Courses
 Working in Teams

• Core Technical Courses
 Desktop Applications – Introduction
 GroupWare Net
 Overview: Data Center and Communication Networks

Band 2: LEAD PM
• Core Business Courses
 Accounting & Financial Concepts
 Building a Business Case
 Interpersonal Skills Needed to Lead Teams

Band 3: PRINCIPAL PM
• Core Business Courses
 Negotiating to WIN
 Partnering, Acquiring, and Outsourcing
 Managing Virtual and Remote Teams

• PLUS – for all bands – Quarterly PM Workshop

Band 4A: ENTERPRISE PM
• Core Business Courses
 Enhancing Your Influencing Skills
 International Cultures and Business Practices
 Leadership Academy 101
 Leadership Academy 102
 Managing Complex Projects
 Strategic Planning and Financial Assessments

Band 4B: PMO MANAGER
• Core Business Courses
 Communicating Data: Qualitative & Quantitative
 Enhancing Your Influencing Skills
 Establishing Benchmarks and Metrics
 Financial Analysis: Capital versus Expense Structures
 Leadership Academy 101
 Leadership Academy 102
 Strategic Planning and Financial Assessments

• PLUS – for all bands – Quarterly PM Workshop

be more proactive in nature, where one creates and 
manages his or her career path and training recommen-
dations. Similar functionality appears in non-corporate 
e-learning applications, specifically outlining a path 
of study or professional certification curricula for a 
client to follow.

Registration

A registration section will display one’s current en-
rollments for upcoming learning opportunities. This 
area may also show pending orders and “wait-list” 
requests. For each course where registration has been 
confirmed, there should be accessible information for 
that activity in terms of its description, date, start and 
end times, location, dress code, meal expectations, 
course credit, prerequisite coursework, and required 
tools or equipment.

Transcripts

An e-learning application often has a transcript section 
that tracks what courses the client has taken, when the 
learning occurred, at what location, whether there was 
a successful completion, and if educational credits or 
points were earned.

E-Learning Catalog

An e-learning application also requires a catalog that 
houses the specific topics, under which curricula frame-
works and specific learning activities will reside. It is 
common to see a search function, with specific options 
to search by:
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• Title: search for a specific item or activity by 
name;

• Group: search within a specific curricula frame-
work or subject matter area; and

• Media: search for educational opportunities based 
on delivery methods of assessments or testing, 
audiocassettes, books, CDs, courses, videos, or 
Web-based training.

Figure 3 illustrates an e-learning catalog’s group 
layout for a national financial services corporation. 
When a specific group is selected, a listing of learning 
opportunities would appear, such as specific course of-
ferings or curricula frameworks offering sub-groupings 
of learning opportunities.

If Figure 3 were a screen displaying an e-learning 
catalog’s groups, selecting “Leadership: Executive 
Development” would generate a list of executive train-

ing courses. When a specific course from that list is 
selected, information about that specific course would 
appear, such as its description, prerequisites, target 
audience, professional credit information, cost, and 
planned delivery schedule denoting dates, start and 
end times, locations, class size, or capacity, number 
of current enrollees, and number of wait-list requests. 
In a fully integrated e-learning system, one would also 
expect to see some type of registration or ordering 
function for that specific course, usually offered as a 
“shopping cart” icon. Selecting this type of ordering 
feature would register the client for that specific course, 
confirm enrollment, process any payment with the 
necessary accounting information, and communicate 
the client’s relevant personal information to the trainer 
scheduled to deliver the learning activity. This online 
communication would also create a class list for the 
trainer and provide some introduction to the newly 

Figure 3. Searchable groups within an e-learning catalog

Organization A national financial services corporation offering both consumer and profes-
sional investment products and services.

Groups • Accounting
• Audit
• Banking: Commercial
• Banking: Consumer
• Banking: Investment
• Call Center Operations: Consumer
• Call Center Operations: Professional
• Cash Management
• Collections
• Compliance and Regulatory
• Computer and Desktop Skills
• Customer Services
• Finance
• Financial Accounting Systems
• Financial Securities Systems – Equities and Securities Processing
• Foreign Exchange Operations
• Human Resources
• Information Technologies
• Investment Advisors – Portfolio Management, Financial Advisory Services
• Investment Operations – Trading, Settlement, and Reconciliation Processing
• Investments
• Leadership: Executive Development
• Legal
• Lending: Direct and Indirect
• Management and Employee Development
• Marketing
• Mortgage and Home Equity Lending
• Quality
• Risk
• Sales and Relationship Management: Consumer Client
• Sales and Relationship Management: Individual Wealth Client
• Sales and Relationship Management: Professional Partnerships
• Treasury
• Trusts
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registered client. An integrated e-learning application 
not only provides an excellent audit and tracking tool 
for management of one’s own or one’s subordinates’ 
training activities, but it also provides a self-paced, 
non-threatening mechanism for exploring available 
learning opportunities.

FUTURE TRENDS

In the business world, learning opportunities will keep 
evolving—expanding and contracting—in terms of 
in-house versus outsourced providers, in class vs. on-
line delivery methods, instructor led vs. self-directed 
coursework, and general skills curricula vs. narrowly 
focused curricula for a specific skill set. Training and 
development initiatives will always be one of the first 
areas to be impacted by cost-control measures. In con-
trast, an employee’s ability to identify and manage his 
or her self-development will become more critical in 
terms of financial rewards and life balance. Learners 
want to be actively involved in designing their learning 
to ensure meaningful and relevant experiences (Gagne, 
1985). The best prepared, educated, and skilled workers 
will be able to find emotionally satisfying and gener-
ally interesting employment opportunities within any 
of these formal or informal business structures.

CONCLUSION

By taking the time to assess the training needs of 
the organization and to identify the objectives of the 
organization’s leadership, one is in a far stronger posi-
tion to develop e-learning curricula that not only meets 
the organization’s needs but also gains the interest and 
support of the learners. Little research has been done in 
terms of which combination of curricula and e-HRM 
applications actually yield the most efficient and ef-
fective training mechanisms, such as which courses 
are best offered online? Which features and functions 
of an e-learning application are actually valued by the 
organization and its clientele? The authors believe that 
e-learning curricula and applications are rich areas for 
further investigation. Organizations would glean valu-
able information that they could leverage to establish 
their reputations as learning organizations and to attract 
and retain a motivated and engaged employee base.
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KEY TERMS

Career Ladder: A hierarchy of jobs within an oc-
cupational area consisting of parallel and overlapping 
positions where the duties and responsibilities vary in 
complexity among the hierarchal levels.

Continuing Education: Programs, seminars, 
courses, and other learning activities designed to en-
hance one’s personal and professional development, 
and which are often related to professional certification 
or licensing designations that verify a specific level of 
expertise.

Curricula: A program of study consisting of related 
or sequential courses or educational activities that ad-
dress specific learning objectives.

E-Learning: Learning activities that are supported 
by and facilitated through electronic communications 
delivery methods and technologies, such as the Inter-
net, computer networks, interactive television, satellite 
broadcast, Web-based conferencing, remote access, 
virtual classrooms, group, and collaborative software, 
CD-ROM, DVD, and audio and videotape.

Learning Organization: An organization having a 
culture that systematically values continuous individual 
learning and shared knowledge and that consciously 
applies these elements to improve its quality and op-
erating performance.

Knowledge Worker: A term developed by Peter 
Drucker in 1959 to identify workers that process infor-
mation to develop knowledge and to generate theories 
and concepts in the workplace.

Needs Assessment: The process by which the cur-
rent state of operations and the desired state of operations 
are analyzed against each other to identify operating 
gaps that need to be addressed before the organization 
can attain the desired state of operations.
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Topic: Managing People and Technology in New Work Environments

INTRODUCTION

The increased use of information technology leads to 
the generation of huge amounts of data which have to 
be stored and analyzed by appropriate systems. Data 
warehouse systems allow the storage of these data in 
a special multidimensional data base. Based on a data 
warehouse, business intelligence systems provide dif-
ferent analysis methods such as online analytical pro-
cessing (OLAP) and data mining to analyze these data. 
Although these systems are already widely used and 
the usage is still growing, their application in the area 
of electronic human resource management (e-HRM) 
is rather scarce. Therefore, the objective of this article 
is to depict the components and functionality of these 
systems and to illustrate the application possibilities 
and benefits of these systems by selected application 
examples in the context of e-HRM.

BACKGROUND

In the past the importance of data warehouse and busi-
ness intelligence systems has continuously increased 
and the rate of companies using a data warehouse 
and/or a business intelligence system is rather high 
(e.g., Watson, Annino, Wixom, Avery, & Rutherford, 
2001). An increasing number of case study publica-
tions (e.g., Marks & Frolick, 2001; Watson, Wixom, 
Hoffer, Anderson-Lehman & Reynolds, 2006) and 
general literature for practitioners (e.g., Humphries, 
Hawkins, & Dy, 1999) are further indicators showing 
the ever-growing importance of these systems. On 
the other hand, publications concerning these system 
categories in the context of e-HRM, except for short 
discussions to some isolated topics as online recruiting 
(Lin & Stasinskaya, 2002), enterprise resource planning 
(Ashbaugh & Miranda, 2002), or human resource in-

formation systems (Kovach, Hughes, Fagan, & Magitti, 
2002) are rather scarce. Data warehouse and business 
intelligence systems are commonly used in sales or 
marketing departments. In contrast, their use in HR 
departments is relatively low (Watson et al., 2001). 
However, the adoption of these systems in the context 
of e-HRM offers new potentials to the management of 
human resources. In the following their technical and 
functional aspects are depicted.

A data warehouse is defined as a “subject-oriented, 
integrated, non-volatile and time-variant collection of 
data in support of management’s decisions” (Inmon, 
2005, p. 29). So the main task of the data warehouse 
is to integrate the data from a variety of different 
source systems existing inside and outside a company 
in a single data base and to store the data in a multi-
dimensional structure which is optimized to support 
the management’s analysis activities. In doing so the 
operative systems are no longer charged with the re-
porting requests of the management which resulted in 
poor system performance.

The data warehouse is the core component of 
the data warehouse system which further consists of 
several components (see Figure 1): the extraction, 
transformation, and loading system (ETL-system), the 
administration system, the archiving system, and the 
metadata repository.

To integrate the data in the data warehouse the 
ETL-system enables the extraction of data from dif-
ferent source systems. Furthermore the ETL-system 
transforms the data to eliminate syntactic and semantic 
defects and harmonizes the structure and value of the 
data. After the transformation the relevant data is loaded 
into the data warehouse. The data warehouse stores 
the data in multidimensional data structures, so-called 
cubes, in order to provide optimized analysis possi-
bilities (e.g., Inmon, 2005). The administration system 
supports the data modeling, the ETL-scheduling, the 
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user administration, and the monitoring. As some data 
become obsolete and do not have to be accessible for 
the ongoing management analysis they can be stored 
in the archiving system. Furthermore the archiving 
system allows backup of the data. To manage the huge 
amount of data stored in a data warehouse, information 
about the data, so-called metadata, such as calculation 
rules, content description, or usage documentation, 
is necessary. The depicted components constitute the 
data warehouse system which is the basis for analysis 
activities performed by using a business intelligence 
system.

Business intelligence systems subsume different 
technologies and methods to access and analyze the 
data stored in a data warehouse (Turban, Aronson, & 
Liang, 2005). The core components of business intel-
ligence systems are OLAP and data mining.

Although there is no explicit definition of OLAP in 
literature the common understanding of OLAP refers 
to the possibilities to consolidate, view, and analyze 
data according to multiple dimensions (Codd, Codd, 
& Salley, 1993). The fast analysis of shared multidi-
mensional information (FASMI) concept characterizes 
OLAP by means of five attributes: fast, analysis, shared, 

multidimensional, and information (Pendse & Creeth, 
1995). The attribute fast refers to the requirement that 
the data request has to be fulfilled quickly and the user 
performing the analysis does not have to wait long 
for a system response. Following the FASMI concept 
an average timeframe of five seconds characterizes 
the response time of OLAP-requests. Analysis, as a 
further attribute of OLAP, denotes the ability to cope 
with business logic and to facilitate the user’s analysis 
activities. The data can be analyzed interactively by the 
user without any programming knowledge. The attribute 
shared refers to the need to implement the necessary 
security and integrity requirements to be fulfilled by 
OLAP. Customarily several users try to analyze the 
same data at the same time. Hence an appropriate update 
locking and authorization concept has to be assured. 
Furthermore, multidimensionality constitutes a charac-
teristic of OLAP. OLAP provides a multidimensional 
conceptual view of the data which means that relevant 
measures can be analyzed by multiple different dimen-
sions. In addition, OLAP provides the possibilities to 
analyze the data on different hierarchical levels. Mea-
sures such as headcount, for instance, can be analyzed 
on a detailed disaggregated level (e.g., headcount of a 

Figure 1. Reference architecture of data warehouse and business intelligence systems
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certain department) and on an aggregated level (e.g.,  
headcount of the whole company). The operations for 
such an interactive hierarchical analysis are called 
drill-down and roll-up. Finally information as the fifth 
attribute refers to the allocation of the requested data 
in a transparent way. The FASMI-concept integrates 
especially the user requirements and delivers an ap-
propriate characterization of OLAP.

Besides OLAP, data mining constitutes another 
core component of business intelligence systems. 
Data mining aims at revealing unknown patterns from 
large databases (Fayyad, Piatetsky-Shapiro, & Smyth, 
1996). A variety of methods from different areas such 
as statistics, machine learning, and artificial intelligence 
are subsumed under the concept of data mining. All of 
these methods aim at generating hypotheses out of the 
data without any precedent assumption of coherences in 
the data. This constitutes the main difference to OLAP. 
OLAP is based on the user’s ability to overlook the data 
which describe a specific situation. But especially, in 
very complex decision situations, where the coherences 
of data are unknown and hence can not be analyzed by 
user driven interactive queries, data mining can provide 
further information. The most important functions of 
data mining are classification, segmentation, and as-
sociation analysis.

Classification consists of examining the stored 
data and assigning them to one of a predefined set of 
classes. Based on preclassified data, a model is auto-
matically generated. This model allows assigning of 
unclassified data to a certain class. Applied methods 
are, for example, rule induction, discriminant analysis, 
or multilayer perception (Berry & Linoff, 2004; Cho 
& Ngai, 2003). 

Segmentation is the task of grouping heterogeneous 
data into more homogenous subgroups, so-called clus-
ters. In contrast to classification, segmentation does not 
rely on predefined classes but rather generates clusters 
during the segmentation process. It is up to the user to 
determine the meaning of the resulting clusters. Applied 
segmentation methods are, for example, cluster analysis 
or self-organizing maps (Berry & Linoff, 2004). 

The association analysis aims at finding frequently 
appearing combinations of data. It can be distinguished 
into two types. While the static association analysis 
identifies simultaneously existent combinations, the 
sequential association analysis includes the temporal 
aspect and discovers the successive appearance of 
data (Agrawal, Imelienski, & Swami, 1993; Agrawal 
& Srikant, 1995).

THE ADOPTION OF DATA wAREHOUSE 
AND BUSINESS INTELLIGENCE SYSTEMS 
IN THE CONTEXT OF E-HRM

Although the use of data warehouse and business in-
telligence systems in the context of e-HRM is rather 
scarce, usage offers a high potential to support and 
improve HRM. These systems can be adopted in all 
business areas where comprehensive, sophisticated, 
and data intensive analyses are required to support 
decisions. Therefore, their adoption is appropriate for 
all HR tasks such as recruitment, appraisal, develop-
ment, and compensation.

Following Figure 1, a data warehouse containing 
only personnel relevant data can be referred to as HR 
data warehouse. Thereby, the main reason to adopt a 
data warehouse system in the context of e-HRM is the 
lack of consistency of HR information available in ex-
isting separate HR information systems and hence the 
impossibility of appropriate analysis and reporting (Van 
Wessel, Riebers, & de Vries, 2006). This inconsistency 
is caused by a fragmented system-landscape support-
ing the HR tasks. HR applications often have been 
developed in different functional areas (e.g., payroll, 
benefits, staffing, time and attendance) or geographic 
regions (e.g., North America, Europe, Asia Pacific). An 
HR data warehouse allows the integration of relevant 
personnel data from the internal and external HR data 
sources and enables comprehensive analysis oppor-
tunities by employing business intelligence systems. 
In consideration of the proceeding outsourcing of HR 
activities and the loss of personal relationships between 
the employee and the HR department (Lepak & Snell, 
1998), the ability to generate information about the 
employees out of HR data will gain more importance 
for the HR management (e.g., Srinivasa & Saurabh, 
2001). In the following an exemplary application of an 
HR relevant analysis using OLAP is depicted.

For the HR management a detailed report on the 
number of sick persons for instance might be important. 
The relevant personnel data are stored in a cube (see 
Figure 2) containing the dimensions division, region, 
and time, and the measure number of sick persons. 
As OLAP is not limited to three dimensions, further 
dimensions, such as line manager, qualification, and 
so forth, are conceivable. According to the depicted 
characteristics of OLAP an HR manager can navigate 
by using different operations; for instance, with the 
operation slicing it is possible to filter the number of 
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sick persons in 2006 for all divisions in all regions. The 
operation dicing enables one to see the number of sick 
persons for 2004 and 2005 for the finance and production 
divisions for America and Europe, for example. 

Furthermore, OLAP supports a hierarchical analy-
sis. In this context it might be of interest to analyze 
the number of sick persons of the finance division in 
America in 2006 in more detail. Using drill-down, 
a detailed report on the number of sick persons for 
every quarter in 2006 can be generated (see Figure 3). 
Furthermore drill-down is not restricted to one level 
so HR managers can also navigate to months, weeks, 
and days to receive more specific information. In return 
the roll-up operation allows for the analyzing of data 
on a more aggregated level.

These examples illustrate the analysis possibilities 
of OLAP which can be employed in any HR task such 
as recruitment, appraisal, compensation, and develop-
ment. OLAP is based on the user’s ability to survey the 
data and to navigate correspondently. While a HR data 
warehouse stores HR data and the actual coherences of 
the data are not always obvious, data mining extends 
the analysis possibilities to the context of complex, 
data-rich situations. Data mining reveals unknown 

patterns out of the data which can be used to support 
HR relevant decisions. In the following exemplary 
applications of data mining in selected HR contexts 
are depicted.

The data mining function classification can be 
used to support and accelerate the applicant selection 
process for example. Using the classification methods 
applicants can be allocated to predefined classes indi-
cating the productivity of an employee. The classes’ 
high, medium, and low sales premiums might serve as 
indicators showing the productivity of an employee, 
for example (Cho & Ngai, 2003). The allocation is 
performed automatically by the classification algorithm 
and is based on the stored attributes describing an ap-
plicant. The unknown pattern revealed by data mining 
consists on the relationship between application data 
and productivity. This will enable an automatic prese-
lection of potential employees and hence support the 
HR manager to select employees with assumable high 
productivity. A lot of further application possibilities 
are conceivable such as the analysis of the termination 
behavior of employees. It might be of interest to iden-
tify the employees, who tend to sign off, and develop 
corresponding retention measures. Based on historical 

Figure 2. Illustration of an OLAP cube and examples for slicing and dicing
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data concerning terminations, classification methods 
provide the possibility to automatically classify all 
employees into the classes of potentially terminating 
and nonresigning employees. This information can be 
used by the HR department to develop target-oriented 
retention measures (Min & Emam, 2003). 

Segmentation, as a further function of data min-
ing, generates homogeneous clusters of employees 
which can be used, for example, to create a personnel 
portfolio. Hence, the segmentation reveals additional 
information about the employees concerning their af-
filiation to a certain cluster. So it might be conceivable 
to generate clusters based on the attributes qualification, 
gender, age, and position of an employee which leads 
to homogeneous clusters of employees concerning the 
named attributes such as the cluster of the old, high 
qualified managers and the cluster of the young, high 
qualified specialists. Based on this information the 
development of cluster-specific training measures, for 
instance, is possible.

Finally, the association function can deliver useful 
information for the HR department. The association 
analysis reveals frequently appearing combinations 
of data. Based on the personnel data stored in a HR 
data warehouse the association analysis might reveal, 
for example, frequently appearing combinations of 
a particular merit-appraisal and a certain supervisor. 
This information can be used for further examinations 
concerning the bias of this supervisor. Furthermore, 
the integration of the temporal aspect into the analysis 
can be reached by applying the sequential association 
analysis. So it might be of interest to the HR manager 

to reveal which successive steps are actually necessary 
to reach a certain position in the company. The result 
of the sequential analysis is a frequently used career 
path to reach this position (e.g., the employee attends 
a management seminar then receives a high merit-rat-
ing, then works in a foreign country, and finally gets 
the promotion). These revealed existing career paths 
can be compared to the career planning and lead to 
adjustments if significant differences appear.

The depiction of the selected possibilities to adopt 
data mining in the context of e-HRM could reveal that 
the main potentials and benefits depend on the decision 
support in complex and data-rich decision situations to 
enable the creation of more target-oriented personnel 
measures.

FUTURE TRENDS

Considering the growing amount of HR data and the 
corresponding necessity to store and analyze these data, 
the application of data warehouse and business intel-
ligence systems enable the HR management to handle 
these data and perform comprehensive HR planning 
and controlling. These systems will develop standard 
analytical systems in all business areas, as well in the 
HR area. In this article some application possibilities 
and their benefits were introduced, nevertheless research 
is necessary to systematically evaluate the application 
of these systems in the context of e-HRM. Research 
should cover recruitment, compensation, appraisal, 
and development as core tasks of HRM and develop 

Figure 3. Example for the OLAP operations drill-down and roll-up
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reference data models and application scenarios to 
improve the decision-making process of HR managers. 
These systems are very complex and cost-intensive, 
hence their implementation and employment do not 
automatically lead to benefits for the HRM. Reference 
data models and application scenarios facilitate the 
use of these systems and enable the exhaustion of the 
potential benefits introduced in this article.

CONCLUSION

New technologies such as data warehouse and business 
intelligence systems enable consolidated storage and 
innovative analysis of personnel data. In this article the 
technical and functional aspects of data warehouse and 
business intelligence systems were introduced. Based 
on the general functionalities of these systems their ap-
plication and possible benefits in the context of e-HRM 
were depicted. It could be shown that both systems are 
applicable in e-HRM. The HR data warehouse system 
serves as an integrated data storage which contains 
relevant personnel data from multiple widespread 
HR-applications existing in a company. The analysis 
methods provided by the business intelligence system 
extend the customarily applied methods of HR planning 
and controlling. Thereby OLAP allows the interactive 
multidimensional analysis of personnel data and data 
mining reveals hidden coherences in the data which 
can be used to optimize decision-making processes of 
HR managers.
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KEY TERMS

Business Intelligence System: Subsumes different 
technologies and methods such as OLAP and data min-
ing to analyze the data stored in a data warehouse.

Data Mining: Subsumes a variety of methods to 
extract unknown patterns out of a large amount of data. 
Data mining methods originate from the area of machine 
learning, statistics, and artificial intelligence. The main 
tasks of data mining are classification, segmentation, 
and association analysis.

Data Warehouse: A subject-oriented, integrated, 
time-variant, and nonvolatile collection of data. The 
data are usually stored in multidimensional cubes, an 
optimized way to provide data for analyze purposes.

Data Warehouse System: Consists of several 
components. The core component is a data warehouse 
as a database and further components are ETL-system, 
administration system, archiving system, and metadata 
repository.

HR Data Warehouse: A specific data warehouse 
for HR data. The company’s HR relevant data is col-
lected, integrated, and stored with the aim of producing 
accurate and timely HR management information and 
supporting data analysis.

OLAP Operations: To analyze the data in OLAP 
cubes navigation and hierarchical analysis are dif-
ferentiated. Navigation operations are, for instance, 
slicing and dicing. Roll-up and drill-down support the 
hierarchical analysis. Thereby, the roll-up operation 
allows for analyzing data on a more aggregated level 
and drill-down is the reverse operation.

Online Analytical Processing (OLAP): Refers to 
the possibilities to consolidate, view, and analyze data 
according to multiple dimensions. The fast analysis of 
shared multidimensional information (FASMI) concept 
characterizes OLAP by means of five attributes.
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INTRODUCTION

The need for business managers with strong infor-
mation technology (IT) skills in general, and data 
communication and networking skills in particular, 
is now high and will be even greater in the years to 
come. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
(2007), occupations in the area of network systems 
and data communications analysis are projected to 
increase 55% by 2014. Given the trend in business to 
leverage information technology to decrease costs and 
increase efficiency in all functional areas, this demand 
is understandable. What is more difficult to understand 
is the lack of response to this demand by university IT 
departments as reflected in their curriculums (Hawk, 
2005.) In this article we describe how one information 
and technology management department has attempted 
to meet the challenge of integrating networking skills 
in a coordinated fashion over a wide variety of courses 
to, at least in part, better prepare their students for the 
demands they are certain to face when they graduate.

BACKGROUND

During the 1990s, dot.com companies, spawned by 
the meteoric rise of the Internet, spearheaded a period 
of frantic growth in IT throughout the economy. No 
functional area of business was unaffected. E-com-
merce was predicted to replace traditional methods of 
merchandizing, entire companies underwent radical 
business process reengineering, and functional areas 
such as accounting, sales, and human relations were 
all affected by new technology-driven processes. As a 
consequence, the enrollment of students across com-
puting disciplines grew rapidly with computer science 

departments reaching an all-time high of over 22,000 
undergraduates nationwide in 2001, compared to only 
10,000 in 1995 (Zweben, 2007). The growth in infor-
mation systems programs paralleled that of computer 
science (Shah, Martain & Mehta, 2006). 

The dot.com bubble burst in 2000, which combined 
with the impact of a recession, led to a drop in demand 
for IT professionals nationwide. Many companies 
turned to outsourcing in an effort to meet IT demands 
while reducing costs. Outsourcing, and in particular, 
offshore outsourcing, has its greatest impact in the 
areas of technology support, application development 
and IT related financial, marketing, and e-HR business 
processes. It has relatively little impact on basic IT 
infrastructure services, such as network management, 
server maintenance, and PC support (Gartner Group, 
2003). 

The decline in demand for IT professionals na-
tionwide, coupled with the effects of off-shoring, are 
reflected in a drop in enrollment of IT undergraduates 
of over 40% over the last 5 years (Zweben, 2007), with 
enrollments in some information systems programs 
declining as much as 70% (Shah et al., 2006). As the 
economy began to pull itself out of the recession, the 
number of IT jobs started increasing, especially in the 
areas of networking and e-commerce (Minch & Tabor, 
2003). During this same period, the nature of IT within 
corporations and organizations has undergone rapid and 
profound changes to the point that “today it is hard to 
distinguish between business and technology at all, 
given that nearly all business transactions are enabled 
by technology” (Andriole, 2006, p. 3).

Unfortunately, business college curriculums have 
been slow to respond to these changes (Andriole, 2006; 
Mehic & Al-Soufi, 1999). In a 2003 survey of 244 CIOs 
and IT managers, Hoffman (2003) found that 75% of 
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these professionals felt that colleges and universities 
were not preparing students for the IT jobs of tomor-
row. A similar study reported by Andriole (2006) also 
found a disjoint between what was being taught and 
what industry needed. Accordingly, a number of re-
searchers have endeavored to create new curriculum 
models more in tune with the demands of business 
(Ehie, 2002; Noll & Wilkins, 2002). Today, most IT 
programs adhere in some form to the IS 2002 Model 
Curriculum and Guidelines for Undergraduate Degree 
Programs in Information Systems (Gorgone et al., 2002), 
which has an applications development orientation and 
less of an emphasis on managing and implementing IT. 
Other researchers have proposed integrating IT within 
other areas of the business curriculum such as market-
ing, finance, and human resources. Hempel (2004), for 
example, argues that the HR curriculum needs to be 
redesigned to include hands-on HRIS (human resource 
information systems) and e-HRM (electronic human 
resource management) applications such as Internet-
based systems, online self-service systems, and the 
basics of data communications. 

Curriculum however, is not only the only aspect 
of IT education that requires changes, but the method 
of teaching these courses also needs to evolve to meet 
the expectations and abilities of a new generation of 
technology-savvy students (Laurillard, 2002), what 
Hoffman (2003) refers to as Generation Z or the Mil-
lennials. Students today are more comfortable with 
IT applications than earlier generations and seem 
to perform better in situations that offer a blend of 
theory and “hands-on” experience (Baker, Matulich, 
& Papp, 2007; Minch et al., 2003). Accordingly, the 
IT curriculum needs to adapt itself both to the needs 
of its new users and to the requirements of a changing 
workplace.

In discussing the gap between what IT curriculums 
offer and what industry currently requires, Andriole 
(2006) points out that “business technology optimiza-
tion is an area for educators. More and more companies 
are struggling to optimize the performance of their 
software applications, networks, data base manage-
ment platforms, and infrastructure.” (p. 5). One means 
of optimizing business technology in IT is by offering 
a major or specialization in data communications or 
networking since most IT programs include only one or 
two courses in data communications and/or networking. 
The IS-2002 Model Curriculum, for example, includes 
one course specifically geared toward data communi-

cations, IS-2002.6 Networks and Telecommunications 
and one other course related to telecommunications, 
IS 2002.2 – Electronic Business Strategy, Architecture 
and Design (Gorgone et al., 2002). 

There are relatively few universities that offer a 
major in the area of networking and data communica-
tions, and even within this small group the variety of 
offerings differs widely. Perhaps the most ambitious 
is the program at Boise State University where IT 
students actually create, manage, and maintain their 
own business using a departmental network (Minch et 
al., 2003). Such programs, however, are rare. A recent 
study by Steven Hawk (2005) found only 14 programs 
housed within colleges of business that allowed stu-
dents to specialize in some way in telecommunications 
or a highly related field, such as networking. What is 
missing from this study are efforts by IT departments 
to provide opportunities for students to gain experience 
in the area of networking and data communications by 
embedding these concepts more deeply in the existing 
IT curriculum (Hawk, 2005). This was the approach 
taken by the information technology management 
(ITM) department at the University of Tampa as it 
attempted to provide a means of providing students 
with the skill sets necessary for networking jobs in 
the new economy. 

EMBEDDING NETwORKING  
EXPERIENCES IN THE CURRICULUM

The information and technology management depart-
ment (ITM) in the John H. Sykes College of Business 
at The University of Tampa has approximately 100 
students in its management information systems (MIS) 
major. The College is AACSB accredited and the ITM 
department is seeking to join the 28 information systems 
programs accredited by ABET in the United States in 
2006 (Accreditation statistics, 2006). The MIS major 
consists of seven required courses and two elective 
courses in the major as well as 40 hours of core busi-
ness courses. Business students are also required to 
complete approximately 62 hours in the liberal arts. 
The goal of the major is to graduate students with a 
strong liberal arts background, a breadth of business 
knowledge and specific skills in information and tech-
nology services. 

Supporting the department is the university computer 
network, which provides services and support for all 
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members of the university community: students, faculty, 
and staff. From a student’s perspective, the network 
is used primarily as means of accessing the Internet. 
For security reasons, students do not have access to 
the internal university intranet. While this limitation 
serves its purpose from a security standpoint, it makes 
it extremely difficult for the ITM department to use 
the university server as a live laboratory for student 
experimentation and hands on training. 

In 2006, the ITM department began to explore 
alternatives to the existing networking situation. The 
goal was to embed networking and telecommunications 
theory and hands-on experiences into existing courses, 
where appropriate, rather than to develop a new major 
or specialization in that area. The approach was to 
create a laboratory to allow students to experiment 
with all aspects of networking within the context of 
an established course. The rationale for this approach 
was based on the concept of the net-enabled organiza-
tion (Straub & Watson, 2001), in which networking 
permeates all areas of modern business. Accordingly, 
the department received a grant to purchase its own 
server. The server would be completely independent 
of the university infrastructure but could co-exist with 
it. It would have Internet access and be supportable 
by the ITM faculty and students. The required server 
needed to be fast enough and have sufficient storage 
and memory to be able to handle a large number of 
applications running simultaneously and to allow for 
future growth.

In the summer of 2006, the grant was approved and 
the server was purchased and installed in the college 
of business by ITM faculty and graduate students. The 
operating system selected was Windows 2003 Server 
Enterprise edition, which was obtained at no charge 
via the department’s membership in the Microsoft 
Developer Network Academic Alliance (MSDN AA). 
This operating system has the capability to host a net-
work of virtual servers off one physical platform. A 
router was also installed and connected to the server 
to provide for Internet access. Internet security was set 
up by creating a firewall at both the router and using 
the Windows operating system. Although the mir-
rored drives and the RAID technology on the server 
provide a level of fault-tolerance, the department also 
purchased backup software and hardware as well. ITM 
faculty were given Administrative rights on the server 
and were granted the ability to log on remotely so that 
they could create student accounts for their courses and 

assist in administering the server from their offices or 
from home. Quotas were also established so that users, 
particularly students, would not consume inordinate 
amounts of disk space. Finally, the system was tested 
and a user manual was created to assist faculty in using 
the new server. 

In the fall 2006 semester the department began to 
use the new server in a few selected classes. Despite 
a few initial problems, the potential of the new server 
began to be realized. Students were able to create 
their  Web sites and develop server – side applications 
using ASP and other  Web based tools to work with 
these  Web sites. In the spring of 2007, the number of 
courses using the new server was expanded as were 
the applications running on the server. Several courses 
utilize the server for client-side applications such as  
Web site development and e-commerce while advanced 
courses utilize the server for server-side applications 
such as PHP, ASP.NET and AJAX. Many courses all 
have a hands-on component allowing the students to 
gain practical experience with the server and apply the 
theoretical concepts using real-world applications and 
software. The departmental server is used as a platform 
for student teams to use during testing and implementa-
tion of their projects. By having control over the server, 
student teams are provided account and access privileges 
required to support their projects. Finally, students also 
used the server as part of a local area network where 
they learn how to set policies, manage user accounts 
and the basics of network security. The server is also 
used to demonstrate the role TCP/IP plays in both an 
intranet and on the Internet.  

Over the course of the next two years the ITM de-
partment plans to explore options for expanding use of 
the server to include the following alternatives:

• Installing Microsoft® Virtual Server 2005 to allow 
for the installation of a database server, applica-
tions server, Web server, and domain server using 
a single physical server.

• Including graduate courses and advanced Micro-
soft® business applications.

• Installing enterprise resource planning (ERP) to 
support a graduate course in supply chain man-
agement and possibly a course in accounting 
information systems.

• Installing Microsoft® SQL server to support both 
graduate and undergraduate database and data 
mining courses.
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• Installing customer relationship management 

(CRM) software to support courses in e-commerce 
and marketing.

• Using the server to house student e-portfolios that 
can be used by students to demonstrate the skills 
they acquired as undergraduates as they pursue 
employment opportunities.

As businesses continue to evolve, the role of the 
server will undoubtedly evolve as well. However, the 
ITM faculty is convinced that by providing students 
with access to the same networking tools that are 
used in many major companies will add substantially 
to their experience and make them more desirable as 
future employees. 

FUTURE TRENDS

The field of information technology is a dynamic, rap-
idly changing environment with changing skill sets and 
shifting employment opportunities. Preparing students 
to survive and excel in this environment is challenging. 
Additional research is needed to identify the techniques 
and approaches that will meet this challenge. Specifi-
cally, additional research is needed to identify which 
approach is the most effective in providing students 
with networking and data communications skills. Three 
approaches can be identified. The first involves offering 
networking as a separate major or area of specialization 
within the IT major. This approach has the advantage 
of providing students with an easily identifiable degree 
and a strongly focused skill set in specific technologies. 
The second approach involves outsourcing networking 
education to the other college of business departments, 
providing support for accounting information courses, 
financial services operations, marketing e-commerce 
and e-HRM courses. This approach has the advantage 
of providing students the opportunity to learn network-
ing skills within the context of their chosen discipline. 
The final approach embeds networking skills in exist-
ing information technology courses. The advantage 
of this approach is that students will acquire a strong 
skill set in networking technologies within the context 
of an integrated IT curriculum. While some research 
has been done in the first area by Hawk (2005), similar 
research needs to be conducted to determine if the other 
approaches are used and how they are implemented. 

CONCLUSION

The importance of networking and communication in 
today’s business world cannot be understated. It pro-
vides the technical foundation for every function of the 
business community. Basic market research, strategic 
planning, teamwork activities, finance, human rela-
tions and even environmental issues are all enabled by 
networking technologies (Klawe, 2005). This has led 
to an increase in the demand for students who under-
stand and can apply networking theory and practices 
in real world settings. This paper has described how 
one IT department has attempted to meet this demand. 
The success of this program can be easily transferred 
to other universities and programs to provide students 
with the skills they will need in tomorrow’s global 
business world.
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KEY TERMS

ABET: The Accreditation Board for Engineering 
and Technology (ABET). This organization has been 
accrediting engineering programs for over 75 years 
and began accrediting IT programs in 2002. (see 
www.ABET.org).

AJAX (Asynchronous JavaScript and XML): A 
technique incorporating XHTML and CSS to create 
interactive Web applications. Small amounts of data 
are exchanged with the server behind the scenes. This 
permits increased responsiveness and interactivity of  
Web pages.

ASP (Active Server Pages): Microsoft’s® server-
side script engine for dynamically-generated Web pages. 
While most applications are written in VBScript, other 
scripting languages can be implemented to create dy-
namic  Web pages. There have been several iterations 
of ASP and the most recent, ASP.NET, introduced the 
ability to replace in-HTML scripting with support for 
.NET languages such as Visual Basic .NET and C#. 

Client-Server: A computing architecture imple-
mented over a network that separates the client (ap-
plication or computer requesting service or data) from 
the server (application or computer which delivers the 
data from a remote location). Typically, clients request 
information from one or more servers who return the 
information.  Web browsers function in this way as 
they communicate with e-mail, database, and  Web 
servers.

CSS (Cascading Style Sheets): The use of defined 
styles in  Web pages to define layout, colors, fonts, and 
other aspects of the  Web page. It enhances HTML and 
separates document content from presentation. It also 
permits different renderings for application types such 
as the screen, printer, and mobile devices.
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Customer Relationship Management (CRM): A 

broad term for software designed to manage all aspects 
of customer management. CRM are often described 
as front-office applications that support such areas as 
sales and marketing. CRM is often a module in a more 
encompassing ERM system.

E-HRM (Electronic Human Resource Manage-
ment): The planning, implementation, and application 
of information technology for both networking and 
supporting HR activities (Strohmeir, 2007). E-HRM 
systems often combine the functional aspects of HRIS 
with intranet and Internet based employee self-service 
systems. 

E-Portfolio: An electronic portfolio is a collection 
of user materials assembled on the  Web. Material typi-
cally includes text, images multimedia, blog entries, 
and hyperlinks. The e-portfolio showcases the user’s 
accomplishments and abilities and the electronic format 
allows dynamic maintenance and reorganization. The 
concept is similar to an artist’s portfolio, which high-
lights their works. An e-portfolio is a type of learning 
record that provides actual evidence of achievement.

Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP): An in-
tegrated software system that integrates many or all 
company functions into one package. ERP systems 
may include modules for manufacturing, supply-chain 
management, back-office operations, customer rela-
tionship management, human resource management 
and others.

HRIS (Human Resource Information Systems): 
This term is in many ways synonymous with e-HRM 
however it differs in that HRIS is more focused on the 
applications themselves and less on the technology 
involved. HRIS are typically developed around four 
principal areas: payroll, labor and time management, 
benefits and HR database management. HRIS is also 
referred to in the literature as human resource manage-
ment systems (HRMS), HR technology, HR modules, 
or B2E systems (business to employees) (Strohmeir, 
2007). 

Virtual Server: A method of partitioning the disk 
space on a computer so that it can host multiple servers 
on one physical machine. Virtual servers are commonly 
used to provide a platform for testing and experiment-
ing with new applications without disrupting other 
processes running on the same computer.
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INTRODUCTION

A common misconception is that health concerns in the 
workplace are only relevant in manual-labor fields or 
work zones that deal with hazardous materials or tools. 
In modern society, however, nearly every workplace 
can benefit from studying and applying techniques 
and understanding that regard the human body and its 
proper alignment or use. While damage to a secretary’s 
wrists from day after day of typing on a carelessly-de-
signed keyboard might be as dramatic or immediate as 
a laborer’s foot being crushed by a dropped concrete 
slab, such subtle injuries can be just as debilitating and 
dangerous over time.

Ergonomics, as a field, addresses the appropriate 
alignment and use of the body in all sorts of activities. 
The current school of thinking focuses on proactive hu-
man action; however, the scant notice that ergonomics 
has gleaned has only been brought on because of the 
injuries incurred when the proactive approach has been 
ignored. So, ironically enough, the proactive-themed 
field has only gained any notice or recognition due to 
reactive action.

Due to the efforts of the US Department of Labor 
(or, more specifically, the Occupational Safety and 
Health Association [OSHA]), the field of ergonomics 
has received increased press and familiarity with the 
general public in recent years. However, this identity 
has still largely been focused on workplace safety in 
factories or manual labor, certainly not seemingly 
benign and harmless office environments. The general 
public is rarely made aware of the long-term effects of 
improper posture from using increasingly ubiquitous 
office/computer technologies because it is not associ-
ated with such heavy labor (Bright, 2006). Nagourney 
(2002) has done one of many studies which demonstrate 
that even simple corrections to posture and equipment 

positioning can result in improved physical health for 
computer users (Also see ECCE, 2006). 

Also of note is that numerous studies have docu-
mented that leaving small repetitive injuries uncor-
rected (e.g., injuries that result from improper posture 
while using computers and other office equipment) 
has been found to culminate in health problems over 
time (Ullrich & Ullrich Burke, 2006). Because of these 
findings and the direct benefits of changing position and 
movement, public, workplace, and formal education 
needs to be improved.

Rather than isolated or temporary injuries, individu-
als in these conditions experience compounding effects 
of improper postures resulting in continuing, repetitive 
(oftentimes unnoticeable) injuries. Therefore OSHA 
and a broad base of professionals need to continue to 
educate the general public so that they understand that 
ergonomics is more than health and safety codes for 
manual labor or what may be generally perceived as 
physically harmful workplace situations. At the same 
time, both personal and public responsibility for health 
and safety needs to be exercised in communicating 
information and solutions, and then implementing 
them in daily practice. 

Ergonomics Example

What does ergonomics mean on a day to day basis for 
people in 2008 and onward? In a word: responsibility. 
Bringing ergonomics into a very practical example 
for most readers, Kay’s article (2001), discusses the 
dilemma we face with the opposing merits and draw-
backs of using laptop computers. Kay describes the 
merits of the laptop computer, presents the drawbacks 
in its improper use, and then identifies the ergonomic 
solutions:
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The laptop computer is a valuable tool when portability 
is a much needed function. It may not be the best choice 
when considering the ergonomics of the workstation. . 
. It is always advisable to use add-on devices such as 
an external keyboard, mouse and monitor. These items 
are considered essential equipment for users wanting 
to achieve ergonomically correct positioning their 
laptop computer. (p. 1)

Rather than an oversimplified solution, this model 
provides several illustrations of how to position oneself 
to use a laptop computer. The document also provides 
explanations as to why these positions are ergonomi-
cally effective. 

Contrary to what we may assume, we cannot not 
just take a computer out of a box, sit it on any table or 
our “lap” and continue to type for 6 hours. We have to 
consider ergonomic issues or else our health and ulti-
mately our ability to work and to enjoy our recreation 
time will suffer.

BACKGROUND

Ergonomics, as defined by The American Heritage’s 
Stedman’s Medical Dictionary (2002) is “the applied 
science of equipment design, as for the workplace, in-
tended to maximize productivity by reducing operator 
fatigue and discomfort.”

Kroemer (2002) explains that the study of ergonom-
ics is not confined merely to simple solutions, such as 
safety education courses at the workplace. Instead, the 
research supports complex technical systems or work 
tasks, equipment, and workstations, in addition to the 
more commonplace tools and utensils used everyday 
in the workplace, home, and during recreation. 

Ergonomics Perspectives Mature

Providing an insightful current perspective on the needs 
and issues of ergonomics, Kroemer (2002) summarizes 
the field as being “human-centered, transdisciplinary, 
and application-oriented.” This characterization ac-
curately describes the research, development, and 
educational/intervention work of the field of ergonom-
ics circa 2006.

Rather than being solely focused on the issues of 
machines and positions and perhaps those of kinesiology 
and mechanics, ergonomics has matured into a field 

that necessitates the sharing of understanding across 
several disciplines. The focus of those who work in this 
field is very much “human centered,” contrasting what 
may appear in the early literature publications. Ergo-
nomics is not so much concerned about equipment and 
conditions as it is concerned about human interaction, 
human needs, and human responses to those and other 
environmental surroundings and interactions.

Human Factors specialists are united by a singular 
perspective on the system design process: that design 
begins with an understanding of the user’s role in 
overall system performance and that systems exist to 
serve their users, whether they are consumers, system 
operators, production workers, or maintenance crews. 
This user-oriented design philosophy acknowledges 
human variability as a design parameter. (National 
Research Council, quoted in Kroemer, 2002, p. 3)

The transdisciplinary nature of ergonomics is easily 
traced throughout each study and the educational materi-
als that have been reviewed. For instance, we reviewed 
Web-based educational material that is designed to be 
used in the workplace material from the US Department 
of Labor’s OSHA Web site. The OSHA homepage 
(http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/computerworksta-
tions/index.html) and OSHA’s “e-Tool” site which 
describes how users should evaluate their position and 
use of desktop computers and keyboards (http://www.
osha.gov/SLTC/etools/computerworkstations/posi-
tions.html) readily demonstrate how ergonomics in-
corporates expertise from many disciplines. 

Examining these diagrams and information reveals 
concerns derived from the disciplines of biology, anato-
my, and physiology. More specifically, concerns dealing 
with the issues of spinal alignment, disc compression, 
visual acuity, eyestrain, and nerve damage become 
apparent as one reviews the details of positioning one-
self or others at a computer workstation. In this way, 
the medical specialties of orthopedics, chiropractry, 
neurosurgery, optometry, ophthalmology, neurology, 
and occupational therapy would all be relevant in deter-
mining the accuracy of the information to be presented 
to the public in ergonomics informational materials, 
educational publications, or presentations.

In addition, once one considers the problems that can 
arise when people engage in activities when the best er-
gonomics conditions are not followed, transdisciplinary 
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specialists and expertise are again indispensable. For 
instance, in the case of spinal disc compression which 
might be aggravated by spending long periods of time 
sitting at a desktop computer, specialists in physical 
therapy, orthopedics, and pain management could be 
involved in treating the immediate difficulties and 
trying to alleviate the pain and discomfort. Once this 
treatment is established, occupational therapy becomes 
involved in order to work with the user. The occupational 
therapist and client can plan and develop new ways to 
approach work that will not cause, or at least reduce 
the risk of, continued physical problems. 

OSHA has addressed the need to publicize, educate, 
and guide workers to correctly position their desktop 
computer workstations. Through the use of an inter-
active Web site with “eTools” and guiding questions 
that lead to menus of choices, users are better able to 
understand how they might consider their workspace 
and physical needs. The following quote from the US 
Department of Labor Web site (2006) regarding the 
“computer workstation” illustrates the general phi-
losophy and guidance provided:

To understand the best way to set up a computer 
workstation, it is helpful to understand the concept of 
neutral body positioning. This is a comfortable work-
ing posture in which your joints are naturally aligned. 
Working with the body in a neutral position reduces 
stress and strain on the muscles, tendons, and skeletal 
system and reduces your risk of developing a muscu-
loskeletal disorder (MSD).

FUTURE TRENDS

Definition Needed

Future developments in ergonomics are expected to 
emerge in many areas. Special attention is being paid 
to legislative matters in order that employers, medical 
professions, and private individuals will have better 
definitions of the medical conditions that may arise from 
physical alignment in activity or use of equipment. For 
example the standard definition of musculoskeletal dis-
order was repealed by the U.S. government in 2001. 

Reasons for the action depend on the constituency 
that is answering the question. For instance, 

In an official ceremony on March 20, President George 

W. Bush squashed ten years of OSHA rulemaking with 
the swipe of his pen, signing Congress’s repeal of the 
ergonomics standard. It was the first time ever Con-
gress and the White House teamed up to strike down 
a finalized workplace safety and health rule. 

“In exchange for uncertain benefits, the ergonomics 
rule would have cost both large and small employ-
ers billions of dollars and presented employers with 
overwhelming compliance challenges,” Bush said in 
a statement. 

White House spokesman Ari Fleischer said recent 
economic woes made Bush’s action more timely: “In 
this time of fragile economic circumstances, he does 
not want to take any action that would hurt economic 
growth and cost small businesses and other businesses 
billions of dollars” (Bell, 2001, p. 1-4).

An opposing perspective indicates that this lack of 
definition leaves individuals without support that they 
need; this statement was released by the Department 
of Labor at the same time:

The safety and health of America’s workers is vital to 
our nation’s overall well being and is my first priority. 
As Secretary of Labor, I am encouraged by the progress 
employers and workers alike are making in reducing 
workplace injuries and illnesses.
The new data released today by the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics covering 1999 shows us where our efforts are 
succeeding and where we need to direct our focus as we 
move toward developing a 21st Century Workforce. 
One interesting point in the study is that as more 
Americans were in the workforce than ever before, the 
number of ergonomics-related injuries continued to 
decline. However, musculoskeletal injuries accounted 
for nearly one-third of all the injuries. This finding 
demonstrates the need for a solid, comprehensive 
approach to ergonomics. It also points to a need to 
address injuries before they occur, through prevention 
and compliance assistance, rather than just rely on 
reactionary methods. I am committed to joining with 
unions, employers, safety professionals and Congress 
to develop an effective strategy to further reduce 
these injuries. This is a serious problem. We are ad-
dressing it head-on, and we intend to find a solution 
that works. (US Department of Labor, 2001, p. 1-3, 
emphasis added.)

The directive of the action and subsequent reports 
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of the National Advisory Committee on Ergonomics 
(US Department of Labor, OSHA, 2004) is that we 
need to solve the problem. However, the impact of 
the action by the U.S. government is to leave medi-
cal professionals, medical insurance companies, and 
private individuals with an unresolved definition and 
minimal guidance in how to link physical conditions 
with experience or conditions.

Research and Data

Ergonomics, in the very concept of the word, has an 
emphasis on the workplace. In this document, the focus 
is specifically largely on how proper use of ergonomics 
can protect business and workers and saving companies 
money and increasing productivity at the same time. 
The examples of how people need to be aware of their 
workspace, body position, and work process are critical 
in identifying appropriate positions for working with 
technology.

Several studies have shown that when attention is 
paid to ergonomic conditions in the workplace, defi-
nite improvements can be made on key costs such as 
worker-compensation. In a study involving an Ohio-
based fiberglass company, in the two years following 
ergonomic alterations of workstations and training 
workers in safer postures, workers’ compensation pay-
ments fell 13.4%. In addition, the company received a 
hefty refund on workers’ compensation resulting from 
far fewer injuries then expected (Fields, 2001).

In another study, this one from Norway, a company 
showed a decrease from 30 to 7.6% in worker turnover 
after altering workstations, improving ventilation, and 
providing classes on proper posture (Fields, 2001). 
As one can see, there is definite benefit for companies 
when attention is paid to worker comfort and safety. 
The National Academy of Sciences indicates that in-
juries related to poor ergonomics (e.g., carpal-tunnel 
syndrome), may cost the nation as much as $54 bil-
lion a year in lost wages, workers compensation, and 
lowered productivity, while very small investments by 
companies in the health and safety of their employees 
could avert this high expense.

Public Awareness and Education

Some of the issues that need to be address in the field 
of ergonomics in general include:

•	 Effectiveness: Studying various ergonomic 

devices and the health benefits in their use in 
educational settings (ECCE, 2006).

•	 Motivation: Identifying issues of ergonomics 
that will attract people to become interested in 
the health benefits of controlling their workplace, 
learning, or recreational environments (Eissinger, 
Hicks, Bright, & King, 2006).

•	 Communication: Identifying effective strategies 
and content to communicate the benefits and 
processes that are included in ergonomics.

•	 Materials: Creating and evaluating training 
materials that will be effective in increasing the 
awareness of ergonomic needs, safety issues, 
and training across specific sectors of the general 
public (ECCE, 2006; Eissinger et al., 2006).

CONCLUSION

As we consider the field of ergonomics and its place in 
the modern workplace our responses could be several, 
and the opportunity is great. Based on this research, 
we as researcher/technologist and historian recommend 
seek, know, and communicate. 

•	 As technology users and lifelong learners we 
need to continue to seek out the newest informa-
tion on this topic, as new technologies continue 
to develop, so will our physical risks. And as 
research continues we will better understand risks 
and solutions.

•	 As technology users we need to know how to 
use technology in ways that we can preserve our 
health. 

•	 Finally, as responsible employers we need to 
understand the issues and communicate proper 
practice to the employers we work with. 

The consequences are clear: if we do not take action 
on our behalf and on behalf of the other workers, our 
technology-powered societies will end up paying for 
the long term effects of our actions. 

In 2006, many adults were only bearing 15-20 years 
of constant daily misuse of computer technology in 
their bodies. The questions are yet to be answered as 
to the severity of conditions when the vast majority of 
the global workforce has been subject to such physical 
strain and injury for 30-50 years of their lives. 

Here lies the opportunity to convert potentially 
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drastic consequences into a new ergonomic paradigm 
of seek, know, and communicate. The general public, 
all workers, HRIS as a field, human resource depart-
ments, and organizations at large can be empowered 
through ergonomics to optimize the human body rather 
than tearing down that frame.
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KEY TERMS

Ergonomics: The commonly accepted definition of 
ergonomics is the science of designing working envi-
ronments and the tools in them for maximum worker 
health and safety and maximum work efficiency.
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Musculoskeletal Disorder (MSD): Still not com-

pletely defined by OSHA. The following definition 
was repealed in 2001: 

A disorder of the muscles, nerves, tendons, liga-
ments, joints, cartilage, blood vessels, or spinal discs…. 
this definition only includes MSDs in the following areas 
of the body that have been associated with exposure 
to risks factors: neck, shoulder, elbow, forearm, wrist, 
hand, abdomen (hernia only), back, knee, ankle, and 
foot. MSDs may include muscle strains and tears, liga-
ment sprains, joint and tendon inflammation, pinched 
nerves, and spinal disc degeneration. (http://www.
osha.gov)

NIOSH: National Institute of Occupational Safety 
and Health. NIOSH is the institution that provides 
scientific data upon which OSHA makes recommen-
dations. 

• RSI: Repetitive strain injury
• RMI: Repetitive motion injury
• UECTD: Upper extremity cumulative trauma 

disorders
• WRULD: Work related upper limb disorder 

(Ergoweb, 2006)

Occupational Injury: Any injury which results 
from a work-related event or from a single work envi-
ronment incident. Examples of injuries or disorders that 
can be work related include: carpal tunnel syndrome 
(CTS), rotator cuff syndrome, Tarsal tunnel syndrome, 
sciatica, tendonitis, Raynaud’s phenomenon, carpet lay-
ers knee, herniated spinal disc, and low back pain.

OSHA: Department of Occupational Safety and 
Health Administration, a branch of the United States 
Department of Labor which oversees workers issues. 
(http://www.osha.gov)

Repetition: Repetition in the field of ergonomics 
refers to the number of a similar exertions conducted 
during an activity. For example an office worker may 
insert 40 letters in envelopes during 10 minutes. User 
and worker discomfort of an injury that has been as-
sociated with repetitive motion.
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INTRODUCTION

From an historical perspective, human resource (HR) 
activities rarely captured the respect of line executives 
who often view this area as “staff chores” rather than 
high value-added business. This, coupled with the large 
amount of complex information required to execute per-
sonnel tasks, partially explains why HR departments did 
not tend to be early adopters of information technologies 
(ITs). The situation has changed radically over the last 
decade, as personnel departments increasingly seek to 
offload paper-intensive, compliance-oriented processes 
to technology-supported flows so that they are better 
able to support and evolve the company’s strategy to 
achieve competitive advantage in an era of increased 
global competition. Little is known, though, about the 
process by which HR-related software applications 
and services spread from firm to firm, and ultimately 
country to country. In response, we draw upon a set of 
geographically diverse practitioner surveys and early 
findings of our ongoing research program (Florkowski & 
Olivas-Luján, 2006) to examine the diffusion of HRITs 
across nations. We also include suggestions for future 
research and definitions of terms that aid in understand-
ing this increasingly important phenomenon.

BACKGROUND

There is little doubt that information and communication 
technologies (ICTs) continue to transform our society 
at a blistering pace, and particularly our workplace. 
Even back in 1965, Intel co-founder and former chair-
man Gordon Moore famously said that he expected the 
complexity of integrated circuits to double every year 
(Intel Corp., 2005). Debates have followed arguing 
whether this so-called “Moore’s Law” is applicable to 

other IT components, but the fact remains that ICTs are 
renovating our society and our organizations in ways 
we never imagined. HR functions certainly have been 
swept up in this tide. Companies worldwide invested an 
estimated $5.5 billion (U.S.) on HR-linked technologies 
in 2005, with annual expenditures projected to grow 
in North America, Europe, and the Asia-Pacific region 
by 7, 20, and 22%, respectively, over the next 5 years 
(Frauenheim, 2006). In many developed economies, 
HR intranets have become cornerstones of the service-
delivery model in larger firms (Mercer HR Consulting, 
2002a, 2003a, 2003b; Watson Wyatt Worldwide, 2002). 
These and other sources (Cedar, 2002, 2004; SHRM, 
2005; Towers Perrin, 2003) document that self-service 
applications for employees (ESS) and managers (MSS) 
are becoming increasingly widespread, bordering at 
times on majority practice in bigger organizations. Not 
surprisingly, HRITs tend to be less prevalent, but very 
much on the rise, in emerging markets with greater 
emphasis placed on the deployment of fully integrated 
HR information systems (e.g., Deloitte, 2005; Zuo & 
Zheng, 2003). That being said, countries like Mexico, 
Brazil, and China are not strangers to HR intranets and 
other Web-based technologies (Mercer HR Consult-
ing, 2002b; Olivas-Luján, Ramírez & Zapata Cantú, 
2007; Watson Wyatt Worldwide, 2000, 2004). It is in 
this environment that the need to use solid theories to 
better understand how these ICTs are spreading seems 
warranted. 

Martin (2006) notes that the diffusion of innova-
tions (DOI) paradigm is a promising, yet neglected 
perspective in the study of HRIT usage, a gap redressed 
here by drawing upon such works by Kwon and Zmud 
(1987), Gurbaxani (1990), Mahajan, Mullerm, and 
Wind (2000), Rai, Ravichandran, and Samaddar (1998), 
Rogers (2003), and Teng, Grover, and Guttler (2002). 
We define an innovation as any new idea (i.e., prod-
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uct, procedure, etc.) previously unknown to potential 
adopters. Diffusion, in turn, refers to the process by 
which innovations spread among organizations that 
seek to benefit from their implementation. Adoption, the 
process by which potential implementers of an innova-
tion become actual users, is theorized to be influenced 
by numerous factors, including characteristics of the 
adopter, innovation, and environment surrounding the 
system of potential adopters. 

Adoption events have been conceptualized as being 
normally distributed with respect to the speed of an 
innovation’s acceptance. The placement of adopters 
along this continuum determines whether they should be 
classified as innovators, early adopters, early majority, 
late majority, or laggards (Rogers, 2003). Innovators are 
the initial pioneers in a social system embracing inno-
vation, defined by Rogers as the first 2.5% of eventual 
adopters. The ensuing 13.5% to internalize the innova-
tion are labeled early adopters with distinct subgroup 
characteristics. The early majority encompasses the next 
34% to join the innovation bandwagon; ahead of the 
average adopter by no more than one standard devia-
tion time-wise. Entities that acquire the innovation up 
to one standard deviation after the average adopter are 
described as the late majority (approximately 34% of 
the distribution as well). Rounding out this classifica-
tion scheme are laggards, constituting the remaining 
16% of actual adopters in the system. 

Although this taxonomy is not symmetrical around 
the mean, it has been used across a variety of disciplines 
as the entities within each subgroup are fairly homo-
geneous in a variety of important ways, and different 
from entities in the other groups. It is also prudent to 
remember that these entities are actual adopters. For 
any given innovation, there always will be a number 
of potential adopters that never actually take it up 
(i.e., non-adopters). In our study, larger organizations 
with relatively high levels of HR transactional work 
were viewed as the population of potential adopters 
for HRITs.

Five characteristics have been identified in DOI 
theory as most influential for an innovation to have a 
prompt rate (or speed) of adoption: relative advantage, 
compatibility, complexity, trialability, and observability. 
Relative advantage refers to adopters’ belief that the 
innovation is better than the way things were done 
beforehand. Until the late 1990s, this characteristic was 
not sufficiently strong for HRITs to encourage aggres-
sive adoption, given that computers and software for 

HR purposes were too expensive and limited in scope, 
being reserved for the largest, best endowed organiza-
tions. As DeSanctis (1986) reported less than 25 years 
ago, information systems for HR management (HRIS) 
were disconnected from other management informa-
tion systems; there was a lack of personnel that could 
adequately manage the HRIS and the information 
requirements that users outside the personnel depart-
ment had were being neglected. Nowadays, there is an 
expectation that using HRITs will liberate HR personnel 
from tedious, administrative tasks and enable them to 
become strategic partners for the organization (Olivas-
Luján, 2003; Olivas-Luján et al., 2007; SHRM, 2005; 
Strohmeier, 2007). Over the last decade, there has been 
a proliferation of relatively inexpensive and ubiquitous 
software applications for all types of HR activities, 
and IT vendors have championed hosted and cohosted 
IT governance approaches (e.g., applications service 
provider [ASP] models) making HRITs cost-effective 
solutions for firms of virtually any size. 

Compatibility deals with how the innovation is 
perceived as congruent or “fitting” with the existing 
needs, past experiences, and current priorities of the 
potential adopter, the “corporate culture” in the case 
of organizations. DeSanctis’ study mentioned above 
suggests a low but increasing degree of compatibility 
for the HR department, but HR subfunctions other 
than compensation and payroll management had little 
experience with the use of computers. It is not before 
the 1990s that the greater availability of personal com-
puters and their connectivity via local area networks 
(LANs) and TCP/IP communication protocols made it 
possible for nontechnical users to perceive that their 
needs could be met by computers.

Complexity is a more intuitive term; clearly, the 
more complicated or difficult to understand and use an 
innovation is perceived to be, the less likely it will be 
promptly embraced. Automated testing and training, 
tracking of resumes, organizational demographics, 
management of talent-related data such as appraisals, 
career planning, and many other HR-related subareas 
have become more likely to be automated in a user-
friendly way that no longer scares away staff areas 
that for many years were considered distant from more 
technologically supported departments like production 
or sales.

Trialability has also increased for HRITs in the past 
decade. This characteristic is the possibility to expe-
rience or witness how the innovation is used before 
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actually accepting it. Before graphical user interfaces 
(GUIs) (such as Windows or MacIntosh operating 
systems that accept users’ instructions via icons and 
pointing devices like mice or touch screens, instead of 
text-and-symbol-based commands) became prevalent, 
HR decision makers would only be able to see the 
benefits of HRITs in an indirect manner, perhaps by 
interacting with colleagues or attending vendors’ dem-
onstrations. Nowadays, it is rare that an HRIT provider 
will not have a demonstration Web site or CD available 
(in addition to multiple other promotional materials) 
for any potential customer to see how the technology 
is used and the benefits it may provide.

Lastly, observability of the innovation benefits has 
increased tremendously at least for several HRITs 
such as ESS or MSS whose HR needs are being met 
more promptly now via technology than in the old 
days when most interactions with the HR department 
required finding a qualified person who could answer 
the specific questions or start the complex processes 
underlying many HR transactions. The US-based 
Society for Human Resource Management recently 
published the results of a survey that names accuracy 
of employee information and reductions in cycle time 
for processing employee transactions as the top benefits 
of using HRITs (SHRM, 2005, p. 16). These benefits 
are easily perceived by the HR department’s main 
constituencies and their existence should increase the 
rate of HRIT adoption.

All in all, these five characteristics of an innovation 
have radically changed in the past two decades in ways 
that encourage the diffusion of HRITs and this should 
result in an increased adoption rate. We now describe the 
diffusion research that was used to model, understand 
and forecast the adoption of HRITs in the United States 
and (incipiently) in several other countries.

The DOI literature offers three competing diffusion 
models (i.e., external-, internal-, and mixed-influence) to 
explain an innovation’s growing acceptance over time, 
depicted as S-shaped curves with different parameters 
(Teng et al., 2002). Table 1 shows the equations we 
used to mathematically calculate these curve forms. 
The external influence model presupposes that adop-
tion of the innovations is encouraged by messages from 
mass media and other sources not a part of the social 
system of likely adopters (e.g., consultants, vendors, 
etc.). An exponential equation with parameters m (the 
total number of adopters within the system) and p (the 
coefficient of external influence) has been deducted to 
represent adoption under these circumstances. Internal 
influence models have been operationalized as Logistic 
and Gompertz equations (q denoting the coefficient 
of internal influence, representing the strength of 
word-of-mouth and other imitation effects). Finally, 
Bass’ forecasting model (1969) incorporates external 
and internal influences in the same equation, allow-
ing comparisons between both types of influences (a 
mixed influence model). The basic analytic technique 
involves fitting data into the equations in Table 1 and 
comparing the extent to which the models recreate the 
observed distribution; values for R-square, m, p, and q 
becoming focal points. 

Nonlinear regression was used to fit more than 492 
distinct HRIT purchases, by 158 firms in the US (94), 
Canada (56), the UK (11), and Ireland (6), over the 
course of about 34 years (1970 – 2003). Data were 
collected by means of a Web-based survey that was 
accessed by HR/personnel executives or their delegates 
(survey administration details may be found by Olivas-
Luján [2003]). 

Exponential N(t) = m (1 – exp (–pt))

Logistic N(t) = 1 / (1/m + c (exp (–qt)))

Gompertz N(t) = m ( exp (– c (exp (–qt))))

Bass N(t) = m   1 – exp(–t(p + q))   
1 + (q/p) (exp(–t(p + q)))

Notes:  N(t) = number of prospective adopters having acquired the 
technology in question at time t ( 0 < N(t) < N(m)); 
m = total number of eventual adopters in the social system; 
c = constant; 
p = coefficient of external influence (i.e., factors outside the social system 
such as the use of media); and 
q = coefficient of internal influence (i.e., impact of prior adoptions in the 
system, often via “word of mouth” and similar mechanisms)

Table 1. Equations to model the number of adoptions using external, internal, and mixed influences
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Our analyses were also grounded on the management 

information systems (MIS) literature on innovations. 
Prescott and Conger (1995) found it useful to use the 
locus of impact for the innovation as a key to classify 
MIS innovations; they used three loci of impact: the 
IS unit, intraorganizational, and interorganizational. In 
a similar fashion, we decided to classify the technolo-
gies under investigation into two groups depending 
on whether they were designed to be used by HR staff 
or HR’s internal customers. The former included HR 
functional applications, integrated HR suites, and HR 
Extranet applications; the latter used interactive voice 
response (IVR) systems, HR intranet applications, em-
ployee self-service applications, manager self-service 
applications, and HR portals. 

Our empirical results suggested that HRIT diffusion 
is stimulated more strongly by internal influences from 
the system of potential adopters than by external influ-
ences, except for the case of integrated HR suites and 
HR intranets, which might possibly be diffusing via 
company-wide efforts to standardize computer systems. 
Analyzing nationality subsamples (i.e., US vs. non-US 
respondents) did not show any meaningful differences in 
diffusion pattern parameters (p, q, and m) or in explana-
tory power (R-square for the nonlinear regressions). 
Analyses by primary user group (HR staff vs. internal 
customers) did not yield significantly different results 
either, thus supporting the idea that adoption of these 
innovations is being driven by similar stimuli.

FUTURE TRENDS

Intrafirm diffusion patterns and their determinants 
remain enigmatic. What makes some intended users 
readily accept and utilize particular HRIT innovations 
while others in the same organization resist or reject 
them? At the departmental level of analysis, there is 
a chance that coordination between IS and HR and 
governance of technological innovations might make a 
difference in the internalization of HRITs (Olivas-Luján, 
2003). At the individual or employee level of analysis, 
perhaps using the unified theory of acceptance and use 
of technology (UTAUT; Venkatesh, Morris, Davis, 
& Davis, 2003) or adaptations of theory of planned 
behavior (Ajzen & Fishbein, 2005) for technological 
innovations will be a useful endeavor. Differentiation 
between adoption and deployment is also necessary. 
As Fichman and Kemerer (1999) have shown for soft-

ware innovations, a gap may exist between the time 
the adoption is made by an organization and the time 
in which it is actually deployed in a wide, profitable, 
and effective scale. 

Qualitative work on e-HRM by Ruël, Bondarouk, 
and Looise (2004) suggests that, at least for some firms, 
the promise that software-enabled process automation 
will lead to a more strategic approach to HRM is less 
immediate than cost and service cycle time reductions 
might be. Their study of five large European firms 
found that competencies hardly improved in the face of 
decreased administrative burdens. In a similar vein, the 
effects of e-HRM on staff attitudes, productivity, and 
other outcomes should be systematically studied.

Lastly, a more heterogeneous set of countries needs 
to be investigated. Our empirical results were confined 
to a subset of nations in the Anglo cultural cluster. 
Diffusion dynamics may not be identical elsewhere. 
Numerous possibilities open as we make progress in 
ascertaining the effects that culture, industrial relations 
systems, and similar macro-evel variables have on 
HRIT acceptance and, ultimately, performance. Multi-
nationals enterprises, in particular, stand to benefit from 
this development as they endeavor to promote HRITs 
throughout their international operations. 

CONCLUSION

The DOI paradigm offers a powerful tool to improve 
our understanding of the ways that HRITs are spread-
ing within and across countries. Having summarized 
some of the concepts that advance more scientific 
inquiries into the diffusion process, we illustrated how 
the respective impact of external and internal influ-
ences can be assayed in the context of a cross-national 
study. Lastly, we outlined several ways that researchers 
can better inform management practice regarding the 
state of, and prospects for, technology-intensive, HR 
service-delivery around the world. 
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KEY TERMS 

Adoption: Process by which a potential user of an 
innovation becomes an actual one (i.e., an adopter). 
It has been theorized to have a variety of influences, 
including characteristics of the adopter, of the innova-
tion, and of the environment that surrounds the system 
of potential adopters. 

Compatibility: An innovation characteristic that 
deals with how the innovation is perceived as congru-
ent with the existing needs, past history, and current 
priorities of the potential adopter. The greater it is, the 
faster the innovation is expected to be adopted.

Complexity: An innovation characteristic that is 
the degree to which the innovation is perceived be 
complicated or difficult to understand and use. The 
greater this characteristic is, the slower the innovation 
is expected to be adopted.

Diffusion: It is the process of dissemination or 
transmission of a certain idea, process, or product 
among potential adopters or users. 

Innovation: Something new, original, or fresh that 
had not been used previously. An idea that may take 
the form of a product (material objects or devices like 
a computer or a software package) or a process (a 
sequence of steps like a production line or a business 
model).

Observability: This attribute of the innovation 
is the extent to which the benefits of adoption are 
identifiable.

Relative Advantage: An innovation characteristic 
that refers to adopters’ belief that the innovation is better 
than the way things were done before it was embraced. 
The greater it is, the faster the innovation is expected 
to be adopted.

Trialability: This innovation characteristic is the 
possibility to experience or witness the adoption of the 
innovation before actually taking it up. The greater it is, 
the faster the innovation is expected to be adopted.
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INTRODUCTION

In Castells’ (2001) definition of the information society, 
the term information refers to a specific form of social 
organization in which the generation, processing, and 
transmission of information become the basic source of 
productivity and power, due to the new technological 
conditions of a particular period of time. In this infor-
mation-based society, people are amongst the most 
valuable and scarce assets of an organization (Mur-
golo-Poore, Pitt, & Ewing, 2002). It is recognized that 
members of an organization are of capital importance 
to its success, and employees are viewed as a key stra-
tegic group in obtaining organizational competitiveness 
(Grunig, 1992; Murgolo-Poore & Pitt, 2001).

Employee communication plays an important role 
in improving organizational efficacy, performance, 
and competitiveness (Clampitt & Downs, 1993; Mor-
ley, Shockley-Zalabak, & Cesaria, 2002). It plays a 
role in the coordination of tasks, the circulation of 
information, and in helping employees to identify with 
organizational objectives and values (Hargie & Tour-
ish, 2004). It even has potential benefits for external 
customer satisfaction (Piercy & Morgan, 1991; Fisk, 
Brown, & Bitner, 1993). This confirms the vital role 
that employee communication plays in organizational 
success (Murgolo-Poore & Pitt, 2001).

Communication with and between employees is a 
central aspect of organizational life, and it has become 
even more important as organizations have entered 
the age of the knowledge economy (Murgolo-Poore 
et al., 2002). The information society, or knowledge-
based era, brings challenges and opportunities to the 
employee communication process. New technologies 
are creating new channels of communication within 
organizations, and they are also modifying the old 
means of communication. Just as importantly, they are 
changing the way that organizational communication 
is now understood. 

This article presents the main impacts that new 
technologies (and, principally, the Internet) are having 
on employee communication, which can help us to 
understand the magnitude—and the implications—of 
the changes that have been produced in organizations 
by the evolution from traditional employee communi-
cation to e-communication. 

BACKGROUND

Employee communication has been mainly studied 
within the field of organizational communication. 
The literature about organizational communication 
has been concerned with “the systematic manners by 
which communication practices can be used to help 
coordinate and control the activities of organizational 
members and relations with external constituencies” 
(Deetz, 2001). Organizational communication as a 
subject of research can be found in a number of aca-
demic disciplines, including organizational psychology, 
organizational sociology, business and management, 
industrial relations, applied anthropology, journalism, 
public relations, and speech communication (Grunig, 
1992; Redding, 1985). It has been primarily centered 
in the structure (communication networks, superior-
subordinate communication, formal organizational 
structure, etc.) and in the process (message flow pro-
cess, efficiency of communication, power, motivation, 
etc.) of communication within organizations (Jablin, 
Putnam, Roberts, & Porter, 1987; Tompkins & Wanca-
Thibault, 2001). 

Organizational communication in the past was in-
fluenced by speech communication theories and was 
mainly from the transmission-orientated perspective, 
which is orientated towards the analysis of the efficiency 
of communication (Grunig, 1992; Redding, 1985; 
Tompkins & Wanca-Thibault, 2001). This perspective 
views communication as a product of the organizations 
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in which it is situated and developed (Deetz, 2001; 
Tompkins, 1984). That is, communication is a result 
of a particular manner of organizing. 

From this point of view, employee communication 
can be conceived as the transmission of information 
from the top down to the lower levels of the organiza-
tion. This traditional manner of understanding employee 
communication has prevailed for decades. Employee 
communication programmes have given priority to a 
group of unidirectional techniques of communication 
from employers to employees, with the main objective of 
disseminating information, transmitting decisions, and 
controlling people. This notion has a clear informational 
character, because it is focused on informing employees 
of company news and activities that are happening in 
the organization. It is an asymmetrical system of com-
munication (Grunig, 1992) in which the emphasis is on 
descendent information (entertaining, informing, and 
persuading employees), with little importance assigned 
to ascendant communication. It is usually implemented 
through unidirectional means of communication (such 
as internal newsletters or magazines, notice boards, 
memorandums, etc.), which are given more importance 
than interpersonal, face-to-face communication. This 
type of communication makes no effort to obtain em-
ployee participation, because it is concerned merely 
with transmitting information to them. 

However, some authors (Grunig, 1992; Redding, 
1972; Tompkins, 1984) suggest that there has been 
an evolution of the previous perspective. Redding 
(1972) proposes a reception-orientated perspective of 
organizational communication that is centered in what 
information the employees need and want and how 
they interpret the information that they receive. Grunig 
(1992) suggests the need for a symmetrical system of 
communication that functions throughout an organiza-
tion and operates at the interpersonal and group levels 
as well as at the organizational level. In this perspective, 
employee and organizational communication may be 
understood as the exchange of information throughout 
all levels of an organization. In this conception, com-
munication is not the result of organizational structure, 
but plays a critical role in the creation of it (Tompkins, 
1984). Tompkins (1984) affirms that communication 
constitutes organizations, that is, that organizations can 
be considered to be systems of interacting individuals 
who are immersed in an active process of creating and 
re-creating the organization through communication. 
Thus, authors such as Taylor (1995) and Stohl (1995) 

define the organization as a system of communication 
that is expressed through the discourse that is produced 
by a set of authors. So, organizational communication 
no longer reflects reality, but creates and represents the 
process of organizing (Putnam, Phillips, & Chapman, 
1996; Tompkins & Wanca-Thibault, 2001).

The implementation of this manner of communica-
tion should be based on communication tools and activi-
ties that help the free flow and exchange of information 
within the organization. All members of the organiza-
tion are implicated in communicating and exchanging 
information about what they are doing. The exchange 
of information becomes multidirectional (ascendant, 
descendent, and horizontal) through dialogue, which 
establishes a symmetrical system of communication. 
This perspective is more difficult to develop than the 
previous transmission-orientated approach, and it im-
plies recognition that the basic method of communica-
tion is direct and personal contact amongst all members 
of an organization. The traditional unidirectional tools 
of communication are thus not very effective for this 
method of communication. In contrast, the new inter-
active channels of communication that have arrived 
with new technologies are useful tools to facilitate a 
multidirectional flow of information amongst all levels 
of an organization.

THE IMPACT OF NEw TECHNOLOGIES 
ON EMPLOYEE COMMUNICATION

Traditional employee communication is, principally, 
unidirectional, one-to-many and top- down, and in very 
few cases does it stimulate dialogue and bidirectional 
communication. The main reason for this is that the 
traditional means of communication are not flexible, 
and they do not allow effective multidirectional com-
munication amongst the members of an organization 
(Grunig, 1992; Murgolo-Poore & Pitt, 2001). This does 
not help people in organizations to obtain and diffuse 
information that they want and need.

However, the increasing development of new tech-
nologies (the Internet, in particular) has had an important 
impact on every aspect of organizational life (O’Kane, 
Hargie, & Tourish, 2004) and has revolutionized the 
way people and organizations communicate (Spring-
ston, 2001). The appropriate use of new technologies 
will be an important challenge for organizations in the 
near future.
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The Internet has become, in a very short time, an 
indispensable communication tool for organizations. 
Stuart and Jones (2004) point out that the Internet can 
fulfill a broad range of functions, such as serving as a 
persuasive advertising medium, as a means to educate 
or inform, as a way to communicate and interact, as 
a means of building and maintaining relationships, or 
simply as a source of entertainment. Previous work 
(Kent & Taylor, 1998; Kent, Taylor, & White, 2003) has 
shown the importance of the Internet as a communica-
tion tool that offers organizations growing flexibility, 
personalization, and time savings with regard to the 
needs and interests of several publics. In communica-
tion programmes, the Internet is taking on increasing 
relevance, and it offers practitioners new opportunities 
to engage in dialogue with different publics. 

By applying Internet technology, organizations 
have developed several tools (intranets, e-mails, blogs, 
chats, forums, etc.) for internal communication ac-
tivities. These new digital tools of communication are 
transforming the way that people obtain information, 
communicate, and engage in relationships within orga-
nizations (Springston, 2001). These new technologies 
are not only creating new means of communication, 
but they are also modifying the way that the old chan-
nels are used.

These new technological tools of communication 
are creating blurred boundaries between senders and 
receivers, between information and communication, 
and between new and old media, and, so, it is neces-

sary to review some of the old paradigms that guided 
communication in the industrial era (Holtz, 2002; 
Orihuela, 2003; Phillips, 2001). Some of them are 
specifically related to employee communication, as 
are the following (Table 1).

•	 From passive receivers to active senders: Holtz 
(2002) argues that two fundamental models of 
communication have been altered by commu-
nicating and accessing information through the 
new technologies: who provides the information, 
and how do audiences get the information that 
they need. The Internet has transformed com-
munication from a sender-based model to a re-
ceiver-based model (Holtz, 2002). In the industrial 
era, communication was producer-driven, with 
receivers acting merely as passive recipients of 
the information (Holtz, 2002). In the information 
society, the new media have changed receivers 
into active participants in the communication 
process, either by actively seeking information 
(people want to find out what they need when 
they need it) or by actively distributing informa-
tion as senders (Orihuela, 2003; Phillips, 2001; 
Springston, 2001). This point is quite relevant for 
employee communication, because employees are 
no longer passive receptors of information. They 
have become active subjects of the communication 
process: as senders of information to all of the 
different levels of the organization, because the 

Before Internet technology After Internet technology

Employee 
Communication

Employees as passive 
receivers of information

Employees as active 
senders of information

One-way/one-to-many 
communication

Two-way/many-to-many 
communication

Information distribution/
scarcity of information

Knowledge-sharing/
information overload

Organizational Structures
Hierarchical Flattened

Controlled Open

Table 1. Employee communication before and after Internet technology
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Internet provides a mechanism to facilitate com-
munication interchange and enable discussion, 
or as active seekers of information, because the 
Internet offers them many possibilities to look for 
and to retrieve information (Springston, 2001). 

•	 From one-way communication to interactive 
communication: In traditional communication, 
an organization creates messages and dissemi-
nates them to all of its publics, with the objective 
to inform them about organizational activities 
(Holtz, 2002). This kind of communication can 
be characterized as non-interactive, unidirectional 
(one-way), asymmetrical and orientated toward 
the dissemination of information (one-to-many). 
But Murgolo-Poore and Pitt (2001) affirm that if 
an organization wants to have long-term success, 
it should develop clear, open, and symmetrical 
communication with its employees. With the 
new technologies, interactive communication is 
becoming easier. Interactivity is one of the main 
characteristics of the Internet and has been the 
subject of a considerable number of studies in the 
communications field (Ha & James, 1998; Downes 
& McMillan, 2000; Rafaeli, 1988). Through the 
new digital tools, all users can be senders and 
receivers, so communication becomes dialogic 
(two-way), symmetrical, and multidirectional 
(many-to-many). In this way, the new technologies 
introduce any-to-any communication within the 
company (O’Kane et al., 2004), which helps the 
flow of information in all directions (ascendant, 
descendent, and horizontal). Moreover, these new 
tools facilitate the move from a focal relationship 
(top managers to employees) to a multilateral 
relationship (every member of the organization), 
because they stimulate interaction amongst all 
members of the organization (December, 1996; 
Springston, 2001).  

•	 From information distribution to knowledge-
sharing: In traditional communication, the flow 
of information was from the few people who had 
the information to the many people who did not 
have it. Today, the Internet allows people and 
organizations to make available data, informa-
tion, and knowledge. The amount of information 
that is now available is enormous. The situation 
has changed from a scarcity of information to an 
abundance of it and, even to information overload 
(Holtz, 2002; Orihuela, 2003; Phillips, 2001). 

Within organizations, the new technologies allow 
mountains of information to be made available, but 
this information needs to be controlled to ensure 
that it provides accurate and timely information 
to the organization and its employees (O’Kane et 
al., 2004; Springston, 2001). If it is well managed, 
this information helps employees to do their work 
more efficiently and encourages people within the 
organization to share their knowledge with others. 
Information and knowledge can even be shared in 
real time (O’Kane et al., 2004; Orihuela, 2003). 
Moreover, the Internet allows people to engage in 
the new activity of pulling the information they 
want based on what they need and when they need 
it (Holtz, 2002; Phillips, 2001). The Internet is a 
pull form of communication, and communicators 
can help this pull process. e-communication tools 
encourage employees to pull information towards 
themselves rather than having employers push it 
at them (O’Kane et al., 2004).

The new technologies, however, do not only have an 
influence on the channels of communication, but they 
also have an influence on organizational structures and 
processes (O’Kane et al., 2004). If communication influ-
ences organizational structures and processes (Deetz, 
2001; Tompkins, 1984), then the changes that affect 
communication will have a decisive effect on the process 
and structure of the organization itself. The following 
are two of the main changes in organizations.

•	 From hierarchical to flattened structures: In 
traditional organizations, hierarchical structures 
are needed to ensure and control the flow of in-
formation about decisions from top managers to 
employees and daily information from employees 
to top managers. In these organizations, therefore, 
a wide range of organizational levels are estab-
lished between employees and top managers. With 
the help of the new technologies, organizations 
no longer need to have a large number of middle 
managers to control and often censor the informa-
tion (Samuels, 1997). People expect to receive 
information quickly and directly from the source 
to do their jobs effectively. Thus, the organiza-
tional structure is flattened, and the any-to-any 
flow of information can be introduced (O’Kane 
et al., 2004). With flatter structures, people from 
different departments and with different func-
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tions can work together and share information 
and knowledge. Employees can contact any 
individual whom they feel has the specialized 
knowledge that will help them to do their jobs 
(Samuels, 1997). Organizations can place more 
emphasis on horizontal processes than on vertical 
relationships, which will encourage employees to 
network throughout the company, beyond their 
traditional boundaries. 

•	 From controlled structures to open structures: 
In traditional organizations, all of the key infor-
mation is pulled to the top, and managers make 
decisions that drive resources, responsibilities, 
and control down to the employees. In opposition 
to this, the new technologies allow communica-
tion to flow freely throughout an organization, 
which cuts through hierarchical and bureaucratic 
obstacles (Samuels, 1997). The traditional no-
tions of power and control have been altered. 
One of the principal roles of managers has been 
that of gatekeeper (O’Kane et al., 2004). Even 
communicators have worked as communication 
gatekeepers to facilitate the delivery of organiza-
tional messages (Springston, 2001). With the new 
technologies, organizational structures are moving 
from command and control structures to informed 
and connected networks of people (Holtz, 2002; 
Phillips, 2001). The sharing of knowledge and 
exchange of information allows all employees to 
have access to corporate knowledge and facilitates 
the distribution of responsibilities and decisions 
amongst all of the organizational levels. In do-
ing so, more and more of the decisions become 
the responsibility of employees. Moreover, if 
greater participation and involvement is desired, 
then it is necessary to build an environment of 
trust (Phillips, 2001; Samuels, 1997). Therefore, 
openness, transparency, and trust are becoming 
more important values than information control 
and hierarchy within organizations. 

We can clearly observe, then, how the new technolo-
gies, and principally the Internet, can determine not 
only the communication strategies and channels within 
an organization, but also influence the organizational 
structure and processes.

FUTURE TRENDS

It is very difficult to predict the effects of the Internet 
on society and on organizations. In the next few years, 
more and more sophisticated technology will emerge 
very quickly. For instance, wireless technology is even 
now providing new and more flexible options for com-
munication within organizations.

However, organizations are not currently using all 
of the advantages that Internet technology offers as an 
interactive, multidirectional, and symmetrical means 
of communication (Springston, 2001). Holtz (2002) 
suggests that new technology is used to duplicate the 
functions of existing technology. Many organizations 
have merely created electronic versions of print-based 
materials. Negroponte (1995) indicates that many 
developers of new media have focused on the display 
aspects of communication, rather than on the content 
and on audience needs. New technologies are used 
in employee communication, simply as new ways of 
creating and presenting old media (e-newsletters, e-bro-
chures, e-magazines, etc.). For example, Murgolo-Poore 
and Pitt (2001) suggest that communicators are using 
intranets as tools for publishing and broadcasting. With 
the new digital tools, employee communication must 
go beyond the traditional forms of communication, and 
communicators must develop innovative applications 
of the new technologies to facilitate it.

Even when the new technologies are applied to the 
fullest of their potential, however, the importance of the 
human element and of face-to-face interaction cannot 
be underestimated (McDermott, 1999). The Internet 
has not changed people’s need to interact face-to-face 
with other people or with organizations (Holtz, 2002). 
Murgolo-Poore and Pitt (2001) say that “touch and tech 
must work together to provide the balance which will 
enable communicators to maximize all interactions 
and exchanges.” This will be the future challenge for 
employee communicators.

CONCLUSION

New technologies have affected all organizations and 
will influence even more in the future. They have had an 
impact upon many aspects of organizational structures 
and processes, and they have also affected the way in 
which organizations and employees communicate with 
each other. However, the implementation of these new 
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technologies must not be viewed as a panacea that can 
solve all of the problems of employee communication. 
Organizations need to recognize both the benefits and 
the possible dangers that these new media bring. O’Kane 
et al. (2004) affirm that the key consideration is not 
which new technology to implement, but rather how 
to use it and how to combine it with other channels of 
communication. To maximize the impact of the new 
media as communication tools, organizations must 
develop all of the advantages of the new media and 
integrate them with the existing traditional media into 
their employee communication strategies.
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KEY TERMS

Communication Programme: A group of objec-
tives, strategies, tactics, and actions of communication 
that are planned and implemented by an organization to 
disseminate information and/or to engage in dialogue 
with its publics to help achieve organizational goals.

E-Communication: Actions and techniques of com-
munication that are characterized by the utilization of 
new technologies and, in particular, the Internet tools 
of communication (World Wide Web, electronic mail, 
Weblogs, chats, forums, wikies, etc.).

Employee Communication: The exchange of in-
formation amongst organizational members throughout 
all levels of an organization.

Information Society: A specific form of social 
organization in which the generation, processing, and 
transmission of information becomes the basic source 
of productivity and power, due to the new technological 
conditions of a particular period of time.

Interactive Communication: Type of communica-
tion in which the subjects of the process of commu-
nication (senders and receivers) are interchangeable 
during the communication process. It is generally 
assumed that interactivity occurs in interpersonal, 
“face-to-face” communication, but it can also occur 
in mediated communication (for example, by sending 
and receiving messages). Interactivity is stimulated by 
the use of new technologies.

Organizational Communication: The commu-
nication practices that can be used to help coordinate 
and control the activities of organization members and 
relations with external publics.

Publics: Groups of people or organizations that 
have a common interest with regard to an organization 
and which can affect the achievement of its goals and 
objectives (customers, providers, employees, distribu-
tors, communities, activist groups, etc.). Employees 
are considered to be one of an organization’s most 
important publics.
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Symmetrical Communication: The principles and 

practices of communication that are developed by an 
organization, in which the organization and its publics 
engage in a “peer-to-peer” dialogue and in a fluent re-
lationship to achieve their goals and objectives through 
win-win strategies and mutual understanding.
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INTRODUCTION

Most studies of leadership focus on leaders who have 
responsibility for a group of people. This group is usu-
ally either an organization or a unit within one. Almost 
always, the leader is collocated with the “followers” 
and interacts with them in real time (i.e., synchronized 
communication). But what about leading when the 
group lies outside the usual lines of communication 
set off by the formal organizational structure; when its 
members are geographically distributed, when they do 
not belong to the same organization; and when many of 
the communications are asynchronized, multi-media, 
over multi-time zones, and criss-cross other countries, 
functions, and cultures? Leading these untraditional 
groups is still leading but, outside of the usual hierar-
chy, the leadership processes can be more dynamic, 
complex, and technologically dependent.

This other world comes in many forms. The general 
class is called virtual-like organizational arrangements 
or VLOAs (Mackenzie, 2001). Table 1 presents a clas-
sification of VLOAs at different levels and aggregation 
of people and processes. This classification is illustra-
tive of the immense variety of VLOAs that have been 
observed and documented. There are undoubtedly many 
other variants and mutations of VLOAs. Recently, the 
emergence of virtual teams has made them the most 
visible subclass of VLOAs. Virtual teams have been 
the subject of many books and research studies (cf. 
Davidow & Malone, 1992; Duarte & Snyder, 2006; 
Fisher & Fisher, 2001; Garton & Wegryn, 2006; Gibson 
& Cohen, 2003; Kostner, 1994; Lipnack & Stamps, 
2000; Williams, 2002). Virtual teams are an important 
variant of VLOAs because the team’s interaction is 
facilitated and conditioned by distributed information 
technologies.

 What makes VLOAs interesting from both a theo-
retical and a practical perspective is that they are, in 
fact, anomalies or mutant organizational forms that have 
evolved out of real and/or perceived limitations of the 
traditional hierarchical form of organizations. VLOAs 
have existed for millennia. Over 2000 years ago, for 
example, the Roman Republic operated a multi-national, 
multi-time zone, multi-cultural VLOA in terms of its 
systems of treaties with conquered, client, or allied 
peoples. This system allowed Rome to operate with 
a miniscule bureaucracy while preserving significant 
parts of the cultures of its member states. Many VLOAs 
are highly functional and support the attainment of 
more effective organizations. On the other hand, some 
VLOAs such as terrorist organizations (e.g., al Quida, 
cabals, conspiracies, and other unregulated groups 
seeking power) are definitely designed to disrupt and 
destroy rather than enhance existing organizations.

The variety of VLOAs raises important questions 
for understanding what is happening to traditional bu-
reaucracies as they are confronted with more change, 
occurring more rapidly, than they can handle. Why do 
VLOAs emerge? Do they have a “dark side?” What 
special leadership problems do they present? What do 
the more traditional leadership approaches have to offer 
those involved in VLOAs, especially those engaged in 
virtual teams?

wHY vLOAS EMERGE OUT OF 
EXISTING ORGANIzATIONS

The basic problem facing organizations is that they do 
not actually operate as they are intended when “de-
signed.” To underscore this we will use the metaphor 
of “organizational space” and differentiate between 
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two forms of that space: organizational black space and 
organizational white space. The organizational black 
space (OBS) is the “official organization” or “formal 
organization” as represented by black lines, black boxes, 
black lettering of positions, and incumbent informa-
tion contained in the boxes of an organizational chart. 
The OBS depicts how the organization is supposed to 
or is intended to operate. However, even when this 
blueprint of the organization is well thought out and 
deliberate, changes will occur over time. It is obviously 
impractical to redesign an organization every time a 

change occurs or to always wait until the organization 
responds. The result is the organizational white space 
(OWS), which is what is going on in the white spaces 
of the same organizational chart, conceptually similar 
to the concept of an “informal organization.” The OWS 
represents those parts of the organization that are not 
operating as designed in the OBS. The processes and 
people involved in the OWS is not just the informal 
organization, for they are performing major processes 
and they are often highly regulated by those in the OBS. 
The OWS represents that part of the organization that is 

Table 1. Classification of virtual-like organizational arrangements
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dealing with changes delegated or abdicated to it by the 
OBS. The OWS buffers the OBS from shocks dues to 
unmanaged change. The OWS is where organizations 
first deal with the effects and consequences of planned 
and unplanned change.

But, why do organizations rely on the OWS to handle 
change? Why cannot their managers and executives do 
it within the confines of the OBS? The answers vary 
from guile, cowardice, opportunism, to principled, 
rational decision processes and time is almost always 
a major player.  To understand the impact of time 
pressure created by change, consider this fundamental 
inequality:

TA < TC,

where TA represents the time taken to identify, formulate, 
solve, and implement a solution to a problem and let TC 
represents the time during which the problem does not 
change. This inequality merely asserts that individu-
als, groups, and organizations need to have problem 
solving methods whose solutions can keep up with the 
changes in their problems. Any solution method that is 
too slow (TA > TC) means that the solution arrives for a 
problem after which it is no longer a problem. Ordinar-
ily, many problems can be dealt with expeditiously in 
the OBS.  But, sometimes there are so many changes, 
or the changes are coming at a rate greater than they 
can be solved, that TA begins to increase as TC begins 
to shrink. The result is increasing incidents of the 
violation of this inequality. One method of coping is 
to use VLOAs to solve problems.  That takes pressure 
off the OBS, increases capacity for problem solving 
(reduces TA), and gains time (increases TC) (problem 
solving in inherently political and perception of time 
matters).  VLOAs also protect the OBS by allowing 
solutions to emerge, be tested, and so forth, before 
being installed in the OBS. This reduces the neces-
sity to redesign the OBS and it helps rationalize the 
implementation of solutions before changing the OBS. 
Thus, VLOAs are immensely practical. However, in the 
wrong hands, they can unravel rather than strengthen 
organizational bonds.

History provides examples that it is not always 
necessary to form a VLOA to help organizations adapt 
to major and rapid change. For example, at the begin-
ning of World War II, the U.S. Army had only 267,000 
men and officers. They had to grow to 10,000,000. “At 
the height of WWII, the U.S. Army was producing 

four divisions of fourteen thousand men each month 
and shipping them to England and the Pacific” (Perry, 
2007). The traditional hierarchy can respond quickly 
to change but it takes ruthless, determined leadership 
to do it. Perry (2007) gives this example of the Army 
Chief of Staff, General G. Marshall:

When a fellow officer he had known for many years 
told him that he would have to delay his departure for 
Europe because his wife was gone and the furniture 
was not yet packed, Marshall was dumbfounded. The 
officer was suddenly apologetic. ‘I’m sorry,’  he said, 
to which Marshall responded: ‘I’m sorry too, but you 
will be retired tomorrow.’ 

General Marshall was leading in desperate times, 
and threats to the survival of the USA and England 
may have helped him toughen up. Perhaps the present 
reliance on VLOAs to handle change is less an issue of 
management necessity than one of a lack of decisive 
leadership.

Another problem is the intellectual understanding 
of the dynamics of adapting to change facing organiza-
tions. Truly, there are always challenging, intellectual, 
and leadership problems in coping with the substance 
of change. But, these aside, there is the intellectual 
problem of how we see organizations. We often depict 
organizations as two-dimensional entities in the form 
of organizational charts (usually a hierarchy of official 
positions and reporting relationships in the OBS), or we 
represent it as a process flow graph (using a set of boxes 
representing steps or stages in a process and the linkages 
between boxes). The problem is that organizations are 
not really two-dimensional, but are four-dimensional. 
There are people or processual agents (one dimension), 
structures among them (two-dimensional), the tasks (a 
third dimension), and the organizational logics of how 
the tasks are related (similar to structures, but in the 
process place, the organizational logics are also two-
dimensional). Then there are the linkages between the 
processual agents and the tasks. The reality of organiza-
tions is that they are inherently four-dimensional, yet 
we typically persist in dealing with these issues as if 
they are merely two-dimensional.

To illustrate this, consider the two prototypical 
VLOAs: virtual positions and virtual processes.  A 
virtual-position occurs when a task gathers up members 
of an organization, who are not directly subordinate to 
a common supervisor, to support it (Mackenzie, 1986a). 
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Traditional organizations form task forces, appoint com-
mittees, and assign problems to standing committees 
to do this. These committees act like they are actual 
organizational entities, and are often included in organi-
zational charts. In truth, they are not real positions but 
only virtual positions.  Figure 1 depicts a representation 
of virtual positions. Virtual positions are anomalies of 
structure in the two-dimensional world of processes 
(incidentally, the use of the phrase virtual position in 
the HR literature refers to an employee who does not 
reside physically in the offices of the organization. This 
is not a proper use of the adjective virtual and is not the 
same as virtual positions as it is described).

On the other hand, in the two-dimensional world 
of structures, there are the anomalies called virtual 
processes. A virtual process occurs when a member 
of an organization gathers up processes not under his 
or her direct control, in order to perform some task 
(Mackenzie, 2004). A good example is provided by 
the manager who needs to hire a new employee. The 
manager may need to obtain budget approval, ap-
proval of the proposed recruitment process from HR, 
approval from the IT department for equipment and 
access, approval from the attorneys, and approval from 
facilities people to be able to legally hire and support 

the new employee. This type of process is called a 
“work-around.”  In order to do one’s job, it is necessary 
to work around the organization. Figure 2 represents 
a virtual process.  

That VLOAs are natural occurring organizational 
adaptations to change is a fact of life. The question of 
whether or not they are regulated is another issue. It 
should be clear that a VLOA is any structural-process 
combination group that operates to supplement ancient, 
obsolete, too slow moving, and/or dysfunctional struc-
tural-process combinations. That is, VLOAS are adap-
tive mechanisms which may permit some organizations 
to operate more effectively amidst continued changes 
in their very interdependencies. VLOAs can facilitate 
adaptation. In the wrong hands (persons who are cor-
rupt, incompetent, fools, or dilettantes), VLOAs can 
hinder needed adaptation. The challenge is to choose 
the sort of VLOAs to foster more effective management 
of organizational change.

LEADING vLOAS

Regulated VLOAs such as task forces, teams, or com-
mittees have some special properties: (1) Its members 

Figure 1. The concept of a virtual position (©EMAC Assessments, 2004. Used with permission.) 
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usually have regular jobs in the organization and their 
work in a VLOA is part-time; (2) The organizational 
rewards systems may not recognize or reward partici-
pants in VLOAs; and (3) In many cases, assignment to 
a VLOA is an extra duty without specific compensation 
or career advantages. So, why do members engage? 
The answer is as old as human groups: virtual positions 
and other VLOAs are the arenas for power struggles 
in organizations. Participants gain access, can cap-
ture tasks that enhance their position, or prevent the 
capture of tasks from their rivals. Participants can use 
VLOAs to build alliances within the organization and 
to have access to privileged information which may 
be valuable later on. To see members of VLOAs as 
always politically neutral is as naïve as assuming that 
there is no politics involved in who gets assigned to 
which VLOA and its level of provisioning in terms of 
corporate resources.

Unregulated VLOAs compound the issue of politics 
and power in the conduct of VLOAs. They can, for 
example, be used to launch a coup d’etat to replace an 
unwelcomed supervisor, to politically marginalize a 
rival, and to engineer a take-over. Unregulated VLOAs, 
such as “skunk-works” to develop product innovations 

can be vehicles for creating the necessary innovations 
to save an organization. Just because a VLOA is un-
regulated does not necessarily mean it is working in the 
best interest of the organization, nor does it not mean it 
is up to no good. What is important is to recognize that 
in VLOAs, one is dealing with often powerful forces, 
the nature of which can be hidden and that prudence is 
advisable in launching or participating in one. The most 
prevalent form of VLOA in current organizations is the 
virtual team, of which there are many varieties. There 
is debate about defining virtual teams. But most include 
these characteristics: (1) there is a group of people 
who interact over interdependent tasks, (2) guided by 
a common purpose, (3) that works across space, time, 
and organizational boundaries (both internal and be-
tween organizations), and (4) with links strengthened 
by means of distributed communication technologies 
(adapted from Lipnack & Stamps, 2000).  

These characteristics of virtual teams create unique 
leadership problems. This includes leading when one 
is not collocated with others on the virtual team. How 
does the distributed communication technology affect 
and be affected by the virtual team’s processes? Are 
leaders appointed or do they emerge out of the delib-

Figure 2. The concept of a virtual process (©EMAC Assessments, 2004. Used with permission.) 
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erations of the virtual team? How does one reward a 
team? How can one discipline a virtual team when its 
members do not work for you? There are problems of 
coordinating across time zones which create havoc in 
scheduling meetings. There are members from other 
companies, countries, customers, and other cultures. 
The membership can be fluid. The problems to be re-
solved can change quickly. In short, leading a virtual 
team or virtual-like organizational arrangement requires 
leadership processes, but leading them is more proces-
sual, dynamic, complex, and technical.  

Most authors writing about virtual teams stress 
the necessity of considering the strategic direction 
processes to be followed in the team, the technologies 
to be employed, the structures, and the necessity of 
establishing and maintaining trust among the mem-
bers of the virtual team.  The leaders of virtual teams, 
including facilitators, are very involved in the actual 
work of their teams. The virtual team needs to establish 
its own organizational place and it needs to capture 
its “mind share” of its members who have competing 
demands on their time (cf. Gayeski, 2000). In short, 
leadership in virtual teams is probably more difficult 
than leading collocated groups within the organizational 
black space.

The literature on virtual teams recognizes their 
special leadership issues. What is obvious (at least in 
2007) is the atheoretical nature of the descriptions, 
discussions, and recommendations in the virtual team 
leadership and management literatures. With the excep-
tion of “transformational leadership” to set the direction 
and processes of a virtual team, there is an eerie silence 
about the application of the usual leadership approaches. 
The discussion is usually ad hoc and reality driven. It 
does not appear to be driven by applications or deriva-
tions from established leadership approaches.

This absence of utilization of established leadership 
approaches in the virtual team literature, we think, 
reflects poorly on their validity for advising on how 
to lead and manage virtual teams.  These leadership 
approaches do not seem to offer useful knowledge for 
virtual team leadership.  Table 2 compares the hidden 
consensus for the popular approaches with how they 
match up with virtual team leadership. These conclu-
sions are based on these 10 popular approaches to 
leadership (cf. Mackenzie & Barnes, 2008). Popular 
leadership approaches include adaptive leadership 
(Heifetz, 1994); contingency theory (Fiedler, 1967); 
leadership traits (Katz, 1955); leader-member exchange 

theory (Dansereau, Graen, & Haga, 1975); multiple 
linkage model (Yukl, 1981); path-goal theory (House, 
1971); situational leadership (Hershey & Blanchard, 
1982); substitutes for leadership (Kerr & Jermier, 1978); 
team leadership (Hill, 2003); and transformational 
leadership (Bass & Avolio, 1990).

THE LAMPE THEORY OF 
ORGANIzATIONAL LEADERSHIP

There is a new theory of organizational leadership that 
could provide an intellectual framework for identifying 
and solving some leadership and management issues 
in virtual teams. This theory is entirely processual and 
was first published in 2006 (Mackenzie, 2006). It is a 
“green” theory in as much as it is new and has not yet 
been run through the rigors of independent empirical 
research. However, the theory has been the subject of 
research for decades (Mackenzie, 1986a, 1986b, 1991, 
2000, 2004, 2006) and has been employed in consulting 
assignments. The theory grew out of these intensive 
consulting and research experiences.

The new theory is the LAMPE theory of organi-
zational leadership. The word LAMPE is an acronym 
of the letters, L, for leadership, A, for authority, M, 
for management, P, for power, and E for the external 
environments with which the group or organization is 
interdependent. The LAMPE theory argues that group 
and organizations work best (i.e., are most effective) 
when their leadership, authority, management, power, 
and environments are made coherent, integrated, and 
operational. The LAMPE theory views leadership as a 
set of processes which can, and should be, distributed 
throughout in order to improve a group’s capacity, 
quality, and effectiveness.

Leadership is defined as the processes of initiating, 
enabling, implementing, and sustaining change in the 
management of a group or an organization. Change 
in management means activating the processes of 
planning, directing, controlling, and coordinating the 
organization’s processes and structural interdependen-
cies, as well as proactively searching for, removing, 
and preventing process problems. Initiating change 
processes start-up, redirect, and shut-down unwanted 
changes in the interdependencies in an organization. 
Many treat leadership in terms of the initiation of change, 
but leadership is more complex than just starting up 
something. This is also the necessity of having enabling 
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processes to solve problems and allocate resources in or-
der to support and foster internal organizational change. 
Virtual teams, for example, are terribly dependent on 
how the team is provisioned. There is a large gap be-
tween starting up a virtual team and having it complete 
its assignment. The third type of leadership process is 
implementing change processes that encourage and 
support implementation of organizational change. 
The support by senior management, the customers, 
and other stakeholders are vital in the conversion of 
virtual team efforts and its contributions to the organi-

zation. In the virtual team world, solutions tend to be 
unstable and problems rarely go away. Change keeps 
on happening and last month’s solution often creates 
next month’s problems. The micro world started by a 
virtual team needs to be sustained. Sustaining change 
processes ensure that an organization’s processes are 
continually adapting to current conditions as the group 
or organization undergoes change.

One of the obvious features of defining leadership 
in terms of its processes is that it opens up new ways 
of thinking about, encouraging, and benefiting from 

Table 2. Matching assumptions of popular leadership approaches to leading virtual teams
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distributing leadership processes in a virtual team. 
Any member of a virtual team can take on any or all 
of these four main processes for any agenda item. A 
member whose expertise is vital one month can lead 
for that month and help implement the solution the 
next month. Another member could help enable the 
group by facilitating its deliberations or ensuring that 
the necessary distributed information technologies 
are working properly as they are needed. There is no 
reason that prevents a leader emerging or preventing 
any member in a virtual team from being part of the 
leadership processes. The challenge is to stop thinking 
of leadership only as being done by the “boss.”

Leadership in the LAMPE theory is processual. It 
is not a group of persons (the “leadership”). It is not a 
variable (e.g., leadership effectiveness). It is, instead, 
a finite set of defined and observable processes. Lead-
ership is not a reputational measure (leader rating). 
Leadership involves what the persons do when they 
are involved in leading. Leadership is a verb, not a 
noun.  In fact, a leader is defined as any processual 
agent (usually a person or a unit) who is engaged in a 
leadership process.

The LAMPE theory is based on 29 leadership prac-
tices (LPs). Each LP is a discrete process of changing 
the management of a group, or an organization. LPs 
are controlling processes for handling interdependence 
uncertainty. LPs bridge the leader’s traits and skills 
and how they impact the interdependencies of the 
members and tasks of a virtual team. These 29 LPs 
(cf. Mackenzie, 2006) are derived from a theory of 
organizational management called the organizational 
hologram (Mackenzie, 1991). These 29 LPs range 
from “developing and using the strategic direction” 
(LP2), to “linking the organizational rewards to per-
formance” (LP6), “ensuring successful goal achieve-
ment” (LP11), using “tough and realistic performance 
standards” (LP13), “developing employees” (LP18), 
“ensuring ethical decision making” (LP21), “ensuring 
healthy problem solving” (LP24), and “managing new 
technologies integration” (LP29). These LPs offer a 
means for identifying and formulating issues that face 
a virtual team.

The LAMPE theory also derives 36 propositions, 
many of which are directly relevant to the concerns of 
authors who write about virtual teams. Here is a sample 
(cf. Mackenzie, 2006).

“Proposition 1. Leadership is the attempt to exercise 
power in a group or an organization.” “Proposition 11. 
Leadership in the absence of a leadership issue may 
result in a loss of power.” 

“Proposition 13. Effective leadership requires the 
discipline and setting priorities for handling leader-
ship issues.”  

“Proposition 21. Distribution of leadership increases 
the organizational capacity.” 

“Proposition 25. The more holonomically an orga-
nization operates, the more it distributes leadership 
processes.” 

“Proposition 32. As dynamic complexity increases, so 
do the advantages of distributed leadership.”  
“Proposition 36. An organization works best if LAMPE 
applies.” 

CONCLUSION

There is a long history of virtual-like organizational 
arrangements ranging from the system of treaties by 
which the Roman Republic managed its relations with 
client states to the rise of virtual teams today. A virtual-
like organizational arrangement is an ad hoc adaptation 
of an organization to handle some process of change 
that is not being handled by the regular organization. 
These VLOAs are adaptive mechanisms that can help a 
group or organization become and remain more adapt-
able and effective. Of course, there comes a time when 
an organization is too dependent on its VLOAs and 
needs to rethink its organizational design. The problem 
of leadership in VLOAs is that they operate outside 
the normal chain of command, in what is called the 
organizational white space, and the ancient methods of 
relying on intimidation, manipulation, deceit, rank, and 
authority backfire in the virtual team world. VLOAs, 
and especially virtual teams, need to be managed by 
the transparent use of logic, improved processes, trust, 
technologies, involved planning, and the distribution 
of leadership. The LAMPE theory of organizational 
leadership is a candidate as a viable theory for leading 
and managing virtual teams.

An underlying theme of this book is that “the people 
working for a firm are one of its main assets and one 
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of the decisive factors in determining its results.” But 
people are not all the same; we differ in many important 
ways—such as education, skills, competencies, moti-
vation, character, emotion, and leadership talent—that 
can affect a company’s success. While many factors 
contribute to the smooth functioning and effectiveness 
of an organization, the role that people at all levels of 
the firm play as human assets is especially important. 
And this is even more significant for people who 
occupy key leadership roles and who control the al-
location and distribution of a company’s human and 
other resources. Unfortunately, while much has been 
written about leadership over the past 50 years, perhaps 
more even than any other concept in the management 
literature, leadership is still largely misunderstood. Is 
it something a person is born with or something that is 
acquired over time? Is it based on learning and adopting 
a more effective “style” of behavior or is it more related 
to “situational contingencies.” Indeed, even the people 
who study leadership, from Bennis and Kerr to Yukl 
and Bass, there is little agreement on what makes an 
effective leader or what kind of leadership is needed for 
the 21st century. The debate has gone so far as to ques-
tion whether leadership can be taught—even though 
universities have been teaching leadership classes for 
over five decades!

Further, as we move more rapidly into an Internet 
world, many of the notions and prescriptions about 
leadership no longer hold. For example, a central no-
tion of leadership for years has been that participative 
decision making strategies are necessary for achieving 
successful personal and work outcomes, yet in an 
Internet world—a world with virtual teams and even 
virtual organizations—it is often the case that leadership 
involves predominantly computer-based interactions 
among individuals who have never met and who do 
not live in the same geographical area or even on the 
same continent! How then are “leaders” to function 
effectively when they do not interact in the normal 
face-to-face manner expected and written about in the 
literature on leadership? If we are truly to have effec-
tive leadership in an increasingly Internet world, we 
need to look at leadership differently, more holistically, 
or as Mackenzie (2006) says, more “holonomically.” 
Fortunately, the new LAMPE theory of leadership 
that we have described here offers promise for better 
understanding dynamic processes where earlier leader-
ship models failed.

Finally, it is one thing to talk about effective leader-
ship in an extant organization with interacting members; 
it is another to talk about effective leadership in the 
information society and among virtual organizations 
and virtual-like organizational arrangements. In this 
article, we have drawn on what is known about leader-
ship that is especially relevant to developing effective 
HRIS strategies in the knowledge era. Ultimately, if we 
fail to adapt our views of leadership to the information 
society, then we will fail to meet the challenge of creat-
ing more effective organizations of the future.
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KEY TERMS

LAMPE Theory of Organizational Leadership: 
A new process theory of leadership that is based on 
the principle that groups and organizations work best 
(i.e., are most effective) when their leadership, author-
ity, management, power, and environments are made 
coherent, integrated, and operational.

Leader: Any processual agent (usually a person or 
a unit) who is engaged in a leadership process.

Leadership: The processes of initiating, enabling, 
implementing, and sustaining change in the manage-
ment of a group or an organization.

Leadership Practice (LP): A discrete process of 
changing the management of a group or organization 
for the purpose of handling interdependence uncer-
tainty. The 29 LPs are derived from a theory called the 
organizational hologram.

Organizational Black Space (OBS): The “official” 
organization as represented by the black lines, black 
boxes, black lettering of positions, and incumbents 
information contained in the boxes of an organizational 
chart. The OBS depicts how the organization is sup-
posed to or is intended to operate.

Organizational White Space (OWS): The OWS 
represents those parts of the organization that are not 
operating as designed in the organizational black space. 
The OWS represents the part of the organization that 
is dealing with changes delegated or abdicated to it 
by the OBS.

Process: A time dependent sequence of events 
governed by a process framework.

Virtual-Like Organizational Arrangements 
(VLOA): A general class of organizational arrange-
ments that lie outside the typical hierarchy. These 
include committees, task forces, virtual organizations, 
virtual positions, virtual processes, virtual teams, and 
so forth.

Virtual Position: An anomaly of structure; one of 
two prototypical virtual-like organizational arrange-
ments; a virtual position occurs when a task gathers 
up members of an organization (who are not directly 
subordinate to a common supervisor) to support it.

Virtual Process: One of two prototypical virtual-
like organizational arrangements; a virtual process 
occurs when a member of an organization gathers up 
processes not under his or her direct control in order 
to perform some task.

Virtual Team: The most prevalent form of a virtual-
like organizational arrangements, in which the team’s 
interaction is facilitated and conditioned by distributed 
information technologies.
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Topic: Staffing the Organization: E-Recruitment and Selection Processes

INTRODUCTION

The use of technology in personnel recruiting has 
increased tremendously within the last few years. In 
particular, the World Wide Web (www) has gained 
importance for human resource (HR) managers (see, 
for example, Puck, 2002). Different methods of e-
human resource management have been developed, 
among them electronic recruiting. According to Lee 
(2005), “e-recruiting is the second largest application 
in the e-commerce area” (p. 493). Anyhow, research 
results on electronic recruiting are relatively scarce 
and the existing studies are published in a number of 
different disciplines and publication types. Given both 
the relevance and the scarce results this chapter aims 
to review the existing studies and to summarize their 
findings. To do so, we explain the two major methods 
of electronic recruiting—internal corporate Web site 
recruiting and external online recruiting—and discuss 
their benefits and pitfalls from the perspective of em-
ploying companies. Finally, we present possible future 
developments in the field.

BACKGROUND

Recruiting is understood as the combination of person-
nel pooling and personnel selection, with the objective of 
obtaining (personnel pooling) and selecting (personnel 
selection) an adequate number of applicants with the 
necessary qualifications (Holtbrügge, 2007). It is open 
to discussion whether the definition of recruiting should 
include induction and other successive activities (like 
mentoring), or exclude the process of selection. For the 
purpose of this article, all induction and introductory 
activities have been excluded. This, however, does 
not imply that these post-selection activities are less 
important or cannot be assisted electronically. 

To structure personnel pooling, four interdependent 
aims can be distinguished: information, acquisition, 
selection, and action. The objective of information is to 
fulfill the applicants’ information needs is argued to be 
the most important function in this context (Feldmann 
& Klaas, 2002). The strong role of the information 
function in personnel pooling can be supported by the 
inducement-contribution theory of March and Simon 
(1958). Following this theory, possible applicants are 
only willing to apply if they have an inducement for their 
contribution. Thus, they need to be informed about the 
possible inducements of the company and the possible 
new position before they decide to participate (e.g., to 
apply). The aim of acquisition is to gain and maintain 
the interest of possible applicants. Previous recruitment 
research shows, that the acquisition function has to 
be carefully adjusted to the target group of each job 
offer since demands vary strongly between different 
social and demographic groups (Puck, 2002). The role 
of the selection function is to provide assistance for 
self-selection of the applicants. Since each applicant 
causes expenses no matter if qualified or unqualified, 
unqualified applicants shall be forced not to apply or 
in other words to deselect themselves. Breaugh (1992), 
for example, uses the concept of signaling to explain 
how organizations signal to prospective employees 
about life in the organization. Of course the goal of 
such signaling is to provide a sort of realistic job and 
organization preview so that the prospective employ-
ees can more accurately decide whether to apply to an 
organization. Finally, the role of the action function is 
to get people to apply. Previous studies show that the 
modalities of application (e.g., number of requested 
references, period of application, application method) 
are critical for the success of the action function. 

The process of personnel selection can be divided 
in pre-selection and selection processes (Buckley, 
Minette, Joy, & Michaels, 2004). Pre-selection pro-
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cesses include all processes that divide qualified and 
non-qualified applicants without having direct face-
to-face contact. In addition, only negative selection 
decisions (“who will not get the job”) are made during 
the pre-selection process. Frequently applied tech-
niques in the pre-selection process are, for example, 
the screening of application documents or biographic 
questionnaires. Contrary to that, the selection process 
includes face-to-face interaction with the applicants 
and the selection of the future job holders. Interviews, 
(psychological) tests or combinations of both (e.g., in 
assessment centers) are frequently applied methods in 
the selection process. 

Both personnel pooling and personnel selection 
can be supported electronically. Anyhow, only very 
few academic articles exist that systematically analyze 
their potentials.

Methods, Sources, and Processes of 
Electronic Recruiting

As previously explained, two major methods of elec-
tronic recruiting can be distinguished: internal corporate 
Web site recruiting and external online recruiting.

Generally, internal corporate Web site recruiting al-
lows the presentation of a company within its corporate 
identity, as well as an easy integration of (incoming) 
applicant data with the companies’ IT network (Brice & 
Waung, 2002). In addition, internal corporate Web site 
recruiting can expected to be relatively cheaper for large 
companies, since companies with high levels of traffic 
on their homepage can reap scale effects. Contrary to 
that, external online recruiting seems to be relatively 
cheaper for small and medium sized companies, since 
they usually don’t have very high levels of traffic on 
their homepages. Anyhow, while the use of external 
online recruiting sites is usually free of charge for ap-
plicants, companies have to pay for their ads. In the 
following paragraphs, we discuss possible methods 
and processes for both types of electronic recruiting 
for the four aims of personnel pooling as well as for 
personnel selection.

With regard to the information function of personnel 
pooling, internal corporate Web site recruiting enables 
companies to easily provide information to potential 
applicants, since the recruiting page is integrated in the 
internal system (Terri, Goes, & Gupta, 2004). Anyhow, 
connecting internal data and information with job of-
fers on external online recruiting boards is possible 

in some cases, too. Nevertheless, the use of a firm’s 
Web site is viewed as more authentic than other ways 
of electronic recruiting since it allows the presentation 
of a company within its corporate identity.

The ability to connect job advertisements with 
multimedia company presentations allows to meet 
the individual applicant’s information needs more 
efficiently. Information needs include, among others, 
information about the job itself, the corporate mission 
statements that serve as “the operational, ethical, and fi-
nancial guiding lights of companies” (Jones & Kahaner, 
1996, p. IX), information about the corporations’ social 
performance (Turban & Greening, 1996), work-life 
balance policies (Honeycutt & Rosen, 1997), or even 
dress policy (Leonard, 1994). On external recruiting 
sites, job seekers need additional services. They want a 
large number of job openings and an easy way to find the 
appropriate job. For example, an external recruiting site 
can provide a job classification facility and a profile’s 
creation tool (Terzis & Economides, 2005). A profile 
helps the seeker to find faster the information that he or 
she is looking for. Anyhow, while access to information 
seems to be of high importance, users complain about 
problems in finding the specific information they are 
looking for (see, for example, Feldmann et al., 2002). 
Thus, on the one hand, well structured presentations 
are necessary for both internal corporate Web site re-
cruiting and external online recruiting. As Terzis et al. 
(2005) argues, “it is important that the structure and the 
logic of the site facilitate people who are not familiar 
with computers and Internet. Another useful service 
is the help to fill in the applications. Furthermore a 
classification of services per gender, age, nationality 
and place of residence would be helpful since the users 
could select the most appropriate services for them” (p. 
233). On the other hand, different ways of information 
transportation, e.g. homepages, newsfeeds or chats, 
should be applied (Puck & Exter, 2005), since all of 
them offer different advantages for the users.

The objective of acquisition, the creation of inter-
est, is not as important in the case of internal corporate 
Web site recruiting because of the selective use of the 
Internet: a user visiting a company’s homepage already 
has a general interest in the company and its services 
and/or job opportunities. Nevertheless, acquisition 
remains very important on external online recruit-
ing boards. As previously mentioned, the acquisition 
function is strongly interrelated with the information 
function, as implied by signaling theory. Thus, positive 
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signals have to be sent out to the job candidates. These 
may include, among others, well designed pictures of 
the company’s image and culture or information by 
current employees.

In the case of electronic recruiting, a more important 
role is played by the selection function, since it makes 
it easier for an applicant to apply for a job. Numerous 
applications can be sent within a very short period of 
time. Since a large volume of (potentially unsuitable) 
job applicants may exceed the information-processing 
capabilities, companies attempt to improve and assist 
the self-selection of applicants (Hays, 1999). Some 
companies try to achieve this by offering “culture-fit” 
tests on their homepage, which candidates can use to 
test whether they fit into the corporate culture. The 
process of selection in personnel pooling can easily 
be distinguished from true personnel selection, since 
in the process of pooling no data about the applicant 
is transmitted to the company. 

The objective of action (i.e., getting qualified people 
to apply) can only be reached if the page is easy to use 
(e.g., by a direct link from the company’s homepage to 
the Webpage where job offers are located in the case 
of internal corporate Web site recruiting). The same 
applies to the process of applying itself. Two different 
methods of applying via Internet can be distinguished: 
the application via email and the application via stan-
dardized forms. The first method allows room for the 
individuality of an application, whereas the second one 
aims to reap the benefits of standardized processing 
of applications (Thomas, China, & Howard, 2004). 
As Thomas and Ray (2000) state, “Direct submission 
through online forms creates speed and convenience” 
for companies (p. 48). Thus, depending on the quantity 
of applications and their quality, companies have to 
find their own best way. In case of a large number of 
applications—as previously mentioned—the second 

method may be more suitable. Lee (2005) developed 
an analytic model that may help companies with their 
decision on this topic. Otherwise other techniques, such 
as the Delphi method may be applied. 

As to the process of personnel selection, the conven-
tional wisdom is that electronic recruiting will not take 
over the complete selection process, because neither the 
company nor the job applicant can generate sufficient 
valid information (Buckley et al., 2004). Nevertheless, 
Web-enabled pre-screening is going to play an impor-
tant role in the future and so called “online games” are 
already used by various companies. In these games the 
player (i.e., the job applicant) has to carry out a number 
of different tasks online; the company then evaluates 
the suitability of the candidate for a given position. 
Similarly, chats are used in the pre-screening process, 
but their use is not very common. Other pre-screening 
methods are either not used on the Internet or their use 
is very unusual, even though online assessment cen-
ters are seen as a possible development in the future 
(Kotlyar & Ades, 2002). 

Overall, both methods of electronic recruiting can 
be beneficial for companies. Anyhow, internal corporate 
Web site recruiting is regarded as the most important 
method for larger companies, since it allows the pre-
sentation of a company within its corporate identity, 
as well as an easy integration of (incoming) applicant 
data with the companies’ IT network (Brice et al., 
2002). Anyhow, the high amount of fixed costs and a 
therefore high number of users to achieve break even, 
makes it only relatively cheaper for companies with 
high levels of traffic on their homepage since they can 
reap scale effects. Thus, internal corporate Web site 
recruiting owns an individualization advantage while 
external online recruiting usually has a range advantage 
(see Figure 1).

Ind ividualiza tion Advan tage

R ange  Advan tage

In te rnal Corpora te  W eb S ite  R ecruiting

Exte rna l O nline  Recruiting

Ind ividualiza tion Advan tage

R ange  Advan tage

Ind ividualiza tion Advan tage

R ange  Advan tage

In te rnal Corpora te  W eb S ite  R ecruiting

Exte rna l O nline  Recruiting

Figure 1. Core advantages of internal corporate Web site recruiting and external online recruiting
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FUTURE TRENDS

While e-recruiting technology has the potential to in-
crease the hiring efficiency and to improve the quality 
of job applicants, several organizational, managerial, 
and legal challenges remain to be overcome. We have 
already observed signs of over investment in e-recruit-
ing infrastructure such as consolidations of general job 
boards and collapses of specialized job boards follow-
ing numerous failures of e-commerce organizations in 
the early 2000s.

It is undisputable that the Internet has changed the 
way we do many things, and the rapid rise in the use 
of the Internet to search for information about jobs 
among in all segments of population is a case in point. 
However, the Internet may have changed these things in 
form rather than substance. Workers and employers are 
still faced with the need to uncover good information 
about each other, and although the Internet gives us new 
ways to find this information, the central problem—the 
difficulty of the evaluation of that information to pro-
duce a good match—remains the same. 

Thus, future developments in the field of electronic 
recruiting will therefore probably focus on content 
rather than form. While many processes in electronic 
recruiting can be applied in both internal and external 
recruiting, the content that is transported stays the most 
important element. This is even more relevant since 
existing studies show that expectations toward the 
comprehensiveness of electronic recruiting may differ 
between members of different cultures (Puck, Mohr, 
& Holtbrügge, 2006). Future trends will thus include 
a higher individualization of services. 

CONCLUSION

In this article we have discussed the methods, sources, 
and processes of electronic recruiting. As our analysis 
has shown, both internal and external recruiting can 
be beneficial and increase the efficiency of recruit-
ing. While the first is especially beneficial for larger 
companies since they can reap scale effects, the latter 
is of higher importance for smaller companies. Future 
developments will most probably include a focus on 
the quality of information rather than on quantity.
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KEY TERMS

Electronic Personnel Pooling: Obtaining appli-
cants using Internet-based solutions.

Electronic Personnel Selection: Selecting appli-
cants using Internet-based solutions.

Electronic Recruiting: Internet-based solutions 
that provide information about (free) jobs and organiza-
tions and also possibilities to apply; selection processes 
may be included, too.

External Online Recruiting: Electronic recruiting 
using platforms other than the companies’ homepage 
(e.g., job boards or e-recruiting consortia).

Internal Corporate Web Site Recruiting: 
Electronic recruiting using (parts of) the companies’ 
homepage.

Online Application: Applications using either 
emails or standardized forms.

Recruiting Chat: Chats between job seekers and 
members of a company.
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INTRODUCTION

From the Clinton-Gore attempts to “reinvent govern-
ment” to public reform laws enacted worldwide, it is 
apparent that governments are responding to calls for 
improved public sector performance and accountability 
to citizens (Farazmand, 2004). Within these efforts, 
the introduction of electronic government (e-govern-
ment), that is, the Web-based provision of information 
and services to government stakeholders (Lee, Tan, & 
Trimi, 2005), is among the most noteworthy. Under the 
e-government umbrella, e-human resources manage-
ment (e-HRM), meaning the Web-based management of 
the employer-employee relationship (Ruël, Bondarouk, 
& Looise, 2004), is increasingly seen as conducive to 
enhanced government functioning. 

The goal of this article is to discuss governments’ 
use of e-HRM as a means of improving overall pub-
lic sector performance. Technology and the strategic 
management of employees can contribute to firm 
performance and thus highlight the potential useful-
ness of e-HRM to the public sector. Following a brief 
overview of e-government, this article defines e-HRM, 
outlines its advantages, describes the experiences of 
select countries, and outlines a few challenges sur-
rounding implementation. The article concludes with 
speculation on future trends. 

BACKGROUND

Since the widespread adoption of the Internet in the 
1990s, the tremendous success of e-commerce has 
stimulated governments to consider potential reform 
avenues afforded by the Internet. E-government pio-
neers such as Singapore and the United States have 
used e-government to improve the delivery of services 
to citizens, streamline public sector operations, and 
enhance overall government accountability (Hunter 
& Jupp, 2001). 

E-government initiatives are generally classified 
along the specific stakeholders that governments inter-
act with. For example, government-to-business (G2B) 
systems refer to interactions between businesses and 
government. Government-to-citizen (G2C) systems 
refer to government interactions with citizens, and is 
possibly the most popular application of e-government 
projects. Government-to-government (G2G) systems 
encompass exchanges within various branches of 
government (Lee et al., 2005). Finally, government-
to-employee (G2E) systems encompass e-HRM plat-
forms allowing interactions between a government and 
its workers. These generally include Intranets where 
employees can access HR information as well as the 
Web-based management of HR functions such as hir-
ing, training, and compensation. 

E-government provides an electronic environment 
to streamline transactions, and reduce the time, cost, 
and red tape traditionally associated with government 
interactions (Farazmand, 2004). Product procurement 
and delivery, key elements in the supply chain, can be 
seamlessly integrated into e-government platforms. 
E-government also increases trust in government. 
Empirical research on the United States’ e-govern-
ment efforts demonstrates a link between satisfaction 
with e-government and trust in government (Welch, 
Hinnant, & Moon, 2005), and between use of local 
government sites, trust in government, and positive 
assessments of federal and local government (Tolbert 
& Mossberger, 2006). 

DEFINITION AND SCOPE OF E-HRM

Overview of Human Resources  
Management 

Human resources management (HRM) essentially refers 
to the organizational function responsible for managing 
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employees, encompassing a range of activities such as 
hiring, training, compensation, and legal compliance 
(Ulrich, 1998). HRM is a function that is present in 
many organizations through the world.

Sweeping federal legislation and technological 
innovations have helped bring human resources man-
agement to the forefront of organizational concerns 
(Losey, Meisinger, & Ulrich, 2005). An organization’s 
human capital is probably its most critical asset. This 
has brought about considerable interest in strategic 
human resources management (SHRM), meaning the 
“ongoing efforts to align an organization’s personnel 
policies and practices with its strategy” (Tompkins, 
2002, p. 95). 

Strategic human resource theory essentially argues 
that HR systems are difficult to replicate, thus conducive 
to competitive advantage. The precise question of how 
strategic HRM translates into firm performance remains 
the subject of debate. Research has followed four dif-
ferent theoretical streams in attempting to answer this 
question, including the best practice approach (Glinow, 
Drost, & Teagarden, 2002), the fit approach (Barney, 
Wright, & Ketchen, 2001), the MacDuffie (1995), and 
the multiple stakeholder perspective (Donaldson & 
Preston, 1995). While a review of these theories remains 
beyond the scope of this article, suffice to state here that 
the multiple stakeholder perspective, which maintains 
that organizations are open systems dependent upon 
various stakeholders for the accomplishment of their 
objectives, is particularly appropriate to understanding 
strategic HRM in the government context. Governments 
will be successful to the extent that relationships with 
various stakeholders, employees in particular, are ef-
fectively managed. 

Strategic HRM in the Public Sector

The diffusion of strategic HRM has been slow in the 
public sector, in part because government agencies 
do not operate within competitive markets, but rather 
function within a larger authority structure that limits 
their autonomy. Nevertheless, research shows that 
human resources are important to the success of both 
private and public organizations (Tompkins, 2002). 
HR leaders in both sectors perform similar functions 
(Thompson & Kleiner, 2005), and face comparable 
challenges, including retention of capable workers, 
legal compliance, and overcoming the perception 
that HR is not a value-added function (Ashbaugh & 
Miranda, 2002). 

Additionally, a few human resource challenges 
remain specific to the public sector. In the United 
States for example, the federal government is staffed 
by nearly 2 million civilian employees, rendering it 
the largest employer in the country. Moreover, public 
employees include a range and variety of occupations 
unparalleled in the private sector. Finally, the federal 
government is a mechanism of democratic governance, 
meant to insure citizen rights rather than shareholder 
profits (Tolbert & Mossberger, 2006). Taken together, 
these challenges reinforce the need for governments to 
consider the potential usefulness of e-HRM. 

Historical Perspectives on E-Human  
Resources Management 

Precursors to e-HRM were the earlier human resources 
information systems (HRIS) of the 1980s, referring 
to technologies designed to support various HR func-
tions. Banks, insurance companies, and large retailers 
were among the early adopters of HRIS, using them 
mainly for payroll and record keeping. Aerospace and 
defense were the main industries using HRIS for more 
complex tasks such as employee testing and screening 
(DeSanctis, 1986). 

The growth of the World Wide Web in the 1990s 
presented a turning point for HRIS. The Web provided 
a platform for the remote access of internal systems, 
catapulting the shift from mainframe-based to Web-
based HRM systems. While HRIS include systems 
mainly used by HR managers, e-HRM is a more in-
clusive system encompassing services autonomously 
accessible to employees (Ruël et al., 2004). Several 
types of e-HRM systems have emerged since, includ-
ing operational systems handling basic administrative 
functions, relational systems supporting operational-
level functions, and transformational systems handling 
strategic functions (Lepak & Snell, 1998). 

Web-based technologies have freed the HR function 
from once time-consuming processes, such as benefits 
and payroll, allowing it to focus on its strategic orga-
nizational role (Ashbaugh & Miranda, 2002). Human 
resource leaders can now use technology-generated 
information to formulate and implement business 
strategies. Further, e-HRM can considerably reduces 
transaction costs, reaping both tangible and intangible 
benefits. For example, the convenience that results 
from an employee’s ability to access payroll records 
at anytime, while difficult to measure, remains none-
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theless valuable. Finally, e-HRM has helped HR im-
prove execution of various human resource functions. 
Web-based technologies can reduce both recruitment 
time frame and associated costs. Web-based self-service 
centers also allow employees to autonomously obtain 
information and to enroll in various HR programs. 

E-HRM IN PRACTICE

e-HRM is a function that can be applied in a global 
context. Three countries are used to provide current 
examples of e-HRM in practice. This is a small sample 
of examples and in no way represents an exhaustive 
list. The three sample countries presented in this dis-
cussion are the United States, the United Kingdom, 
and the Philippines. 

United States 

Firstgov.gov is the official portal of the United States 
federal government. This site was launched in 2000 and 
is administered by the U.S. General Services Adminis-
tration. It was introduced to provide a comprehensive 
mechanism for diffusion of government information. 
The portal allows federal employees to access salary 
and benefits information as well as training and career 
development opportunities. Firstgov.gov also provides 
direct links to the Office of Personnel Management, the 
HRM agency of the U.S. federal government. 

United Kingdom

Direct.gov.uk provides public service information in the 
United Kingdom. Government employees can access 
information on benefits, health and safety concerns, 
and training and development, among others. Direct.
gov.uk was launched in 2004, with a current operating 
budget of five million pounds per year, and with the 
stated goal of attracting users to complete transactions 
in a Web-based environment (Tiltman, 2006).

The Philippines

The official Web site of the government of the Philip-
pines provides government employees with commenda-
tion referrals, examinations and testing, travel policies, 

retirement planning, and available loans, among others. 
The launch of e-government in the Philippines was 
meant to increase government efficiency and reduce 
corruption (“Gov’t urged to boost e-governance ef-
forts,” 2006).

E-HRM IMPLEMENTATION  
CHALLENGES

This section examines the primary challenges associ-
ated with the implementation of e-HRM, including 
technical integration, vertical integration, horizontal 
integration, change management, budgeting and cost, 
and security and privacy. These can occur globally and 
are not specific to a particular type of government or 
government structure.

Technical Integration 

To create effective e-HRM systems, personnel from 
different departments, including HR and information 
technology, will need to collaborate closely, partly be-
cause HR personnel may lack the necessary technical 
skills. HRM and information systems personnel will 
need to agree upon the requirements and implementa-
tion plan of the system (DeSanctis, 1986). 

vertical Integration

Vertical integration refers to the streamlining of infor-
mation and services from lower to higher government 
levels (Layne & Lee, 2001); for example, the sharing 
of information between local school districts and the 
Department of Education. Successful implementation 
of e-HRM will require integration of human resource 
needs across different hierarchical levels. 

Horizontal Integration 

Horizontal integration refers to the streamlining of 
information and services across functional units of gov-
ernment (Layne & Lee, 2001); for example, information 
sharing between the Department of Homeland Security 
and the Central Intelligence Agency. Horizontal integra-
tion requires coordination between rather than within 
organizations (Layne & Lee, 2001). 
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EChange Management

As new practices are adopted, internal functions and 
operations will also need to be changed. Employee 
resistance, which tends to be underestimated, can be 
much reduced with employee training, mentoring, and 
participation in change efforts.

Budgeting and Cost

One of the most significant barriers to the implemen-
tation of e-HRM projects is the high initial startup 
cost which includes hardware, software, testing, and 
personnel. Maintenance and unexpected costs can also 
occur during implementation. Cost is particularly criti-
cal in the public sector where budgets fluctuate with 
the political climate (Fahnbulleh, 2005). 

Security and Privacy

Maintaining high levels of security to insure privacy 
of employee information is critical to any e-HRM ef-
fort. Indeed, concerns around data security remain a 
potential primary inhibitor of e-government adoption. 
Further, security breaches in accessing confidential 
information can erode employee trust in technology 
and limit future interactions with the system (Lippert 
& Swiercz, 2005). 

FUTURE TRENDS

Although still in its infancy, the e-government phe-
nomenon has gathered international appeal and is 
gaining momentum across the globe (Lee et al., 2005). 
According to Accenture consultants (Hunter & Jupp, 
2001), and with respect to maturity of e-government 
infrastructure, countries can be classified as innovative 
leaders (high volume of services available [e.g., Sin-
gapore]), visionary followers (strong growth of online 
services [e.g., Australia]), steady achievers (moderate 
level of services offered [e.g., Belgium]), and platform 
builders (low level of online services [e.g., Brazil]). 
We anticipate that e-government efforts will continue 
to grow, allowing both industrialized and developing 
nations to improve public accountability, develop 
personnel, combat corruption, and reform the public 
sector where needed. We also believe that as countries 
mature from platform builders to innovative leaders, the 

inclusion of e-HRM as a means of improving govern-
ment functioning will also increase.

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this article was to examine e-HRM as 
applied to the government sector. We began with an 
overview of electronic government, highlighting its 
potential to improve the effectiveness and account-
ability of government. We explained how the strategic 
and technology-supported management of government 
human resources can help nations worldwide improve 
performance of public sector functions and enhance 
accountability towards citizens. We described the 
meaning, history, and advantages of electronic hu-
man resources management, and presented three case 
examples. Lastly, we outlined challenges associated 
with the introduction and implementation of e-HRM 
initiatives, including integration, dealing with employee 
resistance, and the need to maintain data security and 
employee privacy. Governments seeking to improve 
their performance and uphold responsibility towards 
citizens and employees should consider including 
e-HRM functions into their e-government efforts, 
accounting for the challenges presented herein. The 
successes of e-government pioneers should hopefully 
encourage other nations to engage in similar efforts. 
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KEY TERMS

E-Commerce: Buy and sell transactions mediated 
in a Web-based environment. Transactions are classified 
as business-to-consumer (B2C), business-to-business 
(B2B), and consumer-to-consumer (C2C). 

E-Government (e-GOV): Government functions 
and services administered to citizens, businesses, 
employees, and other government agencies via the 
Internet. Transactions are classified as government-
to-citizens (G2C), government-to-businesses (G2B), 
government-to-employees (G2E), and government-
to-government (G2G). 

Electronic Human Resources Management (e-
HRM): Human resources management implemented, 
facilitated, and supported via Web-based technologies 
such as the Internet and/or an Intranet. 

Government-to-Business (G2B): The category 
of e-government that focuses on interactions between 
government and various organizations, including busi-
nesses and nonprofits, to support transactions such as 
contract bids, data collection, and grants. 

Government-to-Citizen (G2C): The category of 
e-government that focuses on interactions between 
government and citizens to support transactions such 
as tax payment, licenses, and obtaining passports. 
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E
Government-to-Employees (G2E): The category 

of e-government that focuses on interactions between 
government and government employees to support 
transactions such as payroll and pension plans, obtaining 
training information, and accessing benefit eligibility 
information.

Government-to-Government (G2G): The cat-
egory of e-government that focuses on interactions 
between a government and its various agencies to 
support transactions such as horizontal and vertical 
integration.

Human Resources Information System (HRIS): 
Systems designed to automate internal human resource 
functions, assisting in the execution of various HR 
functions. 

Human Resources Management: The organi-
zational function responsible for various aspects of 
the employer-employee relationship including hiring, 
performance appraisal, training and development, 
compensation, and legal compliance, among others.

Strategic Human Resources Management 
(SHRM): The systematic and deliberate management 
of an organization’s human resources for the achieve-
ment of strategic objectives.
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INTRODUCTION

The human resources (HR) profession has had a rich 
history: that is, from the concept of labor unions in 
1930 to the creation of selection tools in 1940 then to 
the reward systems in 1970 shifting to teamwork and 
then to partnerships in 1990. After the 1990s, like all 
other businesses, HR also influenced the Internet revo-
lution. Classical human resources management (HRM) 
concerns the recruitment, selection, development, 
compensation, retention, evaluation, and promotion of 
personnel within an organization (Bernardin & Russel, 
1993), which could be mostly transferred to the virtual 
world. Therefore, the HR profession faces an important 
challenge with new e-HRM and virtual actions encoun-
tered in the business world. This chapter examines the 
e-HRM phenomenon in the virtual world in detail and 
tries to bring new angles to e-HRM, and then manifests 
new definitions for the new reality while changes and 
interactions take place in the virtual world.

BACKGROUND

The estimations of access, usage, acceptance, and 
communication in the Internet have tripled or more 
in the last years (Hall, 2001; Hays, 1999; Murphy, 
1999) and recruitment stages and career opportunities 
have changed (Kumar, 2003) after Internet has come 
into the stage. E-HRM fast break has already started 
within the 2000’s. According to Rüel, Bondarouk, and 
Looise (2004), e-HRM is a relatively new term for the 
IT supported HRM, especially through the use of web 
technology. Some authors have singled out mastery 
of HR technology as one of the five competency do-
mains for HR along with strategic contribution, per-
sonal credibility, HR delivery, and business knowledge 
(Schramm, 2006). E-HR approaches use both internal 
corporate intranets and the public Internet (Business 
Europe, 2000). According to Rüel, Bondarouk, and 

Vandervelde (2007), since the mid 1990s, organiza-
tions have increasingly introduced electronic HRM. It 
has also different names, for example e-HRM (Ulrich, 
2000), virtual HRM (Lepak & Snell, 1998) Web-based 
HRM (Rüel et al., 2004), digital HRM, computer-based 
human resource information systems (CHRIS), and HR 
portals (Rüel, 2002). 

However, e-HRM has been known as its position 
as the dynamic version of HRM. E-HRM functions are 
similar to HR management functions. These are plan-
ning for organizations and jobs for people, acquiring 
human resources, building individual and organizational 
performance, rewarding employees, maintaining hu-
man resources (Fischer, Schoenfeldt, & Shaw, 1996). 
The distinction between HRM and e-HRM functions 
is their process location. West and Berman (2001) 
also dwelled on differences between traditional HR 
and virtual HR. 

E-HRM is also the cause of the start of the contro-
versial part of the Internet revolution, which achieved 
dramatic improvement in critical areas of performance 
such as validity, credibility, compliance, proficiency, 
speed, etc. Within today’s rapid developments, HRM 
departments must be strategy-focused, flexible, ef-
ficient, and client oriented, and all must be so at the 
same time (Lepak et al., 1998).

E-HRM is a platform that we use and follow. HR 
functions with desktop architecture, intranet, and In-
ternet. E-HRM can also be defined as the information 
flow system pending from one user to a network of HR. 
Biesalski (2003) describes e-HRM as a Web- based 
tool to automate and support HR processes. E-HRM 
is also defined as a way of implementing HR strate-
gies, policies, and practices in organizations through 
a conscious and directed support of and/or with the 
full use of Web-technology-based channels (Rüel et 
al., 2004). According to Rüel (2002), e-HRM is not a 
specific stage in the development of HRM, but a choice 
for an approach to HRM.
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E
E-HRM is the planning, implementation and applica-

tion of information technology for both networking and 
supporting at least two individual or collective actors 
in their shared performance of HR activities (Stroh-
meier, 2007). Karakanian (2002) explains e-HRM as 
“the overall HR strategy that shifts HR out of the HR 
Department and isolated HR activities, and redistributes 
it to the organization and its trusted business partners 
old and new.” This new strategic approach also needs 
new tools and systems.

E-HRM TOOLS

There are four types of tools for e-HRM. These tools 
are functional HR tools, selection tools, development 
tools, and user tools. E-HRM tools for HR functions can 
compile career planning, job analysis, recruitment in-
formation systems, measurement and statistical records, 
selection, assessment, performance and compensation, 
training & development tools which an be used online 
or mobile. E-HRM selection tools are effective online 
and are legally useful concerning application blanks, 
bio-data, experience, records databases and tests, which 
can be suitable for completion using technological 
devices, reference and background checks from early 
records, e-HRM evaluation designs, and employee 
development tools.

The e-HRM developer tools are the software tools 
that give rise to make E-HRM software. Oracle E-BUSI-
NESS SUITE (www.oracle.com), SAP - ERP HCM: 
human capital management (HCM) | HR management 
(www.sap.com), and IAS CANIAS ERP (www.ias.
com.tr) are some examples. These are mostly modular 
applications that automate the entire recruit-to-retire 
process, so firms can align their workforce with stra-
tegic objectives. User tools are mostly creative tools 
for career pursuits, which could employ new marketing 
techniques for self for new types of admissions, and 
follow-ups.

E-HRM AS A SYSTEM 

The e–HRM system is a system that human resources 
experience is trying to deliver and interact within vir-
tual world. Characteristically, this means that human 
resource management does what it thinks is right, as 
do the recruitment and the Web channels and all other 

HR work. Furthermore, brilliant technologies lead to 
fantastic products that create new systems that consist 
of producers, suppliers, and users of HRM which are 
named as the e-HRM macro system.

Mostly for producers and suppliers, which could also 
intervene as a micro system and the reviews of Knouse, 
Heneman, and Greenberger (2004) and Heneman and 
Greenberger (2002), these address the crucial question 
of: how human resource (HR) functions are carried out 
in virtual organizations. This question is especially 
significant considering that most traditional HR func-
tions—hiring, training, evaluating performance, and 
rewarding for performance (or disciplining)—assume 
there will be face-to-face interactions as the basis for 
carrying out that function.

This system is mainly of three parts: application, 
retention, and abruption. The system also comprises 
the back stage. Table 1 shows the flow diagram of e-
HRM. Corporate HR planning is the first conduct for 
preparedness. After the HR need is identified, it should 
be announced. Then appeals are taken. Finally, the 
selection and replacement of workers are completed. 

In the retention period, performance and credentials 
management maintain its importance, and legal reports 
and announcements are also created from performance 
management.

While carrying out performance training and devel-
opment, balanced scorecards, scores, payroll manage-
ment, and accountancy are kept up-to-date and used.

E-HRM TRANSFORMATION

E-HRM transformation begins with human and com-
puter interaction, which is the basic step, and the primi-
tive usage of hardware and software mostly constrained 
by laws or stressed by government applications. 

In the second stage of transformation, intranet or 
Internet is used as a negotiator in internal relationships 
to collect information from all departments and partners. 
There is the need to negotiate better specifications and 
to add value to something that is negotiated from within 
and with out firms. Software is developed or adopted for 
HR at this stage. The reinforced technical infrastructure 
and technical support have been accomplished. Tabular 
matters and job descriptions are made while a business 
could also be opened to the public with a Web site and 
work applications are taken. This stage could also be 
defined as the Web presence of HR that means stepping 
into the virtual world.
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Table. 1. e-HRM flow schema (Source: Yamamoto, & Ozbek, 2007)

In the third stage, the time of realizing Internet stream 
and opportunities are surfacing as a HR company in 
the Internet. This needs to be ready for user interaction 
and acknowledgment. Career centers and the other 
functions of HR that come out of the Internet means 
steps to improve HR services. Knowledge management 
comes into prominence. To create better harmony with 
collaboration and integration also maintains their im-
portance. There will be examples of some successful 
e-HRM applications on the waves of change. How to 
forge great and matching workers to their jobs with 
e-HRM implementations will also be questioned in 
this stage. According to Adler and Heckscher (2006), 
a growing group of theorists have been exploring the 

possibility of a new form of trust that would enable 
interdependent activity in the more fluid, open contexts 
characteristic of knowledge production, reconciling 
choice with community. The past few years have seen 
a proliferation of work based on non-traditional forms 
of trust: “studied,” “deliberate,” “swift,” and “reflec-
tive.” And an emerging body of research focuses on 
new forms of organization among professionals and 
in “post-bureaucratic” firms and markets. This stage 
could be defined as Web-enabled HR with all parts of 
the HR solutions present and accessed online which 
could let firms, organizations and people enter into the 
virtual world.
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The last stage is the total transformation of knowl-
edge being used by artificial intelligence and systems 
that reach the total efficiency of human beings which 
also take into account human senses and human-man-
aged relationships given the acronym of e-HMR (E-
human managed relationships) what means multiple 
virtualization.

vIRTUAL wORLD, vIRTUAL  
ORGANIzATION, vIRTUAL TEAMS,  
vIRTUAL HR

A virtual world is an environment in which people 
use computer-screens and/or akin technological de-
vices in front of them to access to Web pages to share 
common knowledge. There are possibly thousands 
of virtual worlds on the Web (Guittet, Loekkemyhr, 
& Schickel, 1998). Virtual world is an environment 
where people can share knowledge, do business, and 
study together by using new technological devices such 
as PCs, laptops, mobile phones, PDAs, PDA phones 
and other devices by accessing to common networks 
such as the Internet (Yamamoto, Telli, Featherstone, & 
Borstorff, 2006). Glaser (1997) discussed some of the 
limitations of virtual reality with reference to socio-
technical systems.

Virtual teams and virtual work could be done as a 
source for differentiation and market responsiveness 
in this world, which uses outsourcing (Kakabadse & 
Kakabadse, 2005). E-business and virtual enterprises are 
being set up and promoted with or for outsourcing. 

Virtual teams can be identified as their characteris-
tics of working teams and leisure teams according to 
their functions or functional teams and dysfunctional 
teams according to their availability, etc. Virtual teams 

could be composed in the virtual world and these teams 
will be supplanted for real teams in businesses. These 
teams could easily bring together and add correct team 
members with e-HR for a significant project or work. 
But, this kind of collaborative work also requires a 
level of personal familiarity and trust.

Virtual teams are also teams of people who primarily 
interact electronically and who may meet face-to-face 
occasionally (http://www.seanet.com/~daveg/vrteams.
htm). Virtual teams are defined as groups that have 
“gone digital” in order to function as a team (Borstorff, 
Featherstone, Camp, & Newton, 2006). Virtual team can 
be explained as a holistic approach integrating three key 
performance drives: people, process, and technology 
(Chase, 1997).Virtual teams are also members of a new 
and very creative virtual world which are composed of 
a certain virtual organization which can even be formal 
or informal. Helms and Raiszadeh (2002) explore the 
challenges of managers in establishing virtual offices 
and teams.

A virtual organization has been defined as a temporary 
network of independent companies, suppliers, custom-
ers, and erstwhile rivals—linked together by informa-
tion technology to share skills, cost, and access to one 
another’s markets (Byrne, 1993). Virtual organization 
is an organization distributed geographically and whose 
work is coordinated through electronic communications 
(http://www.skyrme.com/insights/2virtorg.htm). 

According to Jones (1998), virtual HR relies on 
technology, ranging from multimedia personal com-
puters to voice-response communication systems to 
incorporate Intranet that brings employees into direct 
contact with their organization’s human resource sys-
tem. In this system many of the typical HR tasks are 
accomplished without the direct involvement of the HR 
department. Virtual HR is handled by Bartol, Lepak, and 
Gardner, (2001). According to the Subramanian concept 

Table 2. Stages of e-HRM transformation and virtualization

Stages E-Transformation Progress Virtualization

1 Human Computer Interaction. Computer as a medium for collecting and using some informa-
tion. 

2 Internet comes into circuit which means Web-presence HR
Technological and systematical developments.

First step in the virtual world: e-HRM applications debut.

3
Functional movements through Internet which mean Web-en-
abled HR.

Virtual organizations and teams, and some functions of HR done 
by some software, some technological devices, a lot of new jobs 
and job definitions.

4 e-HRM fully implemented and intensively used by workers and 
companies turn to e-HMR.

Multiple virtualization-virtual HMR (human managed relation-
ships) - post bureaucratic organizations.
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of Virtual HR, it relies on technology, ranging from 
multimedia personal computers to corporate intranet 
that brings employees into direct contact with their 
organization’s human resource system (http://www.
expressindia.com/fullstory.php?newsid=81617#com
pstory). Virtual HR also uses the latest technology to 
bring employees into direct contact with HR systems 
(HR Focus, 1994). When companies and people use 
virtual HR, there needs to be a system that meets HR 
supply and demand together. Virtual e-HRM hubs could 
be used for this connection.

A hub is the irreducible core of an organization 
(Dickerson, 1998). Virtual e-HRM hubs are the re-
pository for the central core competencies of HRM in 
digital conditions and additionally, include the whole 
basic functional infrastructure necessary to coordinate 
and control workflow as it progresses between value 
chain and/or alliance partners as organizational hubs. 
Virtual hubs are also explained as the meeting points 
of virtual career centers (VCCs).

VCCs (career sites/career portals) are the Web 
portals that present global work opportunities. These 
career centers supply information regarding improve-
ments of work life and competencies for people who 
are involved or connected to them.

These kinds of centers could also be concerned with 
applications, the results of the applications, and the 
relationships with companies. The criteria and details 
should be taken from both suppliers and workers within 
the application period. With VCC, comparisons among 
candidates should be done with competitions, exams, 
and projects. CV admissions are easier, detailed, and 
assorted by desired criteria from both the supply and 
demand side. VCCs are creating not only daily work 
opportunities, they also create punctual work oppor-
tunities for their applicants both on the supply and 
demand side. Virtual career centers could also segment 
the works and workers in niches. Career portals can 
also help streamline these efforts. Virtual career portals 
should also be concerned with ethical practices and the 
continuity of right work processes. National/interna-
tional central data base operations are needed for the 
legal infrastructure of these systems.

Career Mosaic (http://www.careermosaic.com), 
E-Span (http://www.espan.com), the Monster Board 
(http://www.monster.com), and Virtual Job Fairs are 
some examples of these centers.

VCCs offer improved career services, on-line in-
terest, work values assessments, e-mail VCC resumes 

for employers, search for occupations matching work 
skills and abilities, extensive labor market information 
in customized formats, expanded skills analysis; and 
saves information for on-line career planning, explores 
training options, and stores multiple resumes.

These virtual hubs are also defined as the channels for 
delivering information relevant to HR and the location 
for the meeting point of e-HRM market. These chan-
nels can be described as interdependent organizations 
involved in the process of making digital HR services 
available for utilization. Virtual career markets are 
the markets where e-HR solutions are done. These are 
markets where employees and employers encounter in 
virtual market space.

FUTURE TRENDS

There is a need for new tools and techniques for e-HRM 
for the realization of using the virtual world. There will 
be approaches for some useful e-HR tools for users, 
applicants, acceptors and deliverers. It is also a need for 
studies of the differences of e-HRM and virtual world. 
The studies for structural and environmental factors in 
e-HR formation are also another subject. Extemporary 
virtual reality opportunities and threats should also 
be discussed for e-HR. When applying e-HR, people 
and their behavior in the virtual communities should 
be focused. In adoption and adoption studies, achieve-
ments in stages and other circuit elements should be 
revised sequentially.

CONCLUSION

This study tries to construct a road map for e-HRM 
and e-HRM systems through virtual world which 
would be a substitute of reality for the near future. 
First the e-HRM concept is scrutinized in detail with 
several definitions. Then, e-HRM tools are explained 
as functional HR tools, selection tools, development 
tools and user tools. Furthermore e-HRM is analyzed 
to convey it as a system of macro and micro base. After 
the explanation of the stages from HRM to e-HRM, the 
relationships of the virtual world and e-HR are shown 
and the virtual e-HRM hubs and virtual career center 
concepts and future trends are discussed as a part of 
the e-HRM market.
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KEY TERMS

E-HRM: A platform that we use and follow HR 
functions with desktop architecture, intranet, and In-
ternet / defined as the information flow system pending 
from one user to a network of HR/ defined as a way of 
implementing HR strategies, policies, and practices in 
organizations through a conscious and directed support 
of and/or with the full use of Web-technology-based 
channels

E-HRM Tools: The tools that used for E-HR func-
tions, selection, software development for E-HR, and 
give convenience to users.

E-HRM Transformation: A modulation develop-
ment from HRM to e-HRM.

Vırtual Career Center: Web portals that present 
global work opportunities.

Vırtual Market: Markets where e-HR solutions 
are done.

Vırtual Organization: A temporary network of 
independent companies, suppliers, customers, and 
erstwhile rivals—linked together by information 
technology to share skills, cost, and access to one 
another’s markets
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Vırtual Teams: Defined as groups that have “gone 

digital” in order to function as a team.

Vırtual World: An environment where people can 
share knowledge, do business, and study together by 
using new technological devices such as PCs, laptops, 
mobile phones, PDAs, PDA phones and other devices 
by accessing to common networks such as Internet
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INTRODUCTION

HR executives are looking to technology and the 
information it provides to help them drive decisions 
that will lead to success of the organization as a whole 
(Wilcox, 1997). Snell, Stueber, and Lepak (2002) ob-
serve that HR can meet the challenge of simultaneously 
becoming more strategic, flexible, cost-efficient, and 
customer-oriented by leveraging information technol-
ogy (IT). They point out that IT has the potential to 
lower administrative costs, increase productivity, speed 
response times, improve decision-making, and enhance 
customer service all at the same time. The need for 
cost reduction, higher quality services, and cultural 
change are the three main forces that drive firms to seek 
IT-driven HR solutions (Yeung & Brockbank, 1995). 
The rapid development of the Internet during the last 
decade has boosted the implementation and application 
of electronic human resource management (e-HRM) 
(Strohmeier, 2007). According to Strohmeier (2007) 
e-HRM is the (planning, implementation and) applica-
tion of information technology for both networking and 
supporting at least two individual or collective actors 
in their shared performing of HR activities. Virtual 
HR is emerging due to the growing sophistication of 
IT and increased external structural options (Lepak & 
Snell, 1998). Surveys of HR consultants suggest that 
both the number of organizations adopting e-HRM and 
the depth of applications within the organizations are 
continually increasing (CedarCrestone, 2005). IT is 
beginning to enable organizations to deliver state-of-
the-art HR services. Many experts forecast that the PC 
will become the central tool for all HR professionals 
(Kovach & Cathcart, 1999).

One of the impacts of IT is that it enables the 
creation of an IT-based work place (Othman & Teh, 
2003). Advances in IT hold the promise of meeting 
many of the challenges of the HRM area in the future 
such as attracting, retaining and motivating employees, 
meeting the demands for a more strategic HR function 
and managing the “human element” of technological 

change (Ashbaugh & Miranda, 2002). Over the past 
5 years, the use of technology in human resources 
has increased dramatically and is now a vital aspect 
of many personnel-related decisions such as collect-
ing job information, recruitment, employee selection, 
training, and performance management (Chapman & 
Webster, 2003). HRM could support technological 
innovation to achieve high performance while technol-
ogy innovation could serve as an approach to enable 
HR function to focus more on value-added activities 
in order to realize the full potential of technology and 
organizational strategy (Shrivastava et al., 2003). The 
biggest benefit to organizations of using IT in HRM is 
the freeing of HR staff from intermediary roles so that 
they can concentrate on strategic planning in human 
resource organization and development (Pinsonneault 
& Kraemer, 1993).

In e-business, the implications for the HR function 
are not yet fully visible, but it is certain that e-HR will 
revolutionize the HR function within the three next 
years. The main challenge in e-HR is the alignment of 
processes in the HR function according to the future 
e-business challenge (Svoboda & Schröder, 2001); 
similarly observed by Caudron (2003) that IT can au-
tomate other routine tasks such as payroll processing, 
benefits administration and transactional activities so 
that HR professionals are free to focus on more strategic 
matters, such as boosting productivity. Increased use 
of human resource information systems (HRIS) allows 
professionals to achieve improved performance and thus 
facilitate participation in internal consultancy activities 
(Softworld Report, 1997). In latest research, Hussain, 
Wallace, and Cornelius (2007) observed that for senior 
HR professionals, strategic use of HRIS is increasingly 
the norm, irrespective of company size and this had 
led to the HR profession providing a value-add for the 
company. According to them strategic use of HRIS 
enhances the perceived standing of HR professionals 
within their organizations, a view however, not shared 
by their more senior non-HR executives.   
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A formidable body of literature exists on the usage, 

adoption and implementation of IT (Seyal, Rahim, & 
Rahman, 2000). However, most of the existing studies 
have focused on the use of IT in general (Ang & Koh, 
1997). Regrettably, existing literature has paid little 
attention to assessing the impact of IT on HRM in vari-
ous organizations in different sectors in an organized 
way. Similar observations are that empirical studies 
on the impact of IT are still limited, and the theory on 
how IT influences organizations is still underdeveloped 
(Wang, 1997). One area receiving scant attention in the 
research on successful IT use is HRM practice (Oth-
man et al., 2003). In particular, there are three areas 
of new developments, which need more empirical 
research and applications: the information technol-
ogy innovation and e-HR developmental approaches, 
the globally distributed engineering and international 
technology entrepreneurship, the professional service, 
and customer relations management modeling (Wang, 
2005). This is further supported by Shrivastava et al. 
(2003) that despite evidence of increasing use of HR 
related technology by individual firms, there has been 
little theory development in this area. Limited number 
of empirical studies by Elliott and Tevavichulada (1999) 
and Brestschneider (1990) represents some progress 
in this direction. Most of the existing studies were 
conducted in the western countries and in the United 
States. However the result of these studies may not be 
applicable to other parts of the world due to the exis-
tence of social, cultural, and economical differences 
(Seyal et al., 2000) and comparatively very little has 
been researched in this field in the developing countries. 
Therefore, academic interest in e-HRM has increased, 
as several special issues of HR-related journals demon-
strate (Stanton & Coovert, 2004; Townsend & Bennett, 
2003; Viswesvaran, 2003).

HUMAN RESOURCE INFORMATION 
SYSTEMS 

In the present context of globalization, employing 
organizations and their environments have become 
increasingly complex. Managers in these organizations 
face growing difficulties in coping with workforces 
that may be spread across various countries, cultures, 
and political systems. Increasing demands placed on 
human resources by co-workers as well as internal 
and external forces are rendering manual HR systems 

management completely adequate (Beckers & Bsat, 
2002). Given such trends, IT has considerable poten-
tial as a tool that managers can use, both generally 
and in human resourcing functions in particular to 
increase the capabilities of the organization (Borghoff 
& Pareschi, 1998; Tansley & Watson, 2000). Those 
managing the human resource functions have not 
ignored such advice, and a widespread use of human 
resource information systems (HRIS) has occurred 
(Beaumont, Kinnie, Arthurs, & Weatherall, 1992). An 
HRIS is a systematic procedure for collecting, storing, 
maintaining, retrieving and validating the data needed 
by an organization for its human resources, personnel 
activities and organization unit characteristics (Walker, 
1982). HRIS can support long range planning with 
information for labor force planning and supply and 
demand forecasts; staffing with information on equal 
employment, separations and applicant qualifications; 
and development with information on training program 
costs and trainee work performance. It can also support 
compensation programs, salary forecasts, pay budgets, 
and labor/employee relations with information on 
contract negotiations and employee assistance needs 
(Kovach et al., 1999).

HR requests might include such items as updated 
vacation and sick leave reports, performance review 
reports, salary histories, probation reports, expense 
reports, education and immigration status verifications, 
employee background checks, employee benefits sum-
mation, updated organizational charts, and employee 
telephone numbers, payroll processing, tax and other 
government regulations relating to human resources 
(Beckers et al., 2002). All these types of inquiries need 
to be addressed by HRIS. Further according to Beck-
ers et al. (2002) a HRIS consists of three components 
input, data maintenance, and output. The input com-
ponent focuses on entering HR data into the system. 
Traditionally, a member of the HR staff entered data 
into the computer system; while today; many organi-
zations have taken advantage of scanning technology 
that allows computers to scan data from the original 
document, including signatures and hand written notes. 
Once the data has been entered, the data maintenance 
function focuses on how quickly the new data included 
in the database is available for use by managers. The 
output component is related to what is generated by 
an HRIS and how that output is presented. The value 
of the output provided by an HRIS can be evaluated 
according to two factors:
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1. How many decisions will be improved by having 
the data. 

2. How much value will each improved decision 
produce. 

The cost of an HRIS can be high, and therefore it 
is important that the benefits derived from the imple-
mentation of an HRIS must be accessed (Beckers et 
al., 2002). Still number of firms investing in HRIS has 
dramatically increased in recent years (Ball, 2001). 
They further argued that if the system can provide an 
organization with a competitive advantage by improv-
ing the HR-decision making process, this would have 
enormous implications on productivity, cost reductions, 
product quality etc. and suggested the following five 
reasons for implementing and limitations as well of 
an HRIS system:

1. Competitiveness: An HRIS can significantly 
improve the efficiency of the HR operation and 
therefore a company’s bottom line.

2. The HRIS can promote the company to a new 
sphere in terms of the number and variety of 
HR-related reports it can produce.

3. The HRIS can help shift HR’s attention from 
transaction processing to strategic HRM. As the 
HRIS takes over tasks such as updating employee 
information and electronically reviewing resumes, 
the types of HR staff needed and their jobs tend 
to change. Due to decreased need for entry-level 
HR and increased need for analyst capable of re-
viewing HR activities in relation to the company’s 
plan s and management development.   

4. Many HRIS make it possible for the company’s 
employees themselves to be part of the HRIS by 
installing employee kiosks at which employees 
can verify and correct their personal informa-
tion.

5. As the software components are integrated, a 
true HRIS enables an employer to dramatically 
reengineer its entire HR function by having the 
information system itself take over and integrate 
many of the tasks previously carried out by HR 
employees.

The possible limitations are as follows:

1. The cost for the HRIS itself and future investments 
in this system are a major problem.

2. Some systems run into management resistance 
for some tasks.

3. Some systems trigger resistance by including 
inconvenient or unworkable user interfaces for 
employees.

4. Some systems are installed without sufficient 
thought being given to whether or not the new 
HRIS will be compatible with the company’s 
existing systems.

5. Inadequate documentation or training can under-
mine the system’s utility and increase the resis-
tance to the system of exactly those employees and 
managers who are supposed to aid in its use. 

It is also interesting to note the following three 
significant points for HRIS implementation success 
(Lippert & Swiercz, 2005):

1. Full system functionality is realized.
2. System acceptance permeates the organization; 

and 
3. The New technology has completely replaced the 

previous system.

Hagood and Friedman (2002) observed that HRIS 
implementation success has emerged as a significant 
challenge for organizations attempting to justify planned 
investments or recover expenses associated with invest-
ments already incurred.

E-HR AND CURRENT CONTEXT

E-HR is not a just technology issue and in fact it must 
enable HR professionals to improve and manage the 
organization’s human processes more effectively in 
relation to business planning, along with managing 
employee information.    

The main advantage of e-HR is to find out appro-
priate person from all over the world. Ralph Tribe of 
Getty Images summarizes the following benefits from 
e-Hr as (Anonymous, 2002):

• Enabling employee self-service, mainly through 
third parties;

• Removing basic, time-consuming HR tasks and 
information handling;

• Dynamic, real-time HR reporting and enhanced 
decision making as a result;
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• Opportunities to rethink and improve core HR 

processes;
• Optimizing HR performance by outsourcing non-

core activities to external experts.

In the leading ERP systems, some of the HRMS 
components permit the use of the internet to reduce 
transaction costs (Ashbaugh et al., 2002). For ex-
ample, the HRM capability of the PeopleSoft® pack-
age (one type of ERP software) was used to track the 
movements of 5.000 employees across 70 locations 
and calculate their salaries accurately. Consequently, 
when operational benefit in payroll processing was 
considered cycle time was reduced from four days to 
four hours. Thus accurate, time-effective information 
delivered to managers improved the speed and quality 
of decision-making and assisted cost control (Shang 
& Seddon, 2002).

Observations of some current trends and attitudes 
held by industry related organizations provide a fit-
ting conclusion to this direction. In the “2001 Human 
resources self-service/Portal survey” prepared by Ceda-
ra® software consulting and services company (Cedar, 
2002), it was reported that HRMS are used for such 
employee productivity applications as communications 
(e.g., employee manuals, corporate policies, directo-
ries, frequently asked questions), retirement services, 
enrollment for health benefits, benefit enquiries, and 
training registration. In systems expanded to include 
managerial productivity applications, this survey study 
reports that the most widely offered services are travel 
and expense management, the supply of request forms 
for new employees, time card approval and reporting, 
budget analysis, and such managerial reports as head 
count salary listings and time sheets (Logue, 2003). 

With the “e-wave” also reaching the area of HRM, 
the terms e-HR or e-HRM are increasingly being 
used when referring to the next development stage 
in IT-based HRM (Karakanian, 2000). A recent de-
velopment in the functionality of HRM systems has 
been the transition from client/server-based systems 
to Web-based access. This has resulted in new options 
for “self-service” routines for various HR functions 
(Hendrickson, 2003). In e-business the implications 
for the HR function are not yet fully visible, but it is 
certain that e-HR will revolutionize the HR function 
within the next few years. The main challenge in e-HR 
is the alignment of processes in the HR function ac-
cording to the future e-business challenge (Svoboda et 
al., 2001). In most companies, the shift to e-HR from 

a paper-intensive environment represents a significant 
cultural change, particularly for employees (Keebler 
& Rhodes, 2002). A more recent survey reported that 
more than 80% of respondents use or plan to use an 
HR portal tool in 2003 and organizations are using HR 
portals for company communication (50%), employee 
handbooks and policies (44%), work/life information 
and links (30%), benefits enrollment (25%), training 
(25%), employee message board (22%), HR record 
keeping (22%) and others including recruitment and 
employment information (5%) (Roth, 2003). 

FUTURE TRENDS

E-HRM is an innovative, latest, and significant develop-
ment in HRM that results in new phenomena and major 
changes. According to Strohmeier (2007), theoretical 
grounding is the central condition of any progress in 
the field and according to him future research should 
explicitly address issues in a twofold manner: The 
general level(s) of organizational analysis should be 
coordinated with appropriate level(s) of technology so 
as to avoid any drawbacks of level unawareness. Us-
ing specific contexts, consequences, and configuration 
empirically studies should be conducted and studied. 
E-HRM is a new and intriguing field of research at 
the intersection of human resource management and 
information systems. 

CONCLUSION 

Due to consequence of information technologies and 
evolvement of e-HR and HRIS, organizations have 
become more competitive by reducing costs and im-
proving productivity, quality, and profitability in HRM 
area. Modern businesses and industries are taking 
suitable steps for the implementation of IT in the key 
area of management of human resources by enabling 
the employees to make their optimum contribution to 
the gaining of a competitive advantage. E-HR is a new 
field of research at the intersection of human resource 
management and information systems. Finally, e-HR 
should enable a common, open culture based on very 
close collaboration, allowing an organization’s global 
Web-technology resources to be localized and focused 
principally on customer-facing applications (Anony-
mous, 2002). 



��0  

E-HRM Challenges and Opportunities

REFERENCES

Ang, J., & Koh, S. (1997). Exploring the relationship 
between user information satisfaction. International 
Journal of Information Management, 17(3), 169-
177.

Anonymous. (2002). Getty images put e-HR in per-
spective. Human resource Management International 
Digest, 10(1), 13-16.

Ashbaugh, S., & Miranda, R. (2002). Technology for 
human resource management: Seven questions and an-
swers. Public Personnel Management, 31(1), 7-20.

Ball, K. S. (2001). The use of human resource infor-
mation systems: A survey. Personnel Review, 30(6), 
677-693.

Beaumont, J. R., Kinnie, N. J., Arthurs, A. J., & 
Weatherall, C. B. (1992). Information technology and 
personnel management: Issues and educational impli-
cations. Unpublished paper, School of Management, 
University of Bath, UK.

Beckers, A. M., & Bsat, M. Z. (2002). A DSS classi-
fication model for research in human resource infor-
mation systems. Information Systems Management, 
19(3), 1-10. 

Borghoff, U. M., & Pareschi, R. (1998). Information 
technology for knowledge management. London: 
Springer. 

Brestschneider, S. (1990). Management information 
system in public and private organizations: An empirical 
test. Public Administration Review, 50(5), 536-545.

Caudron, C. (2003, February). Counting heads and hir-
ing, firing, and managing them too. PROFIT Oracle’s 
e-business magazine, 79-80. 

Cedar. (2002). Human resources self-service/
portal survey. Retrieved October 7, 2003 from 
http://web1.cedar.com/Marketing/WebRgs.nsf/
WhitePapers?OpenForm

CedarCrestone. (2005). The CedarCrestone 2005 work-
force technologies and service delivery approaches 
survey. 79, 139-146.

Chapman, D.S., & Webster, J. (2003). The use of 
technologies in the recruiting, screening, and selection 
processes for job candidates. International Journal of 
Selection and Assessment, 11(2/3), 113-120.

Elliott, R.H., & Tevavichulada, S. (1999). Computer 
literacy and human resource management: A public/
private sector comparison. Public Personnel Manage-
ment, 28(2), 259-274.

Hagood, W. O., & Friedman, L. (2002). Using the bal-
anced scorecard to measure the performance of your 
HR information system. Public Personnel Management, 
31(4), 543-57. 

Hendrickson, A. R. (2003). Human resource informa-
tion systems: Backbone technology of contemporary 
human resources. Journal of Labor Research, 24(3), 
381-394. 

Hussain, Z., Wallace, J., & Cornelius, N. E. (2007). 
The use and impact of human resource information 
systems on human resource management professionals. 
Information & Management, 44, 74-89.

Karakanian, M. (2000, Fall). Are human resources 
department ready for e-HR? Information Systems 
Management, 35-39.

Keebler, T. J., & Rhodes, D. W. (2002). E-HR: Becoming 
the “path of least resistance.” Employment Relations 
Today, 29(2), 57-66.

Kovach, K. A., & Cathcart, C. E. (1999). Human 
resource information system (HRIS): Providing busi-
ness with rapid data access, information exchange, and 
strategic advantage. Public Personnel Management, 
28(2), 275-282.

Lepak, D. P., & Snell, S. A. (1998). Virtual HR: Strategic 
human resource management in the 21st century. Human 
Resource Management Review, 8(3), 215-234. 

Lippert, S. K., & Swiercz, P. M. (2005) Human resource 
information systems (HRIS) and technology trust. 
Journal of Information Science, 31(5), 340-253.

Logue, A. C. (2003, February). Person to person: Web 
based HR systems may be your best human resource. 
PROFIT Oracle’s e-business magazine, 77-78. 

Othman, R., & Teh, C. (2003). On developing the in-
formated work place: HRM issues in Malaysia. Human 
Resource Management Review, 13(3), 393-406. 

Pinsonneault, A., & Kraemer K. (1993, September). The 
impact of information technology on middle managers. 
MIS Quarterly, 271-292.



  ���

E-HRM Challenges and Opportunities

E
Roth’s K. (2003, February). Serving up self-service: Is 
there an HR portal in your future? PROFIT Oracle’s 
e-business magazine, 81-82. 

Seyal, A. H., Rahim, M. M., & Rahman, M. N. A. 
(2000). An empirical investigation of use of informa-
tion technology among small and medium business 
organizations: Bruneian Scenario. The Electronic 
Journal on Information Systems in Developing Coun-
tries, 2(7), 1-17.

Shang, S., & Seddon, P.B. (2002). Assessing and man-
aging the benefits of enterprise systems: The business 
manager’s perspective. Information Systems Journal, 
12, 271-299.

Shrivatsava, S., & Shaw, J. B. (2003). Liberating HR 
through technology. Human Resource Management, 
42(3), 201-222.

Snell, S. A., Stueber, D., & Lepak, D. P. (2002). Virtual 
HR departments: Getting out of the middle. In R. L. 
Heneman & D. B. Greenberger (Eds.), Human resource 
management in virtual organizations (pp 81-101). 
Greenwich, CT: Information Age Publishing. 

Stanton, J. M., & Coovert, M. D. (2004). Turbulent 
waters: The intersection of information technology 
and human resources. Human Resource Management, 
43(2), 121-125.

Softworld Report. (1997). Human resource manage-
ment software. Conspectus, PMP (UK) Ltd. 

Strohmeier, S. (2007). Research in e-HRM: Review ad 
implications. Human Resource Management Review, 
17(2007), 19-37.

Svoboda, M., & Schröder, S. (2001). Transforming hu-
man resources in the new economy: Developing the next 
generation of global HR managers at Deutsche Bank 
AG. Human Resource Management, 40(3), 261-273.

Tansley C., & Watson T. (2000). Strategic exchange 
in the development of human resource information 
systems (HRIS). New Technology, Work and Employ-
ment, 15(2), 108-122.

Townsend, A. M., & Bennett, J. T. (2003). Human re-
sources and information technology. Journal of Labor 
Research, 24(3), 361-363.

Viswesvaran, C. (2003). Introduction to special issue: 
Role of technology in shaping the future of staffing 

and assessment. International Journal of Selection and 
Assessment, 11(2/3), 107-112.

Walker, A. J. (1982). HRIS development. New York: 
Van Nostrand Reinhold. 

Wang, S. (1997). Impact of information technology 
on organizations. Human Systems Management, 16, 
83-90. 

Wang, Z. (2005). Organizational effectiveness through 
technology innovation and HRM strategies. Interna-
tional Journal of Manpower, 26(6), 481-487.

Wilcox, J. (1997, June). The evolution of human re-
sources technology. Management Accounting, 3-5.

Yeung, A., &, Brockbank, W. (1995). Reengineering 
HR through information technology. Human Resources 
Planning, 18(2), 24-37.

KEY TERMS

E-HRM: Web-based solution that takes advantage 
of the latest Web application technology to deliver an 
online real-time human resource management solu-
tion.

Human Resources Information Systems (HRIS): 
A Web-based solution that takes advantage of the latest 
Web application technology to deliver an online real-
time human resource management solution.

Human Resources Management Systems 
(HRMS): Web-based solution that takes advantage of 
the latest Web application technology to deliver an on-
line real-time human resource management solution.

HR Portal: HR Portals manage the entire human 
resource function easily and effectively with the help 
of Web and information technology.

HR Systems: Application of information technol-
ogy in human resource management systems.

Information Technology (IT): Term that encom-
passes all forms of technology used to create, store, 
exchange, and use information its various forms (busi-
ness data, voice conversations, still images, motion 
pictures, multimedia presentations, and other forms, 
including those not yet conceived). It’s a convenient 
term for including both telephony and computer tech-
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nology in the same word. It is the technology that is 
driving what has often been called “the information 
revolution.”

Virtual HR: Virtual HR allows employees to serve 
themselves from anywhere, at any time at their conve-
nience. The self-service applications take HR people 
out of the transaction.
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Topic: Competence Development and Compensation

INTRODUCTION

The human resource management (HRM) can be 
structured according to different key perspectives (e.g., 
Stone, 2002). One viewpoint concerns the applications 
and information technology-based human resource 
information systems (HRIS) that can be seen as an 
additional solution to carry out the successful human 
resource management. The historical perspective of 
the current topic shows how organizations have had 
various management information systems and decision 
supportive systems. Both of these have direct links 
to human-computer interaction and human behavior 
(e.g., Zhang & Dillon, 2003). In management context, 
however, demand for successful HRM is challeng-
ing as human resources are led in specific situations 
(Hershey, Blanchard, & Johnson, 2000) and managed 
in changing organizational environments (Sashkin & 
Sashkin, 2003). Leadership studies have shown that 
management should be accompanied with the wide-
range of managerial options. Hence, as one element 
of e-governance, there is need for advanced electronic 
human resource management (e-HRM) systems that are 
acceptable and effective (rf. Stone, Stone-Romero, & 
Lukaszewski, 2006).

The internal and external environment of organiza-
tions is indeed changing continuously which causes 
new demands: for the human competence and capac-
ity (Leonard, 1998; Syväjärvi, Stenvall, Jurvansuu, 
& Harisalo, 2005), for the detection and recognition 
of those (e.g., Hershey, Blanchard, & Johnson, 2000) 
and for organizational perception (e.g., London, 2001). 
These fields are indeed a part of human resource man-
agement. The human competence (or capacity) refers 

here to behaviors and actions, but also to the tacit 
abilities underlying human behavior and action. Thus, 
need for developing the organizational information 
systems exists also in the field of HRM. Organizations 
want to improve their human competence detection 
and management.

Ghoshal, Bartlett, and Moran (2000) have showed 
that people’s knowledge and competence will be an 
increasingly critical element of organizational success. 
Those who can recognize competencies, and further, 
who can create new knowledge will be successful 
in organizational settings (rf. Ghoshal et al., 2000; 
Stacey, 2001). However, the human competence is 
found so difficult and complex that its recognition or 
development for organizational purposes can not be 
easily completed by the management. In this context, 
the e-HRM systems are needed as those may provide 
valuable information for decision making. Electronic 
mechanisms or management information systems are 
of extreme importance as the information produced can 
be utilized in management (e.g., Zhang & Li, 2002).

Organizational benefits and success factors of elec-
tronic approaches are complex (Gil-Carcia & Helbig, 
2006). Traditional HRM systems are repeatedly too 
expensive, quite slow, or otherwise complicated. 
These are simultaneously problematical in respect of 
the effective management. This article will search for 
a new e-HRM system to measure and analyze tacit 
human signals in organizations. Tacit signals refer to 
personal beliefs concerning both the recognitions and 
the improvement needs of human competencies (rf. 
Stone, 2002; Syväjärvi et al., 2005), but as well to the 
fundamentals of effective leadership (Kets de Vries, 
2006). Hence, a research question is set as follows:

E-HRM in Competence Recognition  
and Management
Marko Kesti
University of Lapland, Finland

Antti Syväjärvi
University of Lapland, Finland

Jari Stenvall
University of Lapland, Finland

Copyright © 2009, IGI Global, distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.



���  

E-HRM in Competence Recognition and Management

What type of e-HRM system is needed for tacit signal 
and human competence recognition and respectively 
for effective management?

An information system can be seen as physical 
process that supports an organization by providing 
critical information to achieve goals (Syväjärvi & 
Stenvall, 2006). New tacit signal based e-HRM system 
is introduced as a human resource information system. 
The current e-HRM is seen as dialogic, fluent, accurate, 
and fast responding system that serves simultaneously 
the needs of HRM, subordinate actions, and e-gover-
nance. Hence, the e-HRM system is an instrument for 
effective management. The tacit signal e-HRM method 
is not a system of ultimate kind, but serves as an elec-
tronic tool of HRM to determine the tacit signals and 
to analyze human signals in time. The method allows 
leadership to accomplish productivity actions across 
the organizational work society.

BACKGROUND

In modern organizations, the control of e-governance, 
knowledge, and intangible assets has become one 
important factor for success. To be successful an orga-
nization should have processes where individuals and 
groups are able to reflect knowledge and experiences, 
and further, can improve their contribution to the or-
ganizational objectives. It shown by several researches 
that organizations committed to the employees and 
those letting the tacit knowledge base to increase are 
successive ones in a longer term (e.g., De Geus, 1997). 
In some environments, the intangible assets are prob-
ably key issues when creating competitive advantage 
(Kaplan & Norton, 2004). The intangible assets may 
create the main part of the organization growth and ap-
preciation (Lev, 2004). Therefore, the human intangible 
asset should be an important development target. As 
indicated earlier, these human properties or intangible 
assets of performance are quite difficult to recognize 
and develop.

In organization, the knowledge is created by collec-
tive learning and sharing of information (Prahalad & 
Hamel, 1990). Knowledge can be divided, for example, 
to explicit and tacit knowledge. Explicit knowledge is 
rational and can be described and visualized by docu-
ments and pictures. Tacit knowledge is experience based 

knowledge that is difficult or impossible to document 
or describe by words. Tacit knowledge is highly per-
sonal emotion and feeling based and therefore difficult 
to express. Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) describe the 
new knowledge creation with interactive social process 
between explicit and tacit knowledge. Tacit knowledge 
has to be formulated to words or documents so that it 
can be further converted to explicit knowledge which 
creates again new tacit knowledge. Social intercom-
munication like dialogue, discussion, and observation 
speeds up the knowledge creation process and activates 
organizational learning. In the current study, the stra-
tegically relevant competence (or tacit signal) is never 
certain, but rather exists in the form of beliefs which 
are inconsistent or contradictory.

THE TACIT SIGNAL AND E-HRM

Tacit signals can be seen employees’ personal beliefs 
concerning the human competencies. Those are, for 
example, related to improvement needs of competen-
cies. As an organization is influenced by beliefs, the 
competence factor can be developed more consistent 
and conjunctive with the organization. Tacit signals 
are personal, situational experiences and emotional 
knowledge which are typically difficult to express by 
words. Measuring tacit signals and analyzing them 
relevantly and timely, so that they guide to improve-
ment actions, the people can be managed subjectively 
and proactively.

Proactive operating method makes it possible 
to do preventive actions in accordance with ISO 
9000:2000 to find things affecting to quality before 
realization. Measuring tacit signals fits well for the 
balanced scorecard like company-based measures for 
the learning and growth perspective (Kaplan & Norton, 
2004). The measured human competence factors can 
be linked also to other scorecards. Moreover, the main 
idea in the tacit signals e-HRM system is to recognize 
human potential in both personal and group levels, to 
optimize the quality of HRM, and to increase co-opera-
tion across organization. The e-HRM system improves 
the organization’s ability to prioritize the development 
actions of competencies and it allows doing improve-
ments effectively.
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DICHOTOMY PRINCIPLES FOR THE 
USE OF E-HRM

The principle of interrelated and opposing factors is 
raised in several organizational circumstances. Re-
searches have shown multitude dichotomies—such as 
tacit vs. explicit, mind vs. body, self vs. others—that 
affect on the organization’s knowledge creation. These 
dichotomies are not different coins but rather the op-
posite sides of the coin being mutually complementary 
(e.g., Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). The optimal condition 
exists when affecting the two paired sides in a balanced 
way. In addition, the development need is determined 
as the unbalance occurs. The dichotomy principles of 
the current e-HRM can be compared and clarified in 
respect of the Likert scale.

Development focus is on the side of unbalance. 
As time goes by the unbalance may again prevent 
the optimal intangible assets utilization. Likert-scale 
queries measures the state and development need, but 
does not show the direction for development. Tacit 
signal e-HRM system measures the development need 
with the direction. The development is needed if the 
two interrelated guiding forces are not in balance. If 
unbalance exists, individuals have to prioritize the 
development direction.

Among the HRM experts, the most common form 
of knowledge management strategies are perhaps 

codifying and personalization strategies (Hansen et 
al., 1999). Also, two opposite dynamic forces, that is, 
competition vs. cooperation, are involved. Manage-
ment should agree about the implemented strategy, 
since the use of multiple strategies may cause failures. 
In organization development, it is crucial to know and 
agree which side the improvement focus is located. If 
not being able to make a decision, it may also cause 
managerial conflicts (i.e., hinder effective management) 
that may even paralyze the organization (rf. Hansen 
et al., 1999).

THE TACIT SIGNAL HRIS

The balanced scorecard is lacking good company spe-
cific measures for the learning and growth perspective. 
The absence of specific measures may indicate that 
the organization is not connecting its strategy objec-
tives to crucial activities like: updating employee’s 
competencies, supplying relevant information, and 
aligning individuals, teams, and organizational units 
to the company’s objectives (e.g., Kaplan & Norton, 
2004). The current tacit signals e-HRM system makes 
it possible to measure and analyze tacit signals in real 
time. The system is based on both the dichotomy scale 
self-assessment and analyzes of competence potential 
vectors.

Figure 1. New dichotomy scale compared to Likert scale
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The specified tacit signals HRIS consists of follow-
ing measuring principles:

• The specified human competence measurement 
has several competence attributes which are evalu-
ated by the dichotomy scale of guiding forces to 
help human resource decision making.

• Tacit signals are inquired systematically for 
specified human driver of performance (human 
competence, intangible asset).

• Opinion includes the guiding factor and possible 
informal comments for each question are included 
in the measurement.

• Each individual answers are under the influence 
of their personal tacit signals which are highly 
respected by privacy in the tacit signal e-HRM 
system.

• The guiding forces are to be chosen so that it 
meets the dichotomy principle of two interrelated 
and opposite forces like rational vs. emotional or 
quantitative vs. qualitative.

• One force is guiding to more straightforward ac-
tions and the other is more related to emotions 
needing usually a dialog between the parties and 
individuals to be improved and understood.

Measuring tacit signals needs a query that goes 
well together with the dichotomy scale. Tacit signals 

are shown by vectors at the dichotomy improvement 
semicircle. Each employee is indeed a knowledge 
worker and subject that have important tacit knowledge 
about the organization operations and their own work. 
An individual has skills, knowledge, and energy that 
organizations try to benefit. Human drivers of perfor-
mance are the known competence factors contributing 
the organization to improve productivity and achieving 
the target. Each human driver of performance is build 
from participating individual competence potential. 
Competence potential has a direction which shows 
how much of the competence potential is utilized. 
In this specification, the potential can be shown as a 
vector where the part leading towards the target is the 
competence. 

When two totally contrasting potential vectors are 
summed, the result does not lead anywhere. This situ-
ation can occur when opposite opinions cause conflict 
and hinder the decision making. When these two persons 
discuss and agree the progress, the collective compe-
tence is double for both potential vectors point to the 
same direction and competence potential is optimally 
utilized. Tacit signals approach starts with the identi-
fication of the performance drivers. Each performance 
driver is specified with the dichotomy guiding forces 
and competence attributes to be evaluated. Competence 
attributes (that originate from the science literature) are 
chosen as having valid importance in the direction of 
organizational goals.

Figure 2. An example shows tacit signal vectors of four individuals evaluating one competence attribute. At the 
right from the semicircle is the competence level scale.
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As the given example indicates, the dichotomy im-

provement semicircle is adaptive according to the size 
of the group so that every individual tacit signal vector 
can be summed. Further, this signifies the collective 
development needs and competencies. Tacit signals 
vector analyses thus provide following information:

• Collective judgment about how much the com-
petence attribute needs to be developed (i.e., 
competence level)

• How homogenous is the collective development 
need showing each individual opinions (i.e., vec-
tor direction)

• The optimal improvement force (i.e., parallel 
direction) or the need for improving the both 
guiding forces together (i.e., diverse outcome)

• Additional comments to be considered as improv-
ing the competence attribute

In addition, the knowledge creation process includes 
that the results are gone through (at each group) the 
management review. At the HRM review, the organiza-
tion is analyzed according to the system approach. This 
guarantees that the so called big picture of organization 
development is detected. After that, each group goes 
through their own results by discussions. Individuals 
and groups are able to both recognize the corrective 
actions and determine essential actions. This session 
takes 2-3 hours and is effective, because e-HRM leads 
to explicit results, to constructive discussions and to 
concrete development actions.

Due to the current e-HRM system, the human re-
source based development needs are evident as every 
estimated competence items have vector sum ups. By 
measured tacit signals, individuals and groups know 
how to improve the human competences which are 
linked to organizational targets. Finally, the effective 
HRM actions can be executed as it is known now the 
areas of development actions and the magnitude of 
actions.

FUTURE TRENDS

In the future, organizations will over again face the 
changing environment. The challenge for HR manag-
ers is to embrace the new HRIS, since organizations 
are built on the basis of important intangible drivers 
of performance. In the current framework, each in-

tangible driver of performance has several attributes 
that illustrate the human success factors. The human 
tacit signal balance will be needed to show if certain 
features need reinforcement or development. Unbalance 
in the reinforcement side means that the attribute is not 
activated and strong enough to form a positive spiral 
in the organization system. Unbalance in the develop-
ment side means that the attribute affects negatively the 
two following drivers of performance. Therefore, the 
development need is more critical for the future organi-
zations and managers, since it is important to solve the 
everyday problems and simultaneously to strengthen 
the intangible performance drivers that have positive 
influence. By seeing and analyzing the organization as 
a system, with interrelated human performance drivers, 
the organization can be developed more optimally and 
with increased human capacity.

Argumentation and evidence exist how in the future 
e-HRM systems provide such intelligence that helps or-
ganizations to operate both proactively and effectively. 
In electronic governance, this is done by utilizing more 
human drivers of performance, but with the notion 
that HRIS users will have different requirements from 
information systems. Thus, increasing requirements are 
set for flexible e-HRM approaches as simultaneously, 
organizations will probably be even more complex to 
manage. Decision making concerning the human asset 
will be more challenging as organizations are getting 
even more diverse and complex.

Organizational and knowledge complexity exist 
in different forms and one major aspect considers 
humans. Further study is needed in order to enhance 
the realization of this importance of the organizational 
asset. One approach is the tacit signal e-HRM research 
so that the managers may use faster and more accurate 
decision making instruments. There will be a call for 
continuing HRIS research. Firstly, how HRIS research 
will assist managers in accurate and timely decision 
making? Secondly, how to manage with the increasing 
human diversity? Thirdly, how to understand humans 
in respect to both organizational complexity and pro-
ductivity?

CONCLUSION

The organizations in both the public and private sec-
tor should try to identify the factors that affect on the 
productivity and the development of their own. By 
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benefiting better the unidentified human assets, the 
public and private organizations can become aware of 
how the human factors (Sandberg & Yan, 2006) can 
create a positive impact. The proper e-HRM systems 
allow the organizational leaders to be more aware about 
human organizational behavior. Systems also help to 
understand how electronic aids work as functional 
versus dysfunctional consequences for individuals 
and organizations (Stone et al., 2006). The e-HRM is 
one way to develop effective human management as 
opening the black box of leadership (rf. Kets de Vr-
ies, 2006).

Furthermore, the tacit signal e-HRM method can be 
related into the principles of high-performance work 
design as it serves effective leadership. Becker and 
Huselid (1998) have showed that the high-performance 
work design is needed in order to guarantee success-
ful organizational activity. This has been the case as 
the e-HRM system has been developed and tested in 
various organizational situations. Empirical research 
has shown the effectiveness of existing tacit signal e-
HRM system. The system has worked both for public 
sector organizations and private organizations. So far 
the e-HRM system has been developed and investigated 
with 50 organizations and many thousand tacit signals 
have been recognized. Hence, the e-HRM system of 
the current kind works like a managerial instrument 
for human competence recognition, organizational 
knowledge identification, and knowledge creation (rf. 
Stacey, 2001) conceptualization.

Each organization is unique so the approach to tacit 
signals should be customized and flexible. Stone (2002) 
has indicated an antiquated HRIS is a hindrance to both 
HRM and organizational performance. The current sys-
tem has shown to be fast, accurate, and responsive. The 
people in organizations are able to share the knowledge 
and to agree about improvement actions. It seems that 
the tacit signal e-HRM system indeed speeds up the 
managerial actions and makes actions more accurate. 
The tacit signal e-HRM system produces valid data for 
HR decision making, strategic planning, more flexible 
working practices, human resource allocation, and of 
course, for the human resource management. These 
improvements can be linked to the organization’s 
knowledge sharing, human wellbeing, division of labor, 
values and beliefs, and to the productivity and cohesive-
ness of people, which are characters of the competent 
management (e.g., Cameron & Quinn, 2006; Kets de 
Vries, 2006; Syväjärvi et al., 2005).

Finally, organizational benefits are benefits related 
to the solution of organizational problems or the en-
hancement of various capabilities (Dawes & Pardo, 
2002). By current tacit signal e-HRM method, it is 
possible to relate the human capability success factors 
with a positive spiral and thus to minimize the risk of 
low human competence utilization. It is shown that the 
management of organizational feedback has potential 
contribution to organization success (e.g., Greller, 
2003). As tacit signals are analyzed in real time and 
the improvements actions can be located, it is possible 
to start development steps without a delay. Normally 
these steps have a huge and motivating effect to all 
stakeholders. By competent managerial use, the sys-
tem may reduce duplicate data collection, processing 
and storage, and further it recognizes critical benefits 
and factors related to e-government (see Gil-Carcia & 
Helbig, 2006).
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KEY TERMS

Attribute: A human property or characteristic in 
organizational environment that has value. It is one 
kind of data about the nature of the human-organiza-
tion environment. It shows how individuals can be 
distinguished.

E-Governance: Governance in electronic environ-
ment that comprises functions, processes, practices, 
and actions through digital means.

HRM Dichotomy: Division into two parts as hu-
man resource management objectives or interrelated 
factors are subdivided into two mutually opposed or 
contradictory pairs.

Human Competence: A human property or char-
acteristic according to which one has knowledge, 
capability, and skills in a certain task to perform or 
behave. It is the ability to successfully carry out an 
activity which is identified

Information System: An information system is 
a system of communication between people and it 
involves the gathering, processing, and use of infor-
mation.
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Intangible Assets: Human capital, database or 
information system, responsive process, customer 
relationship, innovation capability, and culture of an 
organization that all are needed for distinctive and 
sustainable value.

Tacit Signals: Signals related to the known attribute 
of an intangible driver of human performance. Rep-
resent competence, opinion, intelligence, or emotion 
that operates as an improvement factor.
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Topic: Managing Individuals and Groups in the Organization

INTRODUCTION

Motivation deals with the understanding of what makes 
people work and the approaches to making people work 
(Donnelly, Gibson, & Ivancevich, 1992). The process 
of motivation can be described as a three-stage cycle. 
It starts with an unsatisfied need of an individual. Such 
an unsatisfied need would cause physical or psycho-
logical tension within the individual. In order to reduce 
the tension, the individual would engage in certain 
goal-directed behavior so as to satisfy the need. Once 
the goal is achieved and therefore the need is satisfied, 
the process of motivation is complete. However, a new 
(unsatisfied) need would usually arise. The process of 
motivation would then repeat. Certainly, there will be 
exceptions to the motivation process. For some employ-
ees, the unachieved goal and unsatisfied need would 
result in anxiety or stress, rather than motivation.

There have been voluminous publications devoted to 
the subject of motivation (Sonnenberg, 1991). Leidecker 
and Hall (1974) suggested that motivation as a theory 
itself is not bad. Only that application had been poor. 
They attributed the poor application to several areas in 
which management failed to fully understand either the 
motivational concepts themselves or their implications 
for action. With the rapid advance of information and 
computer technology (ICT), there are many non-tra-
ditional work systems and arrangements (e.g., teams, 
ad hoc teams, agile teams, distant workplaces, mobile 
offices, etc.). In such settings, the traditional motivation 
theories become inadequate. Specifically, traditional 
motivation theories are result-oriented in nature. This 
article suggests a process-oriented motivation theory 
for e-HRM. The process-oriented motivation model 
advocates process-as-motivation, rather than the result-
as-motivation in the traditional models. Such a theory 
will be more effective than the traditional result-oriented 
motivation models.

BACKGROUND

Since F. W. Taylor (1856-1915) launched the scien-
tific management movement during late nineteenth 
century, there have been many schools of thought on 
how to motivate workers so as to improve productiv-
ity. Basically, there are two types of models for the 
traditional motivation theories: the content models and 
the process models. The content models include F. W. 
Taylor’s scientific management, Elton Mayo’s human 
relations theory, the path-goal frameworks such as 
A. H. Maslow’s (1954) theory of hierarchy of needs, 
and Frederick Herberg’s (1968) dual factor theory, 
and more recent Theory X, Theory Y, and Theory Z. 
The process models, on the other hand, include the 
expectancy concepts by Kurt Lewin and E. C. Tolman, 
B. F. Skinner’s reinforcement theory, Victor Vroom’s 
valence/expectancy model, and so forth. Although 
called the process models, these theories, in fact, ad-
vocate management by results. They believe that the 
motivation power comes from results.

Taylor’s Scientific Management

The goal concept is implicit in Taylor’s scientific man-
agement theory. In addition to the ideas such as time 
and motion study, work methods, incentive pay, and so 
forth, the concept of task assignment also serves as an 
important cornerstone of scientific management. The 
assignment of a specific amount of work to be accom-
plished by employees actually sets a goal or objective 
for the task. Such a goal concept indeed became the 
“motivation” for the later development of the manage-
ment by objectives (MBO) concept. On the other hand, 
the path-goal framework argues that people will work 
for the attainment of a goal which they value and/or 
which they expect they can achieve. Two models of 
this framework were developed by A. M. Maslow and 
Frederick Herzberg, respectively. 
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Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Maslow’s theory of need hierarchy suggests that human 
needs can be grouped into five categories (i.e., levels): 
(1) physiological, (2) safety, (3) social, (4) esteem, and 
(5) self-actualization. According to Maslow, one level 
of needs becomes activated only after the lower level 
is relatively satisfied. The higher level needs would 
serve as goals for lower level activities. The interac-
tion between goals and needs then forms the path-goal 
framework. Unfortunately, human needs may exist 
simultaneously rather than in the form of an orderly 
hierarchy. On the other hand, if the higher level needs 
serve as goals for lower level activities, then there will 
be no goal or motivation existed for the highest level 
of the hierarchy. Thus, the theory of need hierarchy 
may not work well as a motivation theory.

Herzberg’s Dual-Factor Theory

Herzberg’s dual-factor theory suggests that there are two 
basic job dimensions: (1) The conditions surrounding 
or extrinsic to the task (e.g., company policy, working 
condition, interpersonal relations, fringe benefits, sal-
ary, personal life, etc.) and (2) The task itself (e.g., the 
contents of the work, sense of achievement, recognition 
of achievement, possibility for growth, responsibility, 
promotion or advancement, etc.). The extrinsic condi-
tions are called hygiene factors or maintenance factors. 
Factors related to the task itself are called motivating 
factors. The hygiene factors (i.e., the extrinsic or the 
maintenance factors) are related to the need to avoid 
pains. These factors are the primary determinants of 
job dissatisfaction. The motivating factors (i.e., the 
intrinsic factors), on the other hand, correspond to the 
need for psychological growth. They are the sources 
of job satisfaction and motivations. 

The Expectancy Theory

The expectancy theory of motivation, as developed by 
Vroom (1964), suggests that motivation is a function 
of expectancy and valence. The expectancy can be 
further decomposed into two components: (1) effort-
to-performance (E-P) expectancy and (2) performance-
to-outcome (P-O) expectancy. The E-P expectancy is 
the probability an individual perceives that his or her 
effort will lead to successful performance. On the other 
hand, the P-O expectancy is the perceived probability 

that the performance will lead to specific outcomes. 
Finally, valence is the value or preference the indi-
vidual assigns to the outcomes. Thus, the model can 
be described as follows:

Motivation = 
     (E-P Expectancy) (P-O Expectancy) (Valence)

The Contingency Theory 

Porter and Lawler (1964) developed a contingency mod-
el which suggests that effort is a function of the value 
of reward and the perceived effort-reward probability. 
Performance is dependent upon effort and affected by 
the abilities and traits and the role perceptions by the 
worker. Performance is the basis for rewards—both 
intrinsic and extrinsic rewards. The rewards and the 
perceived equitable rewards determine the degree of 
satisfaction which, as a feedback, will affect the (future) 
perceived value and reward.

A PROCESS-ORIENTED MOTIvATION 
THEORY FOR E-HRM

All of the motivation models reviewed use goals, 
results, or the expectation of results as the source of 
motivation. No motivation theory emphasizes the need 
to tap the motivational power of the work process itself. 
Although Herzberg’s dual-factor theory which suggests 
that the task itself can be a motivating factor, his theory 
emphasizes the importance of factors such as sense 
of achievement, recognition of achievement, promo-
tion or advancement, and so forth. These are, in fact, 
result-oriented motivating mechanisms. It is doubtful 
whether all these traditional motivation theories would 
work in today’s ICT environment. 

work Settings in the ICT Environment

During the past few decades, strong forces of change 
such as rapid advances in computer and information 
technologies, globalization, and so forth, has reshaped 
the business landscape worldwide. Both the internal 
and external environments are characterized by “hyper-
activities,” “hyper-changes,” and “hyper-competition.” 
Newer forms of organization and work settings have 
emerged to cope with these “hyper-challenges.” For 
example, Drucker (1988) suggests that the traditional 



  �0�

An E-HRM Perspective on Motivation

E
hierarchical structure is no longer suitable for orga-
nizations in today’s environment. The new type of 
organization will be knowledge- or information-based. 
Members in such an organization, just like musicians 
in a symphony orchestra, are specialists who cannot be 
told how to do their work. Chung (1996) coins the no-
tion of a “listening organization” which also resembles 
a symphony orchestra but in a different context from 
Drucker’s (1954) information-based organizations. In 
a listening organization, each member simultaneously 
performs four types of listening activities—listening to 
others, listening to each other, listening to oneself and 
ones self, and listening to nature—just like any musi-
cian in a symphony orchestra does. All organizational 
activities, like all musical performances, are a process 
rather than a product. Other terms for organizational 
structures such as virtual factory, virtual organiza-
tions, “re-engineering” (Hammer & Champy, 1993), 
and so forth, have also received varying degrees of 
attention. 

With new organization forms, the work environments 
have also changed substantially. The traditional enclosed 
and well-defined, four-wall workplaces are no longer 
suitable for today’s organizations. It is not uncommon to 
have mobile and distributed workforces scattered all over 
the world. Work schedules such as 9-to-5, three shifts, 
five-day workweek, and so forth, are no longer the norm. 
Flexible arrangements such as mobile office, distant of-
fice, home-as-office, and so forth, become popular and 
effective. All these developments pose many new chal-
lenges to organizations in the context of motivation. For 
example, with the absence of face-to-face supervision, 
there is no chance for even “a pat on the back.” How do 
organizations “motivate” their employees who may have 
never met each other? How should teams rather than 
individuals be motivated, particularly team members 
may physically locate all over the world?  

The Process-Oriented Motivation

In the ICT environment, the process of work is a bet-
ter motivational force than the goal or the result of the 
work. (Note that the so-called the “process models” of 
the traditional motivation theories refer to the process of 
motivation, not the process (of work) as a motivation). The 
thesis of process-as-a-motivation is based on a process-
oriented philosophy suggested by Chung (1999). This 
philosophy consists of three premises: (1) The process 
is usually more enjoyable than the product (i.e., the 

result); (2) Take care of the process, the product will 
take care of itself; and (3) Any result is only part of an 
endless process leading to future processes and future 
results. The process-oriented philosophy suggests that 
the process of work itself can be of greater motivational 
power than the goal or the result of the work. The 
perceived values of the result-oriented rewards usually 
diminish quickly. Consequently, the motivation so 
derived would not be sustainable. The process of work 
does not simply mean the step-by-step procedures for 
operations or the nitty-gritty of the tasks. The process 
should also include what an individual experiences 
while working. It includes what the individual thinks, 
feels, and learns during the process of work. That is, 
the mental process is indeed an important part of the 
process of work. After all, the purpose of motivation 
is to activate the mental power of the individual so that 
he/she can do a better job. 

The first two premises of the process-oriented phi-
losophy suggest that, if employees enjoy (the process 
of) their work, they are likely to do a better job. The joy 
associated with the (process of) work thus becomes the 
motivating power. Particularly, the problem-solving 
activities and the learning experiences during the process 
of work provide the major source of the joy and motiva-
tion. Although the joy of work can be classified as the 
intrinsic rewards, it is not the same as most of the intrinsic 
motivating factors identified by Herzberg’s dual-factor 
model or Porter and Lawler’s contingency model. In their 
models, factors such as sense of achievement, recognition 
of achievement, promotion, and advancement are basi-
cally result-oriented. Certainly, one should not exclude 
the joy and motivation associated with the results (e.g., 
achievements) of works. However, continuous problem-
solving, continuous learning, continuous challenge, and 
ceaseless improvement would be a much stronger and 
more sustaining motivating power. 

It is interesting to note that, in the seventeenth century, 
the founding father of empiricism, John Locke (1632-
1704) had suggested the work itself as a potential source 
of motivation. Locke advocated that work, especially 
manual work, (1) affords good physical exercise, (2) the 
skill gained is worth having it—it may be useful, and 
(3) provides diversions or recreations (Bott, Slapar, & 
Wang, 2003). Since Locke emphasized the importance 
of experience, his “motivation theory” can be regarded 
as prelude to John Dewey’s (1859-1952) pragmatist 
approach to learning. Dewey advocated a “learning 
by doing” approach to education. Education should be 
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based on the problem-solving approach. As mentioned 
earlier, problem-solving activities during the process 
of work would provide major source of joy and thus 
motivation.  

Process-Oriented Performance 
Evaluation   

Performance evaluation is an important motivation-re-
lated issue. Imai (1986) points out that KAIZEN (i.e., 
total continuous improvement) generates a process-
oriented way of thinking, as opposed to the West’s 
innovation-oriented and result-oriented thinking. This 
is an important distinction. The result-oriented thinking 
leads to result-oriented criteria (or the R-criteria, ac-
cording to Imai, 1986) for performance evaluation. All 
the traditional approaches to motivation, as reviewed, 
are associated with the R-criteria. The process-oriented 
criteria (i.e., the P-criteria) would provide a more 
appropriate evaluation and consequently, a stronger 
motivational power to employees. 

MBO Revisited

The classical management literature suggests that, in 
addition to providing directions for process activities, 
goals serve as a (potential) motivating factor for produc-
tivity enhancement. MBO (management by objectives), 
as coined by Drucker (1954), requires each manager to 
establish objectives for his or her own unit. The objec-
tives so defined should not only be consistent with the 
objectives of the higher level units, but also be specific 
in stating their contributions to the overall objectives of 
the higher level units. Later, the MBO concepts were 
extended to every employee, not just managers. MBO 
would provide individuals (e.g., subordinates) with an 
opportunity to be self-motivating by setting their own 
objectives. People would presumably work harder and 
better to accomplish their own goals. Since its induction, 
the gap between theory and practice of MBO has been 
greatly widened. If not well planned and implemented, 
MBO may cause mistrust to occur between employees 
and the management. The employees may look at MBO 
as nothing more than another tool used by management 
to gain better control of them and to squeeze more 
out of them. The process-oriented motivation model 
suggests that management by process (MBP) will be 
more effective than MBO. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Due to the rapid advances of ICT and globalization, 
organizations need to change their forms, structures, 
and work settings so as to cope with the rapid changes 
in environment. Changes in both organizations and their 
environments will affect what motivates people and how 
they should be motivated. Traditionally, motivation is 
a research issue in the area of organizational behavior 
(OB). Organization structure, on the other hand, is 
the concern of organization theory (OT). Obviously, 
there is a need to integrate motivation research with the 
study of organization structures. As far as motivation 
is concerned, OB and OT are inseparable. Moreover, 
the specific traces of the ICT impacts upon both OT 
and OB, and therefore upon motivation, should be 
further investigated. For example, ICT is the motivat-
ing power behind the business process reengineering 
(BPR) concept. The reengineering of work processes 
will definitely change both the process of motivation 
and the process as motivation. The shift from result-
oriented to process-oriented motivation poses even 
greater challenges to organizations devoted to BPR 
because processes are usually fluid and dynamic due 
to the changes in ICT. One needs to look into the na-
ture of processes as well as the nature of changes so 
as to capture what factors in both the processes and 
changes which really motivate people. Furthermore, 
globalization is one of the major forces behind the 
“hyper-changes.” Certainly, globalization is itself fa-
cilitated by the advances of ICT, particularly the “webs 
and nets.” More efforts in future research should be 
devoted to motivation theories (and HRM in general) in 
the context of global business settings. Shenkar (1995) 
is a good example for such a direction. 

CONCLUSION

The strong force of change will continue to accelerate 
with the rapid advance of ICT, globalization, and so 
forth. HRM will not be immune from these changes and 
challenges. One can expect that many non-traditional 
organization forms, work systems, and arrangements 
will continue to emerge. Organizational cultures and 
behaviors will change accordingly. Facing such hyper-
changes, the traditional motivation theories become 
inadequate, if not out of date. This article points out that 
the traditional motivation theories are basically result-
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oriented. In coping with today’s business environment 
and work settings, a process-oriented motivation theory 
will be more effective than the traditional theories. The 
process-oriented motivation model advocates process-
as-motivation, rather than the result-as-motivation in the 
traditional models. The motivation power derives not 
only from the processes of work, but also from the pro-
cess of changes—the changes in organizational forms, 
structures, and business processes. Indeed, changes 
and challenges are the most powerful motivation in 
the work environment characterized by hyper-changes 
and hyper-competitions. 
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KEY TERMS

Contingency Theory: Porter and Lawler (1964) de-
veloped a contingency model which suggests that effort 
is a function of the value of reward and the perceived 
effort-reward probability. Performance is dependent 
upon effort and affected by the abilities and traits and the 
role perceptions by the worker. Performance is the basis 
for rewards—both intrinsic and extrinsic rewards. The 
rewards and the perceived equitable rewards determine 
the degree of satisfaction which, as a feedback, will af-
fect the (future) perceived value and reward.

(Herzberg’s) Dual-Factor Theory: Herzberg’s dual-
factor theory suggests that there are two basic job dimen-
sions: (1) The conditions surrounding or extrinsic to the 
task and (2) The task itself. The conditions surrounding 
the task include factors such as company policy, working 
condition, interpersonal relations, fringe benefits, salary, 
personal life, and so forth. These conditions are called 
hygiene factors or maintenance factors. Factors related 
to the task itself include the contents of the work, sense 
of achievement, recognition of achievement, possibility 
for growth, responsibility, promotion or advancement, 
and so forth. These are called motivating factors.

KAIZEN: A Japanese term for total continuous 
improvement—all organization members should get 
involved in seeking ways to continuously improve every 
aspect of organization activities. No improvement is 
too small to be overlooked.

 (Maslow’s) Hierarchy of Needs: Maslow’s theory of 
need hierarchy suggests that human needs can be grouped 
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into five categories (i.e., levels): (1) physiological, (2) 
safety, (3) social, (4) esteem, and (5) self-actualization. 
According to Maslow, one level of needs becomes ac-
tivated only after the lower level is relatively satisfied. 
In a sense, the higher level needs would serve as goals 
for lower level activities.

MBO (Management by Objectives): MBO was 
coined by Drucker (1954). MBO requires each manager 
to establish objectives for his or her own unit. Later, the 
MBO concepts were extended to every employee, not 
just managers. MBO would provide individuals (e.g., 
subordinates) with an opportunity to be self-motivating 
by setting their own objectives. The rationale is that 
people would work harder and better to accomplish 
their own goals.

Motivation: Motivation deals with the understanding 
of what makes people work and the approaches to making 
people work. The process of motivation starts with an 
unsatisfied need of an individual. Such an unsatisfied need 

would cause physical or psychological tension within the 
individual. In order to reduce the tension, the individual 
would engage in certain goal-directed behavior. Once 
the goal is achieved and therefore the need is satisfied, 
the process of motivation is complete. Usually, a new 
unsatisfied need would arise and the above process of 
motivation would repeat.

Process-Oriented Motivation: Motivation based 
on the process-oriented philosophy. Such a motiva-
tion model advocates “process-as-motivation”, as op-
posed to the “result-as-motivation” of the traditional 
models. That is, the process of work itself is what 
motivates workers for better productivity and quality.
Process-Oriented Philosophy: The process-oriented 
philosophy consists of three premises: (1) The process 
is usually more enjoyable than the product (i.e., the 
result), (2) Take care of the process, the product will 
take care of itself, and (3) Any result is only part of an 
endless process leading to future processes and future 
results.
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Topic: Competence Development and Compensation

INTRODUCTION

Performance management systems are tools that mea-
sure employee performance in terms of meaningful 
standards and goals, in a manner that aligns individual 
behaviors and efforts with organizational success. The 
advantages of employee performance management 
(EPM) systems are widely recognized today. EPM 
systems have been implemented by thousands of com-
panies in order to obtain greater strategic value from 
their human resources (HR) and their HR divisions. As 
a result, EPM is viewed as a top priority by most HR 
managers and, according to a report issued by Lawson 
Software in 2006, is observed as being more important 
than other HRIS applications including payroll, time and 
attendance, benefits administration, online recruiting, 
and regulatory compliance (Business Wire, 2006c). 
According to a report issued by Forrester, corporate 
use of electronic performance and talent management 
systems is growing at a robust rate of 20% (Business 
Wire, 2006b).

EPM Systems: Background and History

Employee performance management (EPM) is a phrase 
that encompasses many things. Originally, EPM was 
as basic as handwritten performance appraisals. It has 
grown to encompass aspects of talent management, per-
formance management systems, 360 degree feedback, 
and upward evaluations. Broader definitions would also 
include goal setting, performance planning, perfor-
mance coaching, aspects of training and development, 
and employee feedback. With this evolving definition 
in mind, the following paragraphs will examine the 
history, characteristics, benefits and drivers, and issues 
and challenges associated with electronic employee 
management systems. This article concludes with a 
glimpse of the future of electronic EPM systems.

Computer-based employee performance man-
agement systems have been around for more than 
a decade. The first information technology-based 
(IT-based) EPM systems were essentially automated 
performance appraisal forms (Helmick, 2004). While 
these had advantages over paper forms, most resulted 
in only minimal improvements in employee perfor-
mance appraisal processes in organizations. Many of 
the systems in use today are grounded in attempts to 
automate 360-degree evaluation processes, which, like 
other performance management approaches, began as a 
manual paper-and-pencil based performance appraisal 
process (Robb, 2004). Today’s systems can also be 
traced back to management-by-objective (MBO) and 
other systematic goal-setting approaches focused on 
directing employee performance toward organizational 
goals (Locke & Latham, 1990). 

Research on goal-setting indicates that clear and 
specific goals provide employees with a reference 
measure of their individual level of skill in performing a 
given job. Longitudinal studies have demonstrated that 
workers experience increases in self-confidence (self-
competence) after successfully attaining challenging 
goals (Steel & Van Scotter, 2003). Self-competence 
may be described as the degree to which an individual 
perceives that he/she possesses job-relevant skills and 
abilities. According to Steel and Van Scotter (2003), 
increases in self-competence have positive effects on 
subsequent job performance. Hence, goal- and com-
petency-oriented EPM systems, the norm today, are 
grounded in solid research and can have lasting benefits 
to organizations.

Some of the first EPM software systems appeared in 
the mid-1990s, including client-based systems loaded 
on desktops that required data to be shipped to vendors 
for analysis. Web-based EPM products became avail-
able to corporate customers in the late 1990s and now 
are commonly available and popular due to their ability 

Electronic Employee Performance  
Management (EPM) Systems
Thomas L. Case
Georgia Southern University, USA

Robert Hoell
Georgia Southern University, USA

Copyright © 2009, IGI Global, distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.



�0�  

Electronic Employee Performance Management (EPM) Systems

to integrate with a wide range of other HR information 
systems software (Robb, 2004).

Today’s EPM products enable both employees and 
managers to have access to real-time performance data. 
Such access facilitates productivity and the ability to 
communicate performance-oriented information across 
the organization. The capabilities of today’s IT-based 
EPM systems have also contributed to changes in how 
organizations approach performance management. 
Helmick (2004) found that electronic EPM systems 
have made corporations quicker to acknowledge that 
business performance is dependent on the performance 
of employees. There is now widespread belief that 
employees must be doing the right things to support 
business goals if an organization wants to achieve 
its goals. Today’s performance management systems 
are viewed by a growing number of corporations as 
strategic tools for focusing employees on achieving 
results that support the attainment of business goals 
and objectives. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF TECHNOLOGY-
BASED EPM SYSTEMS

EPM systems utilize information technologies to enable 
effective performance management processes. The per-
formance management process provides the framework 
for driving employee understanding of business goals 
and the alignment of individual goals with business 
goals. As noted by Poon and Lippincott (2006), most 
EPM systems focus on both results and competencies; 
they emphasize both what goals to achieve in order 
to successfully execute the business strategy and the 
abilities, behaviors, and knowledge needed to execute 
the business strategy successfully.

According to Hayes (2003), the EPM process is 
divided into several key steps. The process begins 
by establishing performance criteria with measur-
able objectives, standards, and competencies. It then 
turns to identifying gaps in current performance. The 
next step involves measuring actual performance and 
concludes with reinforcing and rewarding superior 
performance. When these steps are carried out in a 
collaborative manner using the right technology (not 
paper-based processes), it has the potential to create 
value for organizations.

Cascading Goals

Cascading goals are supported by many EPM systems 
(Helmick, 2004; MacMillan, 2004; Robb, 2004). This 
capability enables goals to be established at the orga-
nizational level and then cascaded down to the lines of 
business. Cascading continues down to each employee 
so that individual goals can be directly linked to business 
goals. According to Robb (2004), some electronic EPM 
systems enable employees to see the goals for everyone 
in the chain of command, from CEO down to those of 
their immediate supervisor. Making everyone’s goals 
transparent helps lower level employees see the higher 
level goals on which their individual goals are based. 

MacMillan (2004) indicated that today’s EPM solu-
tions go beyond increased visibility of common goals 
and also provide communication about, and access to, 
resources that can help to ensure that the employee’s 
day-to-day activities remain focused on the goals of 
the organization. EPM solutions can also contribute to 
employee understanding of how departments should be 
working together to execute business strategies. Robb 
(2004) noted that some EPM solutions enable employees 
and managers to track individual action plans and librar-
ies of books, videos, white papers, and seminars that 
enable employees to be proactive in managing their own 
development. Coaching tips related to competencies 
and skills are supported by some EPM solutions which 
enable managers to ensure that ongoing performance 
feedback provided to individual employees is directed 
and constructive (MacMillan, 2004).

Implementation Options

Many EPM solutions are available on a hosted basis 
from application service providers (ASPs). Some 
solutions are available as single modules within a 
vendor’s large HRIS software solution suite; in some 
instances, such single modules are capable of being 
integrated with related HRIS products from other 
vendors (MacMillan, 2004). Many EPM solutions are 
part of a fully integrated suite that collectively address 
varying numbers of talent management processes. When 
links to learning management systems are provided, 
it is possible to ensure that recommended training 
and development activities are relevant to enhancing 
employee performance in ways that are most likely to 
contribute to business goals. Links to compensation 
systems can ensure that performance-based rewards 
are allocated fairly and accurately.
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User, manager, and EPM administrator roles are 

supported by most EPM solutions (MacMillan, 2004). 
The administrator role is primarily responsible for 
configuring workflow requirements, which can be 
customized to the individual or to the business unit. 
Notifications can be sent to users and managers on a 
triggered or automatic basis as e-mail or dashboard 
alerts. Templates and customizable forms are avail-
able in most EPM solutions to accommodate varying 
evaluation scenarios and to ensure that managers can 
quickly and easily provide ongoing feedback on prog-
ress toward performance goals. 

Competency Management

Usable competency management systems are founda-
tions for many EPM solutions because they enable the 
articulation, targeting, and measurement of skills and 
behaviors directly linked to organizational success 
(MacMillan, 2004). Competency identification drives 
hiring and succession planning processes as well as 
training and development processes. For some EPM 
products, best practices databases are linked to com-
petencies and goals to help ensure efficient, targeted 
training.

Hayes (2003) noted that many current performance 
management systems enable organizations to specify 
competencies that all employees should display. This 
reflects a growing view by HR managers that compe-
tency-based EPM processes can drive behavior-based 
performance systems that include behaviorally-based 
and behaviorally-anchored rating scales. Many EPM 
solutions support surveying capabilities that facilitate 
the development, administration, and summarization 
of behaviorally-based or competency-oriented rating 
scales.

When appropriately configured, EPM solutions 
provide support for centralized performance manage-
ment processes that include checks and balances ca-
pable of overcoming lenient managers and providing 
consistency in performance management processes. 
Consistency in the performance management process 
helps ensure consistency in pay-for-performance and 
consistent identification of top and under performing 
employees. 

EPM systems typically include analytic reporting 
capabilities (MacMillan, 2004). EPM products typi-
cally facilitate quick and accurate performance data 
collection and feedback on employee performance. 

The solutions from most EPM vendors also include 
multi-rater and 360-degree feedback capabilities as well 
as goal-tracking. Goal-tracking is typically achieved 
via management reports, e-mail alerts to individual 
employees and their managers, or alerts on Web-based 
employee and manager dashboards that make progress 
toward goals readily accessible in a single view.

EPM Software vendor Categories

Four categories of EPM software providers can be 
identified: pure-play performance management ven-
dors, talent management suites, learning management 
systems (LMS) providers, and enterprise resources 
planning (ERP) providers (Business Wire, 2006). The 
market for such software is highly fragmented, but is 
demonstrating robust growth. 

While the range of capabilities varies across these 
vendor solutions, the most frequently supported func-
tionality includes: competency management, configu-
rable workflow and role specific access, performance 
appraisal support, cascading goals, configurable and 
ad hoc reporting capabilities, and ability to integrate 
with related systems—especially learning manage-
ment systems and compensation management systems 
(MacMillan, 2004). Most vendors are offering well-
rounded solutions and developing partnerships with 
other HRIS vendors in order to complement their 
product offerings.

Robb (2004) indicated that the following factors that 
should be considered when selecting EPM solutions: 

• Flexibility (ability to meet needs of different 
business units as well as the organization as a 
whole)

• Integration (ability to link to existing/planned 
HRIS and ERP software)

• Ease of use (for employees, managers, and ad-
ministrators)

• Process support (ability to support human capital 
processes such as 360-degree evaluations or bal-
anced scorecards)

• Features (ability to provide additional features 
such as suggestions for managers as to how to 
improve performance or links to learning re-
sources)

• Availability (is it Web-based? Is it accessible only 
from office desktop?)
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• Globalization (are there multilingual interfaces 
and support or training materials; does it meet 
EU’s Data Privacy Directive?)

• IT support (can it be hosted internally? Is there 
an ASP option?)

• Cost (can increases in individual and corporate 
performance justify up-front and ongoing costs 
of the EPM?)

Benefits and Drivers of EPM Systems

According to a report issued by Bersin & Associates 
in 2006, there are powerful business drivers behind the 
growing prevalence of corporate EPM systems (Busi-
ness Wire, 2006a). These include shifts in workforce 
demographics (such as the aging workforce) that are 
making all aspects of talent management increasingly 
important including smarter hiring, identifying and 
cultivating management prospects, and ensuring the 
development of critical competencies throughout the 
organization. Loofbourrow (2004) mentioned the 
desire to avoid costs of HR litigation and corporate 
scandal and the lack of individual connection to cor-
porate performance to the list of business motives for 
installing EPM systems. Other business drivers behind 
EPM implementation include the desire to install pay-
for-performance systems, the desire to transform the 
business, and HR process pressures in the aftermath 
of acquisitions (Business Wire, 2006a).

Primary benefits of implementing EPM systems 
include:

• Improving efficiency and consistency of perfor-
mance management processes

• Improving equity and morale
• Alignment of individual goals and performance 

with company strategy
• Improved data for management and workforce 

planning
• The ability to promote personnel development 

that is aligned with corporate objectives
• The ability to make goals, and contributions to 

obtaining them, more visible
• Improved communication of corporate strategy
• Simplified performance reviews and identification 

of top performers (SAP, 2006)

According to a 2006 white paper from Halogen 
Software, EPM benefits accrue at three levels: line 

manager or end user; HR division; organization-wide 
(Halogen, 2006). Line managers and end users gain 
from faster and easier completion of performance ap-
praisals and the ability to provide clear directions for 
performance measurement. HR divisions benefit from 
reduced EPM administration time, more complete sta-
tus reports, and simplified regulatory compliance. The 
organization as a whole benefits from improved goal 
alignment, higher performance appraisal completion 
rates, and better quality appraisals.

Challenges and Limitations of EPM  
Systems

A recent survey of organizations with EPM systems 
indicates that only a minority of HR managers consider 
the systems to be highly effective (Business Wire, 
2006c); however, a majority of survey respondents con-
sidered their systems to be somewhat effective. These 
results suggest that there is room for improvement in 
most EPM systems. This same survey found the great-
est room for improvement among competency-based 
performance-management systems. Lack of rigorous 
application or insufficient behavioral descriptors and 
competency factor definitions seem to be the most 
prevalent shortcomings of such systems.

Robb (2004) noted that payoffs from EPM system 
implementations may not be immediately realized 
because of the work associated with customizing and 
integrating the software and training employees. He also 
believes that employees and managers must culturally 
accept the EPM system before significant changes to 
compensation processes are implemented.

Obtaining organizational and employee buy-in for 
EPM systems is one of the major challenges faced by 
organizations that want to install performance manage-
ment systems. To be successful, no division, sub-unit, or 
employee should be allowed to opt out. When Jewelers 
Mutual Insurance Company announced its move to 
EPM, some employees said they would waive future 
performance bonuses if they could be excused from 
participation (Anonymous, HR Focus, 2006).

Kochik (2004) indicated that EPM systems are most 
likely to be successful when they are implemented in an 
organizational context that values two-way communica-
tion. He noted that while EPM makes goals more visible 
and enhances communication about goals, organiza-
tions should also ensure that employees are willing to 
confide job relevant information to superiors. Kochik 
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(2004) maintained that employees are the best source 
of insight into improving performance and detecting 
inefficient systems that inhibit the workforce from per-
forming their assigned duties. When employees have a 
mechanism for submitting ideas and feel comfortable 
(and respected as competent) when doing so, valuable 
suggestions for improving organizational performance 
is likely to be forthcoming.

Kochik (2004) also cautioned that corporate lead-
ers need to consider the perceived fairness of perfor-
mance measures, how the measures are used, and the 
rewards allocated for improved performance. Perceived 
unfairness is likely to have detrimental effects on em-
ployee performance and satisfaction and could lead to 
counterproductive behaviors. Kochik (2004) stressed 
the importance of ensuring that EPM processes and 
procedures are perceived as consistent across people 
and time, that EPM administrators are free of bias, that 
EPM decisions are based on accurate decisions, and 
that clear processes exist to correct errors and incon-
sistencies. In his view, any performance management 
strategy that disregards the human side will result in a 
waste of resources, energy, and time.

MacMillan (2004) added the idea that organiza-
tions must be ready to embrace the changes required 
to receive full benefit of EPM systems. Managers at 
all levels must be committed to ongoing performance 
planning, providing ongoing feedback and coaching, 
full participation in performance appraisal processes, 
and full execution of the EPM implementation plan. 
Loofbourrow (2004) contended that both managers 
and employees must be committed to helping to cre-
ate a culture of accountability that result in increased 
standards of excellence for both employees and the 
organization as a whole. This starts with managers 
accepting responsibility for establishing clear goals, 
expectations and standards, and the employees ac-
cepting responsibility for being actively engaged in 
the development of goals.

Helmick (2004) noted that EPM implementation 
may require training for managers in how to define 
and establish performance standards for employees 
in jobs whose tasks do not lend themselves to easily 
quantifiable goals. She also cautions that technology 
can never replace a manager providing direct feedback 
to an employee. Even with an effective EPM system in 
place, managers must still address individual perfor-
mance trends, reinforce positive behaviors, and coach 
employees to change behaviors that are inhibiting goal 
achievement. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Corporate IT investment trends suggest that there will 
be continued growth in EPM use and installations (Busi-
ness Wire, 2006a; Business Wire, 2006c). The EPM 
product marketplace is likely to remain characterized 
by significant market segmentation in near term with 
no clear leader emerging from the list of current ven-
dor solutions (Business Wire, 2006a; Robb, 2004). No 
vendor product currently commands more than 10% of 
the total EPM system market share; however, history 
suggests that shake outs will make it easier to identify 
market leaders in the future. 

Several changes in the characteristics and capabili-
ties of EPM systems are anticipated. Many of these 
changes are in response to shortcomings in existing 
configurations; others have been identified as desirable 
additional features by organizations that have been 
using EPM systems.

Poon and Lippincott (2006) predict that the evolu-
tion of EPM products will include stronger linkages 
between EPM and reward systems, especially long-
term incentive (LTI) plans. They also expect improved 
support for function-specific reward programs in order 
to respond to the growing belief among corporate 
customers that specifically tailored incentive plans 
for mission-critical and customer-facing workers can 
boost both performance and retention.

Poon and Lippincott (2006) anticipate that the 
growing use of EPM software will lead to an increased 
prevalence of EPM audits that assess EPM system 
effectiveness against best practice benchmarks. They 
also believes that EPM prevalence will lead to the 
inclusion of systematic training in EPM use in man-
agement training programs and more accountability 
for EPM by including it in manager goals and pay 
raise decisions.

Hayes (2003) expects future versions of EPM 
products to provide greater content flexibility—the 
ability of the organization to choose, edit, and enter 
organization-specific content. She also expects EPM 
systems to evolve toward the provision of enhanced 
business process support including improvements in 
the capability of EPM to support HR planning and 
evaluation. Hayes’ prediction is that future versions 
of EPM products will provide more support for ex-
tensive employee involvement and collaboration in 
the software, especially via the Web, and improved 
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reporting capabilities for managers and EPM system 
administrators. Because some of the current EPM user 
interfaces are awkward and clunky, Hayes expects 
future EPM releases to include user interfaces that 
are more intuitive and easy-to-follow. Finally, Hayes 
(2003) predicts that next generation EPM solutions 
will incorporate more bells and whistles, especially 
the ability to create complex aggregate measures for 
individual performance that align with organizational-
level HR metrics.

Greater support for both vertical and horizontal goal 
alignment is also anticipated (PR Newswire US, 2006). 
Today’s systems typically do a good job of supporting 
cascading (vertical) goals, but provide much weaker, if 
any, support for aligning (or minimizing disconnects) 
among the goals for different divisions.

Greater linkage between EPM systems to corporate 
budgeting and budget forecasting systems are expected 
by some industry experts. And, increased use of EPM 
systems is likely to lead to increased appreciation of 
the strategic value of human capital across organiza-
tions.

CONCLUSION

According to Loofbourrow (2004), the world’s most 
successful companies understand the connection be-
tween their human resources and business performance 
and have applied processes and systems to connect 
their staffs’ efforts and their most important corporate 
initiatives. Such companies understand that success-
ful business performance can be driven by developing 
great employees and directing their energies toward the 
achievement of key strategic goals. They are investing 
in performance management systems that combine 
performance appraisal, succession planning, compensa-
tion, incentives, and benefits in order to drive employee 
efforts in organizationally desired directions. 

Today’s IT-based EPM systems can be traced back 
to manual performance appraisal and goal-setting ap-
proaches. This can be seen in EPM system support 
for 360-degree employee appraisals, cascading goals, 
and competency management. Today’s EPM systems 
are often linked to succession planning, compensation 
management, and learning management systems.

EPM software is available from a wide range of 
HRIS vendors. Some EPM solutions are stand-alone 
systems while others are modules in integrated HRIS 

suites or bolt-on modules for ERP or other enterprise-
wide systems. Organizations typically have the option 
of running the software in-house or gaining access to 
it through application service providers. 

The prevalence of EPM systems is expected to 
increase in the years ahead as more and more orga-
nizations learn of their potential to improve human 
capital asset management processes. The evolution of 
EPM software suggests that it will increasingly pro-
vide Web-based access to performance related data to 
employees and their managers. From all indications, 
EPM systems will be centerpieces in future human 
resource information systems. 
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KEY TERMS

360-Degree Appraisals: A performance appraisal 
approach that puts the performer (employee) at the 
center of a circle. Information about the worker can 

be collected from all directions around the performer, 
that is, from superiors, subordinates, colleagues, and 
clients. Often this approach also includes self-rating 
as well.

Behaviorally-Based Appraisals: Performance ap-
praisal approaches that use specific performance factors 
to evaluate staff. Measures of performance can be either 
quantitative or qualitative and may involve the use 
of conventional rating scales, behaviorally-anchored 
rating scales, behavioral frequency scales, weighted 
checklists, and force-choice methods. 

Competency Management Systems: Workforce 
development systems/software that deal with the 
hierarchy of competencies in an organization, from 
core competencies to team and individual behavioral 
competencies. These include processes to develop and 
manage the knowledge, skills, and attitudes that are the 
key elements of competencies.

Human Capital Management Systems: Human 
capital management (HCM) systems target a broad 
range of activities, including identifying and recruit-
ing the best available talent, and programs designed to 
retain, develop, and motivate our employees to reach 
their full potential. 

Learning Management Systems: A learning 
management system (LMS) provides the infrastructure 
for learning administration, delivery, and management 
throughout an organization; this includes managing 
courses and course registration, tracking employee ac-
cess, enrollment and progress, course scheduling, and 
course administration including the administration of 
instructors and resources, competency management and 
modeling, developmental plans, and reporting.

Performance Management Systems: IT-based 
human resource information systems that support 
performance management processes. Performance 
management is the process of creating a work envi-
ronment or setting in which employees are enabled to 
perform to the best of their abilities. 

Talent Management Systems: Human resource 
management systems that are focused on recruiting and 
developing targeted human capital assets. Such systems 
often combine goal setting, competency management, 
learning (training and development) management, and 
performance management. These systems may also be 
integrated with compensation management systems. 
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INTRODUCTION

Recent advances in technology have led to the rapid 
development of electronic monitoring in the workplace 
(Chen & Ross, 2007). Electronic monitoring is widely 
used in many industries, and there is no doubt that the 
size of the workforce subjected to it continues to grow 
(American Management Association, 2005; D’Urso, 
2006). It is used by organizations due to its potential 
to optimize supervision and control processes, protect 
company assets, safeguard property information, and 
avoid costly litigation (Case & Young, 2002; Friedman 
& Reed, 2007). 

Electronic monitoring can become a central organi-
zational tool for human resource management as well. 
It can have a profound impact on several HR functions. 
For example, an electronic monitoring system may be 
used as a source of data for performance management 
and performance evaluation and provide the basis for 
promotion, training, and development decisions (Wells, 
Moornan, & Werner, 2007). Due to these capabilities, 
electronic monitoring affects an array of work-related 
attitudes and behaviors of employees and manage-
ment (Stanton, 2000b). Existing research is focusing 
on identifying the ways to make electronic monitoring 
acceptable to all stakeholders, by elucidating electronic 
monitoring designs that help maintain the motiva-
tion and well-being of individuals. However, we are 
only beginning to address the issue of the effects of 
organizational culture and human resource strategy on 
the role of electronic monitoring and its effectiveness 
within specific organizational contexts (Chen & Ross, 
2005). These contextual factors may determine the role 
that electronic monitoring plays in managing human 
resources, from being one of the technology-enhanced 
human resource management practices devolved to line 
managers, to being a central part of the overall human 
resource strategy that supports various HR functions 
within an organization. The purpose of this article is 
to present a model of electronic monitoring effective-
ness that combines the major electronic monitoring 
characteristics, their individual and organizational 

outcomes, and contextual variables that affect electronic 
monitoring acceptance and use. 

BACKGROUND

Electronic monitoring has undeniable advantages 
(Vaught, Taylor, & Vaught, 2000). It can provide de-
tailed, objective information about employee produc-
tivity and work-related behaviors (Camardella, 2003; 
Fairweather, 1999; Lee & Kleiner, 2003; Martin & 
Freeman, 2003). It can also help managers to provide 
immediate feedback to monitored employees, identify 
training needs, and facilitate goal setting, as well as 
ensure meaningful and less subjective performance 
evaluations (Goomas, 2007; Martin & Freeman, 2003). 
Electronic monitoring can lead to greater organizational 
security and lessen employer liability for employee ac-
tions (Lee & Kleiner, 2003; Martin & Freeman, 2003). 
Another advantage of electronic monitoring is that it 
affords more flexibility in work location and hours 
(Fairweather, 1999; Zweig & Webster, 2002). 

Despite its popularity among managers, electronic 
monitoring has often been identified as a cause of 
several negative outcomes for monitored employees. 
Electronic monitoring differs from traditional moni-
toring in scope and content. It is capable of recording 
employee activities in continuous fashion, unlike 
supervisors who are spending only a small amount of 
their time in monitoring activities. While traditional 
monitoring was focusing on work product, electronic 
monitoring is focusing more on work process and even 
non-work activities. Therefore, while managers view 
electronic monitoring as a legitimate organizational 
practice, employees and labor organizations argue 
that electronic monitoring is an intrusion into worker 
privacy, represents a lack of trust toward employees, 
and often leads to excessive control and work pacing by 
management. Electronic monitoring was also found to 
cause stress among supervisors and workers, stemming 
from their over-reliance on data rather than personal 
observations and contact. Thus, numerous studies re-
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veal that electronic monitoring may lead to increased 
stress, decreased satisfaction, and a decline in quality 
of labor-management relations (Duane & Finnegan, 
2007; Holman, Chissick, & Totterdell, 2002). 

Negative individual outcomes of electronic moni-
toring, such as anxiety and stress, were found to be 
related to absenteeism, turnover, grievances, and theft. 
Thus, instead of being a cost-effective alternative to 
supervisor monitoring, electronic monitoring in some 
cases was found to increase costs and lead to an array 
of negative organizational outcomes. 

Existing research shows that feelings of stress 
and unfair treatment at work depend on monitoring 
context and management–labor relations, as well as 
workers’ perceptions of monitoring process fairness. 
It was suggested that monitoring itself does not always 
cause negative organizational and personal outcomes. 
Instead, the critical issue is the manner in which the 
monitoring system is designed, implemented and used 
(e.g., Stanton & Weiss, 2000; Vaught et al., 2000).

ELECTRONIC MONITORING DESIGN 
AND THE CONTEXTUAL FACTORS:  
AN INTEGRATIvE MODEL

Although researchers often treat electronic monitoring 
as a single practice, it actually includes a broad range of 
designs and technologies. Monitoring systems differ in 
their major characteristics, such as the type of electronic 
device utilized, the kind of activities captured, and 
the scope of monitoring (Nord, McCubbins, & Nord, 
2006; Wen, Schwieger, & Gershuny, 2007). A number 
of critical dimensions differentiate between successful 
monitoring systems and less acceptable monitoring 
designs. These dimensions were found to be related 
to stress of monitored individuals and their attitudes 
and behaviors at work (e.g., Stanton, 2000b). Attention 
to organizational justice factors can help avoid many 
of the negative outcomes associated with electronic 
monitoring (Stanton, 2000a). The system’s design on 
each of the dimensions determine the likelihood that 
electronic monitoring will be accepted by its users, 
and will have a desired effect on individual as well as 
organizational outcomes.

HR
Strategy

Organizational
Culture  

Individual
Outcomes

Organizational
Outcomes

Electronic
Monitoring

Information Quality 
• completeness 

• comprehensiveness 

• accuracy 

System Quality 
• target 

• recipient 

• pervasiveness 

• purpose 

• fairness 

System 
Acceptance

User
Satisfaction

Figure 1. Determinants and consequences of electronic monitoring acceptance
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Target of monitoring: Electronic monitoring 
may be designed to track performance at a number of 
organizational levels, from individual to work group. 
Several studies showed that workers who were indi-
vidually monitored felt more stress than did workers 
who were monitored at the group level (Panina, 2002). 
Individual-level electronic monitoring was found to 
be associated with a decrease in the level of coworker 
support and socialization. It has been also found to 
undermine teamwork and increase competitiveness. 
Thus, group-level monitoring ensures less stressful 
work environment for employees. 

Recipient of the data generated by electronic 
monitoring system: The information about employee 
work-related activities may be provided to them per-
sonally, their managers, or even posted for all to see. 
Research shows that the broader the audience—the 
less acceptable is electronic monitoring to employees. 
The companies that practice displaying information 
about individual employees, or using electronically 
generated statistics for “naming and shaming” less 
successful employees during company meetings are 
creating a very stressful environment for the work-
ers (Mulholland, 2002). Information about employee 
behaviors and performance should be given only to 
immediate supervisors and employees themselves. 
From employees’ perspective, the most preferable use 
of electronic monitoring is exclusively as a personal 
feedback tool. 

Pervasiveness of monitoring: Pervasiveness of 
monitoring reflects continuous or intermittent nature of 
monitoring. This dimension explicates the process of 
monitoring in terms of its frequency, continuousness, 
and regularity of data collection. The appropriateness 
of the best design choice on this dimension will de-
pend on the nature of work. Ambrose, Alder, and Noel 
(1998) propose that moderation in what is monitored is 
desirable. Organizations need to identify the tasks most 
important to successful job performance and restrict 
monitoring to only these tasks. Monitoring should be 
focused only on performance-related activities. 

Purpose of monitoring: The purpose of monitoring 
can vary widely, ranging from facilitating achieve-
ment of positive objectives, setting realistic goals, 
giving feedback, and identifying and rewarding high-
achieving employees to being a punitive device that 
is designed to catch employees when they fail to meet 
work standards. Potential use of information collected 
by electronic systems traditionally is a concern among 

employees. Reactions to monitoring are found to depend 
on where and how organization plans to use information 
gathered from monitoring. To be perceived as fair, an 
electronic monitoring system should be designed in a 
way that will promote respect and cooperation between 
managers and workers (Tabak & Smith, 2005). Alder 
and colleagues (2006) have found that organizational 
culture and trust in management were more important 
determinants of employees’ reactions to monitoring 
than actual features of the monitoring system. When 
monitoring is viewed as developmental, it is perceived 
to be more fair by employees (Wells et al., 2007). 
Companies should promote employee autonomy. It is 
advisable to give employees access to their own records 
and design electronic monitoring systems to provide 
timely feedback to employees so that corrections to 
performance can be made by employees themselves. 
Establishing reasonable performance standards is also 
an important factor in perceived fairness of electronic 
monitoring systems. When monitoring results in or is 
used in conjunction with excessive or unrealistic stan-
dards, increased employee stress and health problems 
may result. Finally, electronic monitoring should be used 
consistently. It should not be used just to punish poor 
performance. Superior performance that is detected by 
electronic monitoring system should be rewarded.

Data completeness, comprehensiveness, and 
accuracy: Electronic monitoring systems differ in 
the quality of the information they collect. Tradition-
ally, electronic monitoring was particularly suited for 
tasks that could be quantitatively measured, because 
electronic monitoring by its nature measures mostly 
the quantitative aspects of the job, and is based largely 
on electronically generated statistics (Ambrose, Alder, 
& Noel, 1998). However, some aspects of employee 
performance can not and should not be measured by 
electronic systems. If some behaviors of employees 
can not be measured quantitatively, companies are 
advised to supplement electronic monitoring with other 
monitoring techniques, such as 360 degrees feedback 
to ensure that the whole range of workers’ activities 
is taken in consideration. Monitoring completeness, 
however, does not mean monitoring invasiveness. 
Electronic systems should collect only business-related, 
not personal information.

System fairness: Companies have to show sensitiv-
ity when introducing a new system. Employees need 
to know if, when, and why they are monitored, and 
should agree with the need to introduce the practice 
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(Hovorka-Mead, Ross, Whipple, & Renchin, 2002; 
Vaught et al., 2000; Wen et al., 2007). Introduction 
of the system should be gradual in order to prevent 
misunderstandings between workers and manage-
ment. Companies are advised to give all employees a 
trial period to become accustomed to the monitoring 
system, schedule its regular reviews, and use employee 
suggestions when possible to improve it. Opportunity 
to challenge outcomes of monitoring and discuss them 
with management was also identified as a key factor 
that affects perceptions of monitoring system fairness 
(Moorman & Wells, 2003). Finally, electronic monitor-
ing systems should be applied consistently across time 
as well as across people. Supervisory training in the 
behavioral and social aspects of electronic monitoring 
should be provided (Zweig & Scott, 2007).

EFFECTS OF ORGANIzATIONAL  
CULTURE AND HR STRATEGY

Although traditionally electronic monitoring research 
was focusing on identifying the most acceptable and 
effective monitoring designs, recently several research-
ers called for a more comprehensive approach (Alder, 
2001; Panina, 2002). It was suggested that in order 
to understand the impact of electronic monitoring on 
various individual and organizational outcomes, con-
textual factors should be also taken into account, since 
they are likely to moderate the relationship between 
specific electronic monitoring design and its outcomes 
in organizations.

Organizational culture: Although organizational 
culture appears to be an important moderator of em-
ployees’ reactions to monitoring procedures, it has 
received little attention in electronic monitoring studies 
(Ball & Wilson, 2000; Panina, 2002). Alder (2001) has 
suggested that some organizational cultures may be 
more receptive to electronic monitoring than others. 
He argued that unlike organizations with supportive 
environments, organizations with bureaucratic cultures 
will be more likely to monitor their workers. However, 
supportive organizational climate and trust between 
employees and management were found to positively 
affect the attitudes towards electronic monitoring 
(Alder, Noel, & Ambrose, 2006). Thus, organizations 
may vary not only in their beliefs about monitoring 
appropriateness, but also in the choice of monitoring 
practices and designs (Ball & Wilson, 2000; Boersma, 

Kingma, & Veenswijk, 2007). For example, supportive 
climates might lead to utilization of electronic monitor-
ing for developmental purposes and as a feedback tool 
for employees, while bureaucratic organizations will 
be more likely to use electronic monitoring for more 
traditional purposes, such as performance evaluation 
and control. 

HR strategy: HR was found to play different 
roles within organizations (Mello, 2002). HR strategy 
may vary on two basic dimensions. First, the role of 
HR focus may range from strategic to operational. 
Secondly, HR might emphasize either organizational 
systems or people. Depending on the strategic choice 
of the HR focus, human resource professionals may 
adopt different attitudes toward the desirability of elec-
tronic monitoring and the role it plays in performance 
management (Chen & Ross, 2005). For example, 
when HR managers position themselves as “people 
champions” by focusing on people and operational 
issues, they are less likely to use electronic monitoring 
due to the undesirable consequences it might have on 
workers. On the other hand, if HR managers position 
themselves as “strategic partners” of top managers 
and focus on systems and strategy, they might utilize 
electronic monitoring to much greater extent in order to 
boost employee productivity and help reach company’s 
strategic objectives.

FUTURE TRENDS

A substantial progress was made by researchers in 
identifying major dimensions that differentiate between 
acceptable and harmful electronic monitoring practices. 
More field research is needed in order to investigate 
the effects of organizational context on the acceptance 
and effectiveness of electronic monitoring systems. The 
trend toward globalization and the attempts of multi-
national corporations to outsource technology-based 
jobs to developing countries suggest that more research 
is also needed to understand the impact of electronic 
monitoring from the cross-cultural perspective (Panina 
& Aiello, 2005). 

CONCLUSION

While technological developments lead to implemen-
tation of electronic monitoring tools of increasingly 
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higher levels of sophistication, the importance of a 
human factor becomes crucial. To make electronic 
monitoring an efficient and useful tool, it is necessary 
to take into account the need to use employee-centered 
and fair monitoring systems designs and align them 
with organizational culture and HR strategy. This, in 
turn, will ensure acceptance of electronic monitoring 
and lead to more positive individual and organizational 
outcomes.
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KEY TERMS

Electronic Performance Monitoring: The practice 
of using computers and/or telecommunication technol-
ogy to collect, analyze, and report information about 
employee performance.

Employee Privacy: The right to be left alone, and 
the right to control information about oneself.

Monitoring Consistency: Monitoring consistency 
should occur over time and across people. Consistency 
over time is concerned with the extent to which each 
monitored individual is treated the same way every 
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time he/she is affected by monitoring. Consistency 
across people reflects the extent to which everyone in 
a relevant group is treated the same way.

Monitoring Fairness: The extent to which work-
ers evaluated monitoring practices affecting them as 
reasonable and appropriate.

Monitoring Invasiveness: The extent to which 
employees perceive monitoring practices as an inva-
sion of privacy.

Monitored Performance Consequences: Disci-
plinary, punitive, or remedial outcome resulting from 
failing to meet a performance standard on a monitored 
task.

Monitoring Satisfaction: Generalized positive or 
negative evaluation of monitoring practices.

Participation in System Design: Degree to which 
employees affected by monitoring have or had a say in 
the design, implementation, and usage of the system.

Perceived Personal Control: Experienced feeling 
or ability to modify characteristics of or eliminate the 
occurrence of monitoring. Perceived personal control 
reflects also the feelings of control over the monitored 
job, such as employees’ beliefs that they have control 
over the scheduling, pacing, and order of monitored 
job activities.

Stressor: A perceived or objective external force, 
such as a demand, pressure, constraint, or deprivation 
that brings about such strains as dissatisfaction, per-
formance decrements, and somatic symptoms.
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Topic: Competence Development and Compensation

INTRODUCTION

In the modern world with an increasingly independent 
and mobile workforce, the traditional relationship be-
tween an employer and its employees is radically chang-
ing.  Long-term associations built upon trust, loyalty, 
and mutually implied promises of support are being 
replaced with transaction-based relationships that rely 
on the mutual exchange of services for value-perceived 
benefits. The labor force is now multi-generational and 
comprised of complex cultures, with members holding 
differing and unique value propositions and definitions. 
An employer can no longer establish “one size fits all” 
benefit and career management plans and expect to 
attract and retain top talent. An organization needs a 
flexible and comprehensive talent management program 
that recognizes an individual employee’s self-efficacy 
and self-determination in defining what is and what 
is not valued as a benefit, reward, and incentive. This 
article presents an overview of this changing environ-
ment and explores innovative alternatives for attracting, 
retaining, and managing talent in an e-world.

BACKGROUND

It is no secret that the world’s population is chang-
ing. In the United States alone, 25 million people are 
projected to leave the labor force between 1998 and 
2008 due to death, disability, or retirement (Dohm, 
2000). The remaining workforce will be more diverse, 
with national population increases projected for Black, 
Asian, and Hispanic races (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004) 
or by continuing the trend to internationally outsource. 
Countries throughout the world face similar chal-
lenges of changing demographics, apprenticeship and 
educational program needs, desirable inflows of jobs 

outsourced from other countries (Richter, 2006), unde-
sirable outflows of jobs outsourced to other countries 
(Colvin, 2006), and shifting labor and immigration 
laws (Durfee, 2006).

To manage such challenges, Ireland and Hitt (2006) 
confirm that strategic leadership is vital for organiza-
tional success. In the e-world, the new competitive 
mindset must demonstrate “…mental agility, firm 
flexibility, speed, innovation, and globalized strategic 
thinking…” Strategic leadership traits of the ability to 
anticipate, envision, and adapt are difficult for competi-
tors to understand and to imitate, which thus create a 
competitive advantage. This competitive advantage 
creates a “financial premium” for the organization 
and is the direct result of its human capital. In a global 
economy, an organization must invest in their human 
capital to establish the foundation of its core compe-
tencies, to retain its knowledge and skills, and to yield 
competitive advantages.

Not only does leadership need to attract and retain 
a skilled workforce, it must also understand the chal-
lenges that the workforce faces and what it values. For 
instance, as the U.S. population ages, an “hourglass 
society” is resulting, where the “pinched waist” group 
will need to support its aging parents and elders, as 
well as its children and possibly grandchildren (Zolli, 
2006). Other societies have long felt this pressure of 
being “sandwiched” between one’s elders and offspring. 
The balancing of work and family will be essential for 
workers to meet their own and other’s expectations 
(Greenhaus & Powell, 2006). Families in general and 
women in particular (Nyberg Stuart, 2006) will have 
to make difficult decisions that will negatively impact 
organizations unless those organizations help them 
cope with their professional and personal obligations. 
In return, organizations retain their skilled, knowledge-
able workers by establishing empathetic, supportive 
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environments. Without this support, organizations will 
suffer from decreased productivity, increased absen-
teeism, poor decision making, and other indicators of 
an exhausted workforce. To be smart and innovative, 
people need to be fresh, rested, and open for creative 
thoughts and inspirations (Fisher, 2006).

What else must an organization understand in 
pursuit of the world’s labor force? One clear fact is 
that a diverse workforce reflects diverse markets and 
customers. As the population ages, so do its markets 
and their product and service needs. The same effect 
holds true for cultural changes across the globe. Trade 
and immigration drive economic, social, distribution, 
product, and service innovation and change (Kotkin, 
1996; Zolli, 2006). People of similar backgrounds 
and cultures have a better chance of understanding 
the preferences and nuances of those like themselves 
(Ireland & Hitt, 2006). A diverse workforce leads to 
diversity among the organization’s suppliers, distribu-
tion channels, and communities. Therefore, a successful 
rewards and recognition (R&R) program translates into 
new sales and clients.

MOTIvATIONAL THEORIES THAT 
FOUND R&R PROGRAMS

Outside of benefits and other compensatory rewards that 
are available to the general employee base, incorporat-
ing the mechanisms for rewards and recognition into 
the talent management applications of an electronic 
human resource management (e-HRM) system involves 
a level of formalization of incentives that often does not 
exist for employees who are classified in levels below 
that of executive. Attempts at formalization across all 
employee levels often lead to fractious discussions 
among management; it becomes easier to ignore the 
issue and assign incentives a lower priority, allowing 
individual managers to create their own means of re-
warding employees and paving the way to inconsistent 
applications and negative results.

Numerous reasons exist for the divisiveness regard-
ing R&R programs, but the most obvious is that what 
is viewed as a reward for past and current performance 
or an incentive for future performance is deeply rooted 
in individual values, beliefs, and attitudes (Eisenberger, 
Cummings, Armeli, & Lynch, 1997; Dulebohn & 
Martocchio, 1998; Green, 2000). These underlying 
qualitative influences can undermine attempts to ob-

jectively capture, quantify, and systematically develop 
any sort of R&R program that will meet with consistent 
approval and support. Recognizing the existence and 
influence of these values, beliefs, and attitudes, and 
understanding the emotions that can invade or erupt 
during the formulation of an R&R program, is neces-
sary to create viable formal programs that can then be 
incorporated into an e-HRM.

One must first ask, what is a formal R&R program? 
It consists of financial rewards, non-financial rewards, 
and organized processes (Armstrong, 2002) surrounding 
the circumstances under which such rewards may be 
distributed. The next reasonable question is: what is the 
purpose of rewards? The way an individual answers this 
question reveals an entire internal belief structure about 
what work is, why people do it, and what people should 
be able to expect as a result of engaging in it. While 
this belief structure cannot be easily observed, captured, 
or quantified, it leads to inferences about intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation and the resulting employee behav-
iors that may be observed (Frey & Osterloh, 2001). A 
common response to the question is that rewards are 
used to motivate employees. Intrinsic motivation can 
be unaffected by compensatory rewards such as pay 
raises, but may be strongly linked to the possibility of 
promotion and title. However, compensatory rewards 
have been directly linked to extrinsic motivation such 
as job satisfaction and turnover (Van Herpen, Van Praag 
& Cools, 2005). Frey and Osterloh’s work (2001) on 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivational factors has shown 
that extrinsic factors can both motivate and demotivate 
knowledge workers in that such factors can act to only 
sustain productivity, especially pay for performance 
programs. To truly motivate, workers need to see a 
direct link between their internal activities, which are 
not observable, and their external actions, which are 
observable, and any resulting pay. This “principal-
agent theory” confirms that employees act in their own 
best interests; however, management can only reward 
employees based on their observed performances and 
visible results.

Motivation

If the primary reason for rewarding employees is to 
motivate them, then what is motivation? In organiza-
tional environments, we may care only about the degree 
to which a person’s desire and energy appears to be 
directed at achieving a common goal. This, in turn, can 
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depend on the strength of a person’s needs and his or 
her perception of what actions will satisfy those needs. 
Furthermore, what motivates a person today may not 
motivate the same person in 10 years, or even in 5 years, 
or even tomorrow. In a study of motivational factors 
across several decades, Wiley (1997) confirmed that 
these motivational factors change over time. What an 
individual views as a motivational factor can reveal 
the framework from which all work, and all incentive, 
is viewed. Various theories of motivation have been 
formulated, and those that have been extensively cited 
in management literature are listed in Table 1. Seminal 
works that describe these theories are included in the 
table for those who are unfamiliar with the theories.

Motivational Assessments

Motivational assessments are widely available. They 
can be very useful in helping understand why people 
work, how they relate to others at work, and how they 
view themselves. They can also provide insight into 
what motivates employees. However, caution and 
common sense must apply when making compensatory 
or career decisions, or when creating R&R programs 
around the results of such instruments. Because most 
of these assessments rely on self-reporting, they are 
subject to the limitations of any instruments that 
uses subjective means of acquiring data: people can 
knowingly or unknowingly misrepresent themselves; 
people may not understand themselves well enough to 
accurately answer questions; and people may vary their 
responses to certain questions based on their context, 
situation, or feelings at the time of the questionnaire 
(Griffith & Peterson, 2006). Many tests that focus on 
career and personality, along with information about 

how easy each test is to use, where to find the test, 
and what information is presented in the results can be 
found online. An example can be found at:  http://www.
quintcareers.com/online_assessment_review.html

R&R PROGRAMS FOR E-HRM  
APPLICATIONS

Compensation, benefits, rewards, recognition, and 
incentives are often used interchangeably by manage-
ment and workers, but technically:

• Compensation involves payments or remuneration 
for service or performance rendered.

• Benefits refer to material aids that are provided 
or due to an employee as a right of employment, 
as opposed to a privilege provided to an indi-
vidual.

• Rewards are something given in return for rendered 
or current service, behavior, or performance, and 
may have positive or negative connotations.

• Recognition is the act of being noticed or receiving 
attention in a special way for rendered or current 
service, behavior, or performance, and usually 
references a positive connotation.

• Incentives are something that stimulates current 
or future action, behavior, or performance, and 
may have positive or negative reinforcement 
connotations.

Using the elements, practitioners build R&R pro-
grams within their e-HRM applications. R&R programs 
will vary depending upon what is deemed attractive and 
valuable to the current and potential workforce, what is 
legally required based upon the employer’s applicable 
employment laws and regulations, and what is expected 
based upon the community and peer standards in which 
the employer operates.

Ideally, R&R programs will be developed in align-
ment with the organization’s strategic plans and goals 
for the purpose of eliciting and reinforcing desired 
behaviors and performances, and perhaps preferred 
attitudes as well. To this end, the alignment of the R&R 
program and the organization’s goals must be specific 
and measurable, well communicated, and timely in 
terms of actually awarding, recognizing, and inciting 
the desired behaviors and actions (Fenson, 2000; Flynn, 
1998a; Flynn, 1998b; Goldsmith & Goldsmith, 2006; 
Huff, 2006). 

Table 1. Motivation theories summary

Theory Theorist/Reference

Hierarchy of Needs Abraham Maslow (1943)

Existence-Relatedness-Growth 
Needs (ERG)

Clayton Alderfer (1969)

Acquired Needs Theory David McClelland (1962)

Two-Factory Theory Frederick Herzberg (Herzberg, 
Mausner, & Snyderman, 1959)

X/Y Theory Douglas McGregor (1960)

Theory Z William Ouchi (1981)

Expectancy Theory Victor Vroom (1964)

Goal-setting Theory Robert House (1971)
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Building R&R programs within an e-HRM appli-
cation requires organizations to formalize corporate 
values, beliefs, and attitudes and align them with the 
organization’s strategic plans and objectives. This effort 
demands a degree of strategic planning and management 
that many organizations lack. It also requires that HR 
professionals from across an organization collaborate to 
structure their policies to be applicable across borders 
on a corporate basis. However, these same organiza-
tions may have already implemented at least some 
portion of their HR strategies, policies, and practices 
into Web-based communication channels. If so, many 
of the same collaborations on corporate values, beliefs, 
and ways of “doing business” with their employees can 
be appropriated from existing policies and leveraged 
to create the corporate program.

At its core, e-HRM offers and delivers to employees 
the same services that they are accustomed to receiving 
face to face or on paper. The medium is now electronic, 
but the information being communicated must be the 
same. These services and knowledge about the services 
are simply being delivered online. Any inconsistencies, 
ambiguities, or gaps in an R&R program are easier to 
detect when they are formalized to the degree neces-
sary to deploying them via a Web portal. At the same 
time, information that is placed online and incorporated 
into an official HRM policy can inform and inspire 
employees. Employees who are remote or separated 
due to geography, job function, environment, or shift 
differences will now have accessible information 
about avenues for recognition and opportunities for 
reward. One of the greatest values of placing R&R 
programs on a Web-based system is to close gaps and 
erase misconceptions about what a corporation values 
and rewards. 

FUTURE TRENDS

In the coming years, we expect workers to work longer 
life spans, remote access and flexible work locations 
to increase in popularity, and outsourcing and contract 
work to become commonplace. Organizations will 
selectively cooperate and partner with each other as 
they identify what is and what is not within their core 
competencies, with certain initiatives like training and 
rewards being leveraged across the partner organiza-
tions to share these program costs.

CONCLUSION

We firmly believe that the key to recognizing, reward-
ing, and motivating individuals is to provide a sincere, 
valued, and well-managed R&R program, with the 
emphasis on “sincere.” After reviewing management 
and practitioner trade literature, it becomes apparent 
that genuine attempts at thanking one’s workers for 
their performance are more valued than the rewards 
themselves. R&R programs need not be complex or 
expensive. By listening to your workers, you can es-
tablish the credibility necessary to establish an R&R 
program that is within your financial means, aligns 
with your management style, supports your strategic 
initiatives, and is understood and respected by your 
workforce.
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KEY TERMS

Benefits: Also called “fringe benefits,” benefits are 
material aids that are provided or due to an employee 
as a right of employment, as opposed to a privilege 
provided to an individual, with the usual types of 
benefits being health insurance, dental insurance, life 
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insurance, voluntary disability insurance, paid time off 
in the form of vacation or sick time, tuition reimburse-
ment, profit sharing, and so forth.

Compensation: Receipts of payments or remu-
neration for service or performance rendered, such as 
wages, salaries, cash bonuses, and so forth.

Human Capital: The collection of knowledge, 
capabilities, and capacities of the human resources and 
processes within an organization with the understand-
ing that this collection has value for, is an asset of, 
provides economic advantages to, and can be enhanced 
by investment from the organization.

Incentives: Something that stimulates current or 
future action, behavior, or performance, and that may 
have positive or negative reinforcement connotations 
to either elicit or stop an action or behavior.

Pay for Performance: A term used to link one’s 
wages or salary to one’s work performance in an effort 
to motivate the worker to continue or improve his or 
her work performance.

Recognition: The act of being noticed or receiv-
ing attention in a special way for rendered or current 
service, behavior, or performance, where such attention 
usually references a positive connotation.

Remuneration: Direct or indirect compensation for 
services performed that may be direct, as with salary 
or wages, or indirect, as with benefits.

Rewards: Something given in return for rendered 
or current service, behavior, or performance, where the 
reward itself may have positive or negative connota-
tions to either reinforce or not reinforce the underlying 
actions or behaviors.

Talent Management: A general term given to the 
proactive hiring, development, and retention of the 
organization’s human resources.
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Topic: Other Trends and Issues in E-HRM

INTRODUCTION

Over 30 years of research on the relationship between 
corporate social performance (CSP) and financial 
performance (FP) has yielded no conclusive results. 
Researchers have tried to legitimize (or discredit) social 
performance on the basis of its surmised impact on 
corporate profitability. However, the empirical evidence 
on the topic has been as divisive as the theoretical 
propositioning. By reviewing the theory and evidence 
on the topic, this article puts forth four intertwined 
propositions that could be confounding these results: 
failure to consider the impact of corporate governance, 
lumping together all sorts of expenditures under the 
rubric of social performance, failure to consider the 
stakeholder relationships, and above all, not account-
ing for the past reputation and stakeholder influence 
capacity of the firm. In particular, we contend that it 
is the employment relations that run like a common 
thread among these factors and hold the key to the 
dynamics of CSP-FP link. 

BACKGROUND

Before proceeding further, however, let us briefly 
review the past literature. There are two dominant 
and competing strands of research on corporate social 
performance. The first, agency theorists, believes that 
the only social responsibility for the business is to make 
money for its shareholders. This is best exemplified by 
the oft-quoted Milton Friedman’s (1962) statement: the 
business of the business is to do business. From this 
perspective, managers are the agents for the owners and 
their role is to make money for them. If the corporation 
achieves its economic goals, it has fulfilled all its social 
responsibilities. Any expenditure on social causes is 
tantamount to managers using their excessive discretion 
and squandering the shareholders’ money away on the 
projects that only enhances their own prestige. 

The stakeholder theorists, on the other hand, believe 
that the managers are responsible not just to sharehold-

ers but to all stakeholders. Therefore, when managers 
undertake projects aimed at fulfilling their obligations to 
society at large, they enhance the value and reputation 
of the corporation. However, this argument is countered 
by the agency theorists with a claim that if sharehold-
ers want to do any good, they can choose to do so by 
themselves and that they do not need managers to do 
good on their behalf. 

There is a sharp divide in the empirical literature 
as well. It would be pertinent to mention some clas-
sical and recent studies; Moskowitz (1972), Orlitzky, 
Schmidth, and Rynes (2003) and Waddock and Graves 
(1997) all found that the CSP and FP are positively 
related. Researchers like Bromiley and Marcus (1989) 
and Vance (1975), on the other hand, found that the 
firm performance was negatively related to the socially 
responsible behavior. Yet another stream in research 
believes that there is no relationship between CSP and 
FP (e.g., Alexander & Buchholz, 1978; Seifert, Morris, 
& Bartkus, 2003). This divide can be adduced further 
by citing a large number of similar studies, over 150 at 
last count, that have been carried out since 1975 with 
equally equivocal evidence. 

This equivocal evidence has important implications 
both for the practitioners and the researchers. Should 
the managers focus just on shareholders’ interests? 
Should they ignore all other demands placed on them? 
But, would it not affect the long-term sustainability of 
the firm? Are there any circumstances where higher 
CSP itself can be considered in the interest of the 
shareholders? Managers would like to know since 
their performance hinges on receiving the satisfactory 
answers to these questions. 

Researchers would also prefer a more definitive 
answer so that the field can advance on to more im-
portant issues. To that end, we need to delve a little 
more on the past studies. Apparently, most of these 
studies implicitly treated the CSP as an all or nothing 
construct. Depending on their theoretical disposition, 
the researchers assumed all social investment to be 
either good or bad. In real life, corporations commit 
to CSP expenditure for both “right” and not-so-right 
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reasons. Coalescing together all the corporate expendi-
ture, regardless of the motive for such expenditure, on 
issues ranging from employee incentives and consumer 
relations to nuclear safety and human right advance-
ment under the banner of CSP is bound to return the 
confounding results. Further, as a natural extension of 
this unidimensional approach, when conceptualizing 
the empirical constructs, the researchers either use an 
index (e.g., KLD index by Waddock and Graves [1997]) 
or a particular dimension of social performance (e.g., 
corporate philanthropy by Seifert et al., [2003]), and 
then generalize the results across all kinds of social 
performances. 

This is problematic for two reasons. First, it amounts 
to an attempt at finding relationship between unparal-
lel concepts. This problem has drawn the attention of 
a number of experts, who have called these models 
misspecifications (McWilliams & Siegel, 2000), 
stakeholder mismatches (Wood & Jones, 1995), data 
in search of theory (Ullmann, 1985), and partial in-
sights into an unseen larger picture (Mahon & Griffin, 
1999). Their central thesis being that most such models 
either miss out on certain key variables or attempt to 
link the concepts in a way that has no basis in theory 
or practice. 

Second, and more significantly, these models un-
derestimate the ability of shareholders to discern the 
differences in good and bad social investments/expen-
ditures, when shareholders (capital markets), in fact, 
choose to reward or punish the social investments on 
the basis of their perception of whether these further 
the interests of the corporation or not. Previous re-
search that treated investments in social projects as 
completely different from other investments misses the 
mark. While it is true that social investments may not 
exhibit direct and immediate benefits, but that is the 
same as evaluation of risky, entrepreneurial projects 
with unproven technologies and markets. In other words, 
shareholders evaluate social investments just as they 
evaluate any other investment such as diversification 
or acquisition. Thus, no relationship between CSP and 
FP is universally valid; rather, it is a case of contingent 
relationship. 

At least four contingencies need to be included in 
the CSP-FP model specifications to answer the riddle 
confronting both the managers and the researchers. 

First, it is necessary to distinguish between the stake-
holder and social issues. Clarkson (1995) believes that 
“corporations and their managers manage relationships 

with their stakeholders and not with society (p. 100).” 
Using a sample of S&P 500 firms, Hillman and Keim 
(2001) tested for the relationship between shareholder 
value, stakeholder management, and social issue par-
ticipation. They found while stakeholder management 
is positively related to the shareholder value, social 
issue participation is negatively related. These studies 
indicate that “much that is often lumped in with CSR 
actually falls outside its bounds (Barnett, 2007, pp. 
799).” This implies that managers and researchers need 
to draw a line of fine distinction between acts of pure 
altruism and social responsibilities. From the owners’ 
perspective, pure altruism is an avoidable agency loss, 
and hence they cannot be faulted for punishing the firms 
that indulge in such behavior. 

However, if there is a pressure from other stakehold-
ers such that it can detract from corporation’s financial 
performance, the shareholders and their agents would 
ignore social performance only at their own peril. This 
pressure can be the result of competitive strategies or 
aware community/consumer activism that can operate 
in terms of withholding of critical resources or gov-
ernmental/social sanctions. In this respect, there is a 
happy reconciliation between the agency theorists and 
stakeholder theorists, since the later believe that CSP 
is in the interest of shareholders because it improves 
the corporation’s relationship with its key stakehold-
ers, so necessary for corporation’s sustenance as an 
ongoing concern (Waddock & Graves, 1997; Aguilera, 
Rupp, Williams, & Ganapathi, 2007), and the former 
are primarily concerned with the protection of share-
holders’ interests. This distinction is not a matter of 
trivial academic pursuit since it places limits on what 
managers should and should not be pursuing. 

Second, implicit in the previous discussion is the 
need for researchers to consider the agency relation-
ships in the firms. If the interests of the shareholders 
and managers are well-aligned, the managers would 
take social responsibilities only if it benefits the cor-
poration. With the notable exception of Johnson and 
Greening (1999), previous research failed to account 
for agency relationships and this could be the main 
reason for obscuring the CSP-FP link. Hence, to under-
stand the link between CSP and FP, we need to include 
corporate governance as mediating variables in our 
model, which allows us to integrate the agency theory 
with the stakeholder and resource-based perspectives 
on corporate social performance. In other words, if a 
firm has well-managed agency relationships, it would 
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undertake social responsibilities to the extent it is in 
the firm’s strategic interests. If the firm has agency 
problems, it might assume social responsibilities re-
gardless of potential benefits/costs. 

Third, also implicit in the above discussion is the 
concept of economic exchange between the firm and 
its stakeholders. Stakeholder and resource-based views 
imply that each party to the exchange contributes some 
resources to the firm, and in turn expects some returns 
(Barney, 1991; Waddock & Graves, 1997). Most re-
searchers, however, fail to take this idea to its logical 
conclusion. Since different stakeholders contribute at 
different levels, their expectations from the firm are also 
different. Typically, owners, employees, and consumers 
have the most direct stake in the firm, and naturally it 
is these stakeholders that the firms first need to cater to. 
If we treat economic and social performance distinctly 
or we assume that owners are the principal on whose 
behalf the firms are to keep other stakeholders satis-
fied, we can limit the direct stakeholders to two groups: 
employees and consumers. Arora (2007) demonstrates 
that it is precisely the investment on building relation-
ships with these groups that has the most direct and 
positive impact on the firm’s financial performance. 
We return to this theme a little later.

Lastly, the economic leverage that a firm can extract 
from its social performance also depends on its past 
performance and credibility among the key stakehold-
ers. Dierickx and Cool (1989) point out that trust and 
reputation cannot be bought over the counter, but rather 
need to be built over a period of time. Barnett (2007) 
develops this idea as stakeholder influence capacity 
(SIC). He compares it to the idea of absorptive capacity: 
similar to the way that the ability of a firm to notice, 
assimilate, and exploit new knowledge depends on 
its prior knowledge, the ability of a firm to notice and 
profitably exploit opportunities to improve stakeholder 
relations through CSR depends on its prior stakeholder 
relationships (p. 803). An announcement of a million 
dollar for obesity research by Subway and McDonald, 
two similar companies in the same industry, is likely to 
be greeted quite differently (p. 795). It implies that the 
managers need to consider their past performance and 
reputation in deciding what the stakeholders would let 
the firm get by with and what they would not. Research-
ers need to account for these factors in their models to 
ensure against misspecification. 

EMPLOYEES: THE KEY  
STAKEHOLDERS

The relationship between higher investment in employ-
ees and corporate financial performance has long been 
recognized. Most firms make bold statements about 
how and why they think employees are their most 
important assets. Research has also validated the fact 
that higher investment in employees leads to higher 
productivity, lower turnover, and higher profitability 
(Barney & Wright, 1998; Huselid, 1995; Tsui, Pearce, 
Porter, & Tripoli, 1997). 

 However, researchers are just beginning to study 
the relationship between CSP and employees, which 
is a little surprising given that the employees are the 
common thread that runs through all of our discussion in 
the preceding pages. Whether it is managing key stake-
holders or developing stakeholder influence capacity, 
employees are the key drivers of CSP-FP links. 

Two specific factors place the employees at the 
center-stage of corporate social performance. First, after 
owners, it is the employees that have the most direct 
stake in the firm performance. They have a stake both 
in firm’s economic and social performance. Drawing 
on social identity and signaling theories, Turban and 
Greening (1996) analyze the relationship between 
firms’ social performance and their attractiveness as 
employers. They found that “initial applicant attraction 
to a firm is based on perceptions of the firm’s image, 
which is thought to be influenced by the firm’s CSP (p. 
659).” They believe this is the reason why companies 
like IBM and Microsoft send out brochures on their 
philanthropic programs to the prospective candidates. 
Further, they believe that such results add to the grow-
ing literature, which suggests that the CSP may provide 
firms with competitive advantages by attracting better 
qualified candidates. 

Second, they hold the key to developing firm’s 
stakeholder influence capacity. Much like absorptive 
capacity, stakeholder influence capacity focuses on 
the organizational learning from firm’s interactions 
with various stakeholders. Satisfied employees not 
only make for productive learners and reputation dis-
pensers, but also more willing contributors towards 
the organization’s cause for developing meaningful 
relationships with other stakeholders. It is for these 
reasons that firms like Southwest Airlines emphasize 
taking care of employees first, who in turn are expected 
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to take better care of customers, which incidentally (!) 
translates into higher firm profitability. 

Given the existence of a virtuous cycle, firms that 
perform better on CSP attract better employees and 
employees that are satisfied with their organization 
do more to achieve the organizational goals; it is not 
surprising to find a positive relationship between the 
employee relations and the corporate performance, 
social or economic. Using KLD index on social perfor-
mance, Waddock and Graves (1997) found that social 
performance in general lead to improved financial 
performance. However, Arora (2007) shows that when 
various dimensions of social performance are not com-
bined into one holistic index, it is the employee relations 
component, followed by consumer relations component, 
that drive this relationship. Other items on the index 
were found to have no significant relationship with the 
financial performance. These results substantiate the 
fact that investments in the employee relations have 
to be placed on a higher pedestal than investments on 
the other dimensions of social performance. Thus, the 
causal link in CSP-FP relationship seems to follow a 
path along this trajectory, that is, better employment 
relations engender the conditions necessary for better 
consumer and other stakeholder relations, which not just 
generate higher productivity but also provide the firms 
with the access to critical resources, which in turn can 
be expected to materialize the financial performance 
that shareholders expect and want. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Future studies need to move away from simple regres-
sion models that seek to legitimize (or discredit) the 
corporate social performance by trying to find evidence 
that it improves (or weakens) the financial performance. 
Barnett (2007), Margolis and Walsh (2000), and Row-
ley and Berman (2000) further argue for developing 
the theoretical underpinnings that can help explain the 
heterogeneity in financial returns to CSR. 

Besides improving their model specifications by 
taking into account factors such as agency relationships 
and stakeholder influence capacities as mediating or 
moderating variables, the researchers need to initiate a 
“new line of inquiry” which instead of finding justifica-
tions for the CSP, looks at “what catalyzes organizations 
to engage in increasingly robust CSP initiatives” (Agu-
ilera et al., 2007, p. 837). In other words, researchers 

need to examine the antecedents of the corporate social 
performance because, among other reasons, such in-
vestigations would help in better understanding of the 
CSP-FP link. As suggested by Aguilera et al. (2007), 
these antecedents can be examined at four levels: indi-
vidual, organizational, national, and governmental. At 
the individual level, different needs such as need for 
belonging, social identity, meaningful existence, and 
so forth can motivate the employees to pressure their 
firms to indulge in higher CSP. At the organizational 
level, stakeholder interests pressure the firms to bal-
ance the competing demands placed on them. At the 
national levels, among others, “governments have an 
economic interest in having their flagship companies 
exhibit higher standards of CSP abroad” to ensure that 
their companies do not create a negative reputation 
for the national brand. Of particular interest would be 
the research that explores the question: How do firms 
manage and balance competing pressures from differ-
ent actors/ levels?  

Finally, there have not been any studies that have 
explored the CSP from an institutional theory perspec-
tive. Do mimetic and normative pressures encourage 
firms to follow other firms in their industry in allocat-
ing higher expenditures on CSP? How effective are 
the governmental regulations or coercive pressures in 
making the firms increase their CSP? Campbell (2007) 
suggests eight specific propositions on economic and 
institutional conditions that need to be empirically 
tested. This line of inquiry can reveal whether the firms, 
when evaluating CSP expenditures, are engaged in a 
rational pursuit or mere imitative behavior.

CONCLUSION

For the researchers, the evidence indicates that treat-
ing the CSP as a unidimensional construct might be an 
important cause for returning vastly divergent empiri-
cal findings, especially when researchers use either an 
index or a particular dimension to generalize across all 
dimensions. Future researchers will be better served 
by considering each dimension of social performance 
as a distinct construct. They would also benefit by not 
treating different stakeholders as a homogenous group. 
Different stakeholders have different interests in cor-
porate activities and investments and therefore need 
to be treated differently. Lastly, research also needs 
to broaden its scope to include antecedents, agency 
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variables, and institutional environments in the design 
of more robust empirical models. 

For the practitioners, this article highlights the cen-
trality of the employees to the theory and practice of 
corporate social performance. The theoretical argument 
and empirical evidence presented here shows that the 
investments in building better employment relations 
has direct and indirect benefits for the firm including 
higher morale, lower turnaround, higher productivity, 
greater stakeholder influence capacity, and resultant 
better financial performance. The evidence also in-
dicates the existence of a virtuous cycle in that firms 
that emphasize higher CSP are able to attract more 
qualified candidates. 

However, how the employers will be able to handle 
this challenge in a virtual workspace of future remains 
to be seen. It is likely that the relationship between the 
employers and employees may end up weakening into 
an arm’s length contractual relationship, with minimal 
efforts at developing the employees. This would be a 
mistake from the employer’s perspective, whichever 
lenses from stakeholder influence capacity to social 
identity theory we may use. Employees continue to 
be the key stakeholders, and relationships with them 
are ever more important for the corporations in devel-
oping and sustaining the competitive advantages in a 
global world. 
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KEY TERMS

Absorptive Capacity: A firm’s ability to assimilate 
and apply new knowledge in conjunction with its past 
knowledge. The concept has been made use of in such 
fields as organizational learning, innovation, risk-tak-
ing, and human resource management.

Corporate Governance: The processes, laws, and 
institutions that determine the way in which a corpo-
ration is managed. In the Anglo-American model, its 
primary function is to ensure that the rights and interests 
of owners are protected against misappropriation by 
the managers; frequently referred to as agency problem 
caused by separation of ownership and management 
in the modern corporations. In Europe and rest of the 
world, corporate governance is often viewed from a 
broader stakeholder perspective.

Corporate Social Performance (CSP): Though 
the term is often used interchangeably with corporate 
social responsibility, some researchers draw a fine line 
of distinction between CSR and CSP. According to this 
view, CSP is a snapshot of a firm’s social performance 
at a given time while CSR is the process by which busi-
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nesses attain the positions revealed in such snapshots. 
However, most researchers would agree that in most 
contexts, the terms can be used interchangeably without 
raising any red flags.

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR): CSR is 
the discretionary allocation of resources by the corpora-
tions to social causes with a view to improve relation-
ships with the key stakeholders. From a stakeholder 
perspective, this implies that the firms need to consider 
and harmonize demands placed on them from various 
legitimate interest groups.

Resource-Based View/Perspective: RBV contends 
that internal resources at the disposal of the firms can 
result in competitive advantage if they can combine 
these resources and build unique bundles of valuable, 
rare, inimitable, and nonsubstitutable competencies. 
For more details, please see work by Barney (1991) 
or Wernerfelt (1984).

Stakeholder Influence Capacity (SIC): The abil-
ity of a firm to utilize corporate social performance 
for improving its stakeholder relationships. It is quite 
natural to expect that the firm’s past performance and 
credibility among its stakeholders play a significant 
role in this process. For more details, please refer to 
work by Barnett (2007).

Stakeholder Theory: The theory posits that a firm 
must satisfy all key stakeholders and not just sharehold-
ers for its continued success. From this perspective, the 
managerial goal is to maximize total organizational 
wealth by optimizing support for the firm. Employees, 
consumers, creditors, suppliers, and regulatory agencies 
are some of the salient stakeholder groups.
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INTRODUCTION

Researchers and human resource professionals alike 
are turning to the marketing literature to understand 
how to effectively “brand” organizations in an attempt 
to win the talent war. This chapter will review the his-
tory of employer brand image, present strategies for 
branding employers, and discuss future directions in 
employer branding research and practice. While there 
are many human resource practices that can influence 
the quality of human capital, one of the most important 
is recruitment (Barber, 1998; Terpstra & Rozell, 1993). 
With dramatic technological advancements over recent 
decades, however, the manner with which organizations 
approach recruitment has changed. E-recruitment has 
become an increasingly popular method to attract a 
larger pool of applicants. This is evidenced in the rise 
of online career search engines such as Monster.com or 
Careerbuilder.com, both widely used vehicles for adver-
tising job openings and relaying pertinent information 
to job candidates. Technological advances and the rise 
in e-recruitment activities have also affected the ease 
with which applicants can acquire information about an 
organization. Access to organizational Web sites, Web 
logs, and other news media enable applicants to make 
judgments about an organization before ever having 
direct contact with an organizational representative.

Though there are obvious benefits associated with 
technological advancements in recruitment efforts 
(e.g., larger and more diverse applicant pools), there 
are equally important challenges that organizations 
must now face. For instance, negative publicity and 
information can be disseminated more quickly, to a 
larger population of potential applicants, and can have 
dire consequences on an organization’s ability to attract 
high quality applicants. Further, as applicants have a 
great deal of information available about potential 
employers, organizations must better understand how 

to relay information to applicants in such a way as to 
set themselves apart from competing organizations. 
Also noteworthy are recent statistics suggesting 17% of 
workers change jobs annually and the average worker 
changes careers four to five times over the course of 
his or her lifetime (Herr, 2003). Given the frequency 
in movement both within and across careers, it is im-
portant that human resource professionals understand 
how to effectively attract applicants who will fit well in 
their organizations. Human resource professionals and 
researchers are recognizing the value that marketing 
research has to offer recruitment research and practice. 
We will review the growing literature that has applied 
marketing principles to the study of recruitment in an 
attempt to understand the value of employer brand im-
age on recruitment utility. Additionally, suggestions for 
next steps in this research will be outlined. 

BACKGROUND

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Occupa-
tional Outlook Handbook, employment is expected to 
increase 13% by 2014 (BLS, 2005). A post-secondary 
degree is required for 23 out of 30 of the occupations 
projected to have the fastest growth potential. However, 
as qualified talent is becoming more of a hot commod-
ity many industries are finding themselves with fewer 
high quality job applicants. As reported in a yearlong 
study conducted by McKinsey and Company “…the 
most important corporate resource over the next 20 
years will be talent…And even as the demand for talent 
goes up, the supply of it will be going down” (Fish-
man, 1998). Organizations are increasingly realizing 
to succeed in this “war for talent” it is imperative they 
market themselves to stand out among their competi-
tors. Marketing research on product brand image offers 
insights into how organizations can better establish and 
market an identity. 
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The concept of brand image originated in the market-

ing literature in the area of product brand image (Gard-
ner & Levy, 1955; Keller, 1993). Research examining 
product choice confirms products have both functional 
attributes and symbolic meanings and each component 
explains unique variance in buying behavior; what 
researchers call the instrumental-symbolic framework 
(Aaker, 1999; Mangleburg et al., 1998; Plummer, 
2000). As an example, a consumer on the market to 
purchase a new vehicle will evaluate tangible factors 
of the vehicle such as cost or gas mileage relative to 
similar models. Further, consumers will evaluate the 
symbolic or expressive value of the various vehicles. 
For instance, a mini-van may be family friendly whereas 
a Porsche is cool. Aaker’s work (1997, 1999) verified 
that consumers associate human traits to products. 
Aaker (1997) asked participants to rate products on a 
series of traits and found five symbolic traits emerged: 
sincerity, excitement, competence, sophistication, and 
ruggedness. 

Marketing research that has applied this framework 
to studies of brand image demonstrates the symbolic 
meaning of brands does, in fact, influence buying habits 
and symbolic information becomes more important 
when instrumental information is not available or does 
not effectively distinguish between products (Aaker, 
1999; Mangleburg et al., 1998; Plummer, 2000). In-
terestingly, three of these traits (sincerity, competence, 
and innovation) can be loosely mapped onto the “Big 
5”-factor model used to describe human personality 
(e.g., agreeableness, openness to experience, extra-
version, conscientiousness, and neuroticism; Costa & 
McCrae, 1992). 

Despite the fact that the brand equity approach has 
been applied primarily in the context of consumer prod-
uct choice, Cable and Turban (2001) suggest many of 
the issues involved in the job seeker decision process 
mirror those faced by consumers. Early notions of the 
importance of employer brand image were introduced 
to the literature by Ambler and Barrow (1996) who 
define an employer brand as “the package of functional, 
economic, and psychological benefits provided by 
employment and identified with the employing com-
pany” (p. 187). To test the applicability of marketing 
principles to the study of recruitment, Collins and 
Stevens (2002) investigated the influence of certain 
marketing practices (publicity, sponsorships, personal 
endorsements, and brand-specific advertising) in an 
organizational recruitment context. Findings indicated 
marketing tactics could influence organizational attrac-

tion; thus providing initial support for the application 
of marketing principles into recruitment. 

Also applying these principles and extending their 
earlier theoretical framework, Cable and Turban (2003) 
found applicants’ perceptions of employers’ brand 
images affected job pursuit intentions because (a) 
such perceptions allow applicants to make inferences 
about other job-related attributes and (b) brand image 
perceptions affects the pride one expects to feel from 
organizational membership. Here, individuals were 
willing to sacrifice certain instrumental job attributes 
(e.g., accept lower wages) in order to join firms that 
possess favorable symbolic attributes. This finding sug-
gests an employer brand image, like a product brand 
image, is composed of different facets (instrumental and 
symbolic) that may uniquely influence employer brand 
evaluations. Organizations are increasingly advertising 
the more symbolic features of their environments real-
izing that many applicants are indeed willing to forego 
higher salaries (and other instrumental attributes) for 
factors such as flexible schedules, telework alternatives, 
or being part of an organization with more progressive 
social policies. For instance, certain applicants are 
drawn to Ben and Jerry’s given the importance placed 
on corporate social responsibility within the organiza-
tion. Additionally, organizations often highlighted on 
best places for working mothers lists, such as Eli Lilly 
and Company and Patagonia Inc., offer flex-time, on-
site day care, and progressive maternity leave policies. 
Such companies will be more likely to attract parents 
who have to balance both the demands of work with 
those of family.

Support for the instrumental and symbolic distinc-
tion within employer brand image in a recruitment 
context was further demonstrated by Lievens and High-
house (2003) who found symbolic factors influenced 
organizational attraction, over and above the effects of 
instrumental job and organizational attributes. Further-
more, their results indicate it is easier for individuals 
to differentiate among organizations on the basis of 
symbolic attributes than instrumental attributes. Though 
symbolic traits demonstrate utility in explaining or-
ganizational attraction and other important outcomes 
(Lievens et al., 2003), it had not yet been established 
that the adjectives used to describe products would 
generalize to comprehensively describe organizations. 
To this end, Slaughter, Zickar, Highhouse, and Mohr 
(2004) developed and tested a measure used specifically 
to describe organizations’ “personalities.” Similar to 
Aaker (1997; 1999), five factors emerged respectively 
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referred to as: boy scout, innovativeness, dominance, 
thrift, and style. (For more information on adjectives 
included in each organization personality construct 
and example organizations typifying each construct, 
interested readers are referred to Slaughter et al., 2004). 
In addition to the emergence of a five-factor model of 
organization personality a number of other interesting 
findings emerged from this research: (1) individuals 
do perceive organizations to have different personali-
ties, (2) the personality constructs are indeed distinct 
from one another, and (3) organization personality 
perceptions influence an individual’s attraction to the 
organization as well as job pursuit intentions. 

Though empirical research exploring the applicabil-
ity of marketing brand image principles to employee 
recruitment is still relatively new, research to date con-
sistently provides support for the role of employer brand 
image in attracting and recruiting quality applicants. 
In other words, we know that applicants hold brand 
image perceptions of employers and these perceptions 
can influence attitudes and behavior to the organiza-
tion. Problems can arise, however, when the brand 
image perceptions applicants hold of employers fail 
to align with the organization’s image of itself. Thus, 
it becomes imperative that organizations understand 
how to effectively establish and convey their employ-
ment brand image. 

HOw TO BRAND EMPLOYERS

Organizations must ensure their early interactions with 
prospective applicants relay the appropriate image. An 
organization may view itself as innovative yet portray 
an image of being pedestrian. Job advertisements, 
Web sites, and other media used to relay informa-
tion to potential applicants should accurately reflect 
the organization. Research on realistic job previews 
echoes the importance of conveying information to 
organization in such a way that it accurately represents 
the organization and working environment (Wanous 
& Reichers, 2000). This literature suggests failing to 
relay accurate information during recruitment may 
ultimately lead to later employee attrition. Similarly, 
organizations should be aware of their target applicant 
population to understand how to best appeal to them. 
For instance, a start-up internet company looking to 
hire young qualified talent may fail to do so if their 
Web site is bland, difficult to navigate, or uninforma-

tive. Failing to effectively portray important symbolic 
information at early stages of recruitment could result 
in attrition during the recruitment process. 

Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) discuss employer 
branding as a three-step process. During the first step 
of the branding process, employers establish their core 
identity and values. In other words, key organizational 
stakeholders (e.g., CEO, board of directors) determine 
what key values the organization offers potential em-
ployees. During this step it is important that organiza-
tions understand what it is their prospective applicants 
want and which image(s) are most attractive. In recent 
years, there has been a shift in what factors are generally 
most valued by applicants. In years past, job security 
was a major driver of organization choice. In today’s 
environment, in which the typical employee is expected 
to switch jobs multiple times throughout his/her career, 
the value of job security has diminished (Hall & Moss, 
1998). As Hall et al. (1998) point out “The deal has 
changed. The career contract is dead. Organizations 
are in constant flux. The job is a thing of the past” (p. 
22). Instead, an emphasis on training and develop-
ment or growth opportunities has increased in value. 
Whether it is job security, training and development, 
or a family friendly environment, organizations must 
first determine the unique values they offer employees 
that may not be offered by other firms. 

It is at this stage that organizations conduct an image 
audit to determine what job and organizational factors 
make the employer attractive to organizational outsid-
ers. Though it is important that organizations are aware 
of which factors will be most attractive to applicants, 
it is equally important that organizations are realistic 
in the values they purport to offer. Deciding that the 
organization values a family friendly environment will 
likely help attract working parents (or those interested 
in starting a family at some point). However, if the 
infrastructure of the organization cannot realistically 
support flex-time, telework, or on-site daycare, the or-
ganization is likely to spend to considerable resources 
on recruitment only to have employees leave once they 
learn that their new employer cannot make good on 
what was “promised.” This effect is demonstrated in 
the psychological contract violation literature (Rous-
seau, 2001). Organizations must determine not only 
what is valued by external stakeholders (i.e., potential 
job applicants), but also determine what value they can 
realistically deliver to employees; essentially offer a 
realistic job preview (Wanous et al., 2000). Thus, both 
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an internal audit and external image audit are a neces-
sary first step of employer branding. 

Once organizational representatives have made 
decisions with regard to the value (what Backhaus and 
Tikoo (2004) refer to as the value proposition) they of-
fer to employees, they must next market themselves to 
potential employees. In this second stage of employer 
branding, external marketing of the employment brand, 
begins. At this stage in the process, organizations must 
decide how to reach their potential applicant pool. The 
decision of which source(s) to use to reach applicants 
is just as important as the brand being marketed. If 
organizations choose outdated methods or methods to 
which applicants respond negatively, their ability to 
effectively market their brand is almost certainly going 
to be limited. Recent reviews suggest organizations are 
becoming increasingly creative when trying to reach 
prospective applicants (Cascio, 2003). Cascio (2003) 
presents emerging strategies from organizations actively 
trying to generate applicants. For instance, Cisco Sys-
tems held focus groups with individuals considered to 
be a part of their target population to determine the types 
of activities in which they engage. From the informa-
tion obtained, Cisco began sending representatives to 
venues such as art fairs and microbrewery festivals; 
settings where their target population were thought to 
be present. Similarly, Caribou Coffee realized some of 
the organizations’ highest performers were “women in 
their 30’s with families” (Josse, 2002). As a result the 
company created a campaign to attract working moth-
ers, offering flexible working hours to mothers who 
also had to balance family-life. These examples, and 
countless others, demonstrate the importance that the 
organization’s “marketing campaign” is in alignment 
with the core value(s) the organization claims to offer. 
If the organization claims diversity of thought, experi-
ences, and demographic diversity among employees 
is one of the core values they will offer employees--
yet recruits only at Universities with a predominately 
Caucasian population, the organization runs the risk of 
sending mixed signals and ultimately losing prospec-
tive applicants. Thus, a key activity during this stage of 
employer branding is to decide to whom and how the 
organization will market its value proposition.

The final stage of employer branding involves inter-
nally marketing the employer brand. During this stage, 
the organization makes good on what was promised 
during recruitment and evaluates the outcomes of their 
earlier branding efforts. The goal of internal market-

ing is to reiterate the core values of the employer to 
employees. In essence, through the process of social-
ization the organization helps ensure the values and 
goals communicated during the recruitment process 
are internalized by new employees. To the extent the 
employer brand is internalized, new employees are 
likely to be more committed to achieving the goals 
of the organization, more committed to the organiza-
tion in general and less likely to withdraw from the 
organization. Organizations also evaluate both micro 
(e.g., employee performance) and macro outcomes 
(e.g., corporate performance) of their recruitment ef-
forts. Successful brand development and management 
occurs when organizations (1) develop their employer 
brand image, (2) market it to prospective applicants 
in such a manner that influences the quality of their 
applicants and applicant decisions, and (3) impact the 
socialization process such that the employer brand is 
internalized by new employees.

FUTURE TRENDS

The application of marketing research to the study of 
recruitment and development of employer brand image 
is still a relatively new area of inquiry. Accordingly, there 
are numerous directions for future research that will 
both help develop the employer brand image literature 
and provide further insights into how organizations can 
best manage their employment brand. First, we know 
that employer brand image can influence applicant 
perceptions and behavior towards the organization. 
However, there is a dearth of empirical work speaking 
to how applicants’ perceptions of an employer’s brand 
develop and to which pieces of information applicants 
attend to the most when making brand image judgments 
about the organization. Thus, exploring the origin of 
employer brand image perceptions will be a particularly 
fruitful area for future investigation. 

A second area for future research, is exploring the 
effects of negative publicity on employer brand image. 
It is important to understand the toll corporate scandals, 
downsizing, and offshoring, are taking on organizations’ 
employment image and how (or whether) organizations 
can recover from such negative publicity. As noted 
earlier, the ease with which applicants can acquire 
information is increasing with the introduction of new 
information technologies. One can simply “GOOGLE” 
an organization’s name, and seemingly endless amounts 
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of information about the organization is at his or her 
fingertips. Again, to the extent the information search 
yields a positive impression, the organization benefits. 
However, negative information, whether from the news 
media or disgruntled employees in Web logs, exists 
for many organizations and is easily accessible to 
interested organizational outsiders. Thus, it is increas-
ingly imperative for researchers and human resource 
practitioners alike to discover whether employment 
image is indeed malleable, whether organizations can 
overcome a negative image, and how.

CONCLUSION

As organizations continue to engage in a war for quali-
fied talent, the need for organizations to differentiate 
themselves from the competition is increasingly vital 
for success. As this need grows, so does the importance 
of understanding the employment branding process. 
Employer branding is one fruitful avenue for orga-
nizations to establish the value they offer employees 
and to differentiate themselves from competing firms. 
There will be continued challenges in successfully 
maintaining attractive images in the face of emerging 
technological communication media. However, those 
organizations that successfully develop, market, and 
maintain attractive employer brand images will move 
one-step closer to winning the talent war.     
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KEY TERMS

Brand Equity: The differential effect of product 
knowledge on individual response to the marketing of 
the product. Brand equity suggests that brands influence 
choice decisions by creating points of differentiation 
among objects with similar functional/instrumental 
attributes. The value a product offers a consumer.

Brand Image: Individuals’ perceptions of product 
related and nonproduct-related attributes associated 
with a branded entity. These attributes include func-
tional, experiential, and symbolic benefits associated 

with a brand. Research suggests that brand images 
are created for products, services, and organizations 
alike.

Corporate Reputation: Public evaluation of a 
corporation in relation to other firms. The general af-
fective reaction of the public to a company or company 
name.

Culture: Values that support the organization’s 
purpose, strategy, or identity. Ambler et al. and Bar-
row (1996) suggest culture is in place as a result of the 
employment image developed by the organization, and 
serves to help promote the employment image.

Employer Brand Image: The application of 
marketing branding principles to human resources. 
Individuals’ perceptions of job related and non-job 
related attributes and the functional, experiential, and 
symbolic benefits associated with an employer. Dif-
ferentiation of employers based on firm characteristics 
(both instrumental and symbolic).

Instrumental Attributes: Those characteristics 
that describe the functional, objective, physical, and 
tangible features of a branded object. When applied 
to a product, instrumental attributes describe what the 
product does or has. When applied to an employer, 
instrumental attributes include characteristics such as 
pay, benefits, location, etc. 

Instrumental-Symbolic Framework: The no-
tion that a product is composed of both functional 
attributes and symbolic meanings. Research suggests 
that both dimensions of this framework (instrumental 
and symbolic) are said to uniquely influence product/ 
organization choice decisions. (See: instrumental at-
tributes, symbolic attributes)

Organization Personality Perceptions: An indi-
vidual’s beliefs about the symbolic meanings or trait 
inferences associated with a particular organization. 
This is an extension of the symbolic aspect of the in-
strumental-symbolic framework. Whereas the symbolic 
taxonomy was developed to describe products, organi-
zation personality perceptions specifically capture the 
trait inferences used to describe organizations.

Symbolic Attributes/Meanings: The values and 
personality traits individuals associate with a product. 
The importance of symbolic attributes increases when 
the instrumental attributes involved in choice decisions 
are similar.



��0 Topic: Competence Development and Compensation

INTRODUCTION

Beginning with the upsurge of the industrial revolution 
and the subsequent implementation of labor division 
practices in most production processes in the 19th cen-
tury, the question of employee rewarding within the 
framework of industrial value added has been widely 
discussed. The resulting controversy of appropriate pay 
was first put forward on a political level, whereby the 
predominant liberal approaches could be characterized 
by the principle that labor had to be first and foremost 
regarded as a commodity being subject to the free market 
so that labor offer and demand would determine wages 
and salaries (Berger, 1998; Birnbaum, 2001). 

Opposing this idea was the social aspect which came 
up with the notion that human labor could not be solely 
reduced to a commodity function. Rather, the value 
generating element of human labor was symbiotically 
connected to the employment of capital; hence, value 
added could be achieved through the employment of 
both capital and human labor. This pluralist approach 
was based (in theory) on a procedural partnership, 
whereby conflicts of interest between capital and labor 
were thought to arise from different values and objec-
tives as well as competing loyalty structures and hence 
were, in principle, inevitable. However, it was widely 
accepted that these structural conflicts of interest could 
be (temporarily) resolved through the relation of rewards 
to the value generated throughout the production pro-
cesses as well as to the social environment, including 
basic human rights as well as structural and working 

conditions (Berger, 1997; Gunnigle, McMahon, & 
Fitzgerald, 1999; Salamon, 1997).

Over time, this social and also functional-mutual 
approach to industrial relations therefore provoked over 
time, a substantial redefinition of the notion of labor in 
the sense of emphasizing its value generating as well 
as psychological component consequently broadening 
the concept of total rewards by supplementing financial 
rewards with non-financial elements such as social 
status, collective freedoms, and quality of working as 
well as everyday life (Armstrong, 2002). In addition, 
aspects of occupational health and safety on the one 
hand and the possibilities of personal development 
through work in the sense of self-actualization on the 
other reflected an essential component of this mutual 
approach (Berger, 1997).

Since the beginning of the new millennium, even 
more emphasis has been put on this broad and also 
integrative approach towards total rewarding outlined, 
as through the change processes triggered by globaliza-
tion, highly differentiated approaches towards business 
strategy have evolved and innovation is now widely 
regarded as a key success factor through the impor-
tance of intellectual property on the world markets. 
In this context, the notion of regarding employees as 
a company’s predominant “capital” of the 1990’s (in 
the sense of a mechanistic economic production factor) 
could no longer be maintained from a strategic perspec-
tive as the notion of “labor” per se, involves employee 
loyalty and commitment, know-how, productivity, 
and innovative ideas as far as its individually-based 
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value generating components are concerned (Rowley 
& Bae, 2002; Davenport, Prusak & Wilson, 2003; 
Rosalie, 2005).

Against this background, highly complex reward 
systems have been suggested which indeed have ele-
ments of the value added theory in their core, but which 
essentially have to be integrated into the entire corporate 
strategy on the basis of clearly defined human behavior 
(Armstrong, 2002; Boyd & Salamin, 2001; Gross & 
Friedman, 2004; Menefee & Murphy, 2004). As part of 
a strategic and operative business model, these reward 
systems, due to their complexity, need to ensure the 
digital support of operability, controllability, feasibil-
ity, flexibility, and comparability (Armstrong, 2002; 
Hannon, Jelf & Brandes, 1996; Hendrickson, 2003; 
Rampton, Turnbull & Doran, 1999; Ulmer, 2001).

In order to illustrate the specific requirements as 
well as potential benefits of an HRIS supporting a 
strategically aligned rewarding system, the authors will 
first provide an overview on the challenges involved 
when devising a complex reward system in general 
and then present the major building blocks of such 
systems with regard to their changeability as well as 
dynamic component. Taking into consideration the 
benefits of linking of a reward system to HRIS, the 
authors sketch the functionalities of a complex and 
strategically fit reward system which extinguishes 
the possible potentials for danger through employee 
commitment and at the same time creates flexibility 
which portrays the corporation’s potential for success 
in rapidly changing markets.

BACKGROUND

Up until the beginning of the 1960’s, rewarding struc-
tures (rather than systems) were regarded as a relatively 
isolated component within the framework of cost ac-
counting and corporate planning in the industrialized 
economies of that time (Hilb, 2001; Scholz, 2000). Only 
with the gradual changing of the work environment 
and the shifting focus on different production factors 
as well as with the subsequent changing of the value 
generating processes, did the tendency of tying salary 
systems more strongly into corporate management 
models and target systems set off in the U.S. (Boyd & 
Salamin, 2001; Thommen & Achleitner, 2006).

During the course of the 1960s and in particular the 
1970s, a more complex idea of man was increasingly 

introduced to these “management by” systems due to the 
altered efficiency and performance criteria mentioned. 
Starting from McGregor’s “theory Y” it was basically 
assumed that man is a social being ready and willing 
to work and that this ambition and also willingness 
to take over responsibility can be released through 
motivation and inclusion (McGregor 1960; Scholz, 
2000). The respective “management by participation” 
and “management by motivation” systems were less 
focused on financial remuneration functions and were 
geared more to soft factors and non-financial elements 
of employee rewarding which were based on the concept 
of “complex man” (Heckscher, 1995; Neuberger, 1997; 
Scholz, 2000; Shepard & Hougland, 1978).

It was in the late 1970s and early 1980s that complex 
management instruments such as “management by 
objectives” were implemented into practice, although 
this concept had been introduced into science in the 
1950s by Peter Drucker (1954). These management 
systems featured both quantitative orientated functional 
parameters as well as qualitative behavioral elements. 
A core element of these systems was the process of set-
ting target agreements and consequently the analysis 
of target deviation whereby financial aspects as well as 
non-financial factors could be integrated into the respec-
tive management system (Antoni, 2005; Kappler, 1975). 
Based on these considerations, more complex reward 
systems such as the cafeteria system were devised in 
the 1980s, which were strongly geared towards the 
needs of the individual employees in different phases 
of their lives in order to ensure the aptitude of variable 
(contingent) pay elements within the framework of 
reward systems (Armstrong, 2002; Delsen, Benders 
& Jeroen, 2006; Ulmer, 2001).

To date, HRIS in practice have only been able to 
technologically support this development in a limited 
way as their functions in the area of standard systems 
basically catered for maintaining master data, support 
of core processes and payroll accounting, and the 
support of other information processing systems such 
as ERP systems (Hendrickson, 2003; Groe, Pyle & 
Jamrog, 1996).  
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REwARDING vIA HRIS

The Complexity of Rewarding System 

Even if today’s globalized economy is first and foremost 
driven by a relatively homogenous combination of in-
novation and the interplay of strategically differentiated 
actions and reactions, then the strategic value of indi-
vidual employer-employee relationships and therefore 
of individual employees in all types of companies shows 
a far more scattered picture: Division of labor, manual 
production processes and manufacturing processes, 
which require a low stock of employee know-how, 
are still predominant in some of today’s industries 
along with differentiated and complex production and 
in particular servicing processes whereby individual 
employees can hardly be replaced because of special 
abilities, skills, or knowledge (Armstrong, 2002). 

However, the demands on reward systems appear 
to be even more multifaceted if various forms of 
typologies of employer-employee relationships are 
existent due to the multidimensionality of a company 
with regard to business areas and the associated dif-
ferentiated strategies in one and the same company. 
It is to be noted in this respect, for the purpose of the 
implementation of company-wide management be-
liefs and principles contenting oneself with a batch of 
sub-strategies with the view of appropriately solving 
the problem of differentiation, cannot be regarded as 
a promising approach to developing a reward system 
(Gross & Friedman, 2004). 

Consequently, as far as the fundamentals of a com-
plex reward system are concerned in context with the 
implementation of overall corporate strategy allowing 
for strategically aligned sub-optimizations in individual 
business units, the whole range of different employer-
employee relationships have to be incorporated into the 
system in order to support reward schemes featuring 
a common structural basis in its main features on the 
one hand, and individual differentiation according 
to the strategic positioning of sub-units on the other 
(Balkin, 1988). If one compares this approach to a 
reward system’s development with the implementation 
of parameterized IT standard software for illustration 
purposes, then one may well suppose that the objective, 
the product architecture, and the technology is the same 
throughout the entire organization, and furthermore, 
core processes, minimum data sets, and functional-
ities in basis applications are uniform but the specific 

differentiation of employer-employee relationships is 
parameterized in several ways according to the respec-
tive sub-demands of different business units or special 
groups (Armstrong, 2002; Kerr, 1988).

It is these requirements of a system’s component 
differentiation, which now have to be met by any 
complex reward system, too. The basis contingent 
assumptions of such a system consist first of all in 
the role of the employee within the framework of the 
value added process—seen either as a (human) factor 
of production involved symbiotically in the process of 
value generation or as a commodity to be bought on 
labor markets. If one presumes a symbiotic approach, 
which represents the coercive attitude in complex struc-
tures, then the question of covering the basic needs in a 
financial and non-financial respect has to be answered. 
In both respects the question will lead to the necessity 
of negotiating as well as devising fundamental salary-
political as well as remuneration-political and corporate 
cultural standards. These standards then have to carry 
weight, irrespective of the typology of employer-em-
ployee relationship as well as the strategic positioning 
of the business unit (Gross & Friedman, 2004; Boyd 
& Salamin, 2001).

Considering the financial components of rewards, 
the challenges involved with the process of salary 
negotiation and stability of the respective salary agree-
ments have to be addressed first. In this context, one 
has to consider whether the basic salary contract is 
coupled with variable financial arrangements or not as 
these flexible components—whether they be bonuses, 
commissions, or performance-related pay—are usually 
subject to complex decision-making processes which 
represents a key element of the reward determination 
process (Ulmer, 2001). As a matter of fact, these (in-
dividual) salary negotiation models are more strongly 
geared towards the (financial) success of the company 
than is the case with base pay. 

It has to be noted, though, that the increasing vari-
ability of financial rewarding components per se, still 
does not integrate any strategic components or even 
measures, as it is based on a retrospective and company 
success-orientated salary evaluation. Only with the inte-
gration of evaluation criteria such as increasing market 
chances, gaining of substance through innovation, and 
other strategically orientated approaches, can a defini-
tive strategic connection be achieved in the financial 
area of employee rewarding (Boyd & Salamin, 2001; 
Davenport et al., 2003; Rosalie, 2005).
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As far as non-financial reward components are 

concerned, one may well identify similar mechanisms 
of individual agenda-setting in the reward determina-
tion process. Except for the non-financial elements of 
commonly applicable corporate standards outlined, 
non-financial rewards are first and foremost geared 
towards real and understandably rational needs of the 
(individual) employee (Armstrong, 2002; Gross & 
Friedman, 2004; Spitzer, 1996). Such reward compo-
nents may encompass, for instance, career opportuni-
ties, workplace design and décor, conceded individual 
freedoms and responsibilities, as well as more general 
issues such as company health care, shared values 
within the company, and company-specific cultural (and 
sometimes also irrationally devised) needs.  Examples 
of the latter type of need include the entitlement to 
use a particular elevator, a designated parking space 
with nameplate, as well as other rewards exclusively 
associated with status and symbolism.

If one now attempts to structure these individual 
components of remuneration on the one hand and non-
financial incentives on the other within the framework 
of a holistic reward system and allows for interrela-
tions between particular components as well as for 
differentiations in terms of their modal effectiveness, 
then one can devise a classification scheme for the 
whole range of rewarding elements, which then may be 
parameterized according to specific strategic demands 
(see Table 1).

Considering the financial elements represented in the 
first three columns of Table 1, it appears worth noting 
that these components essentially represent cash lump 
sums as well as company insurances and allowances, 
which again are most commonly backed up by a mul-
titude of guidelines and decision-making rules when 
it comes to determining who will be entitled for (a set 
of) specific financial rewards. Moreover, these guide-
lines usually reflect a company’s hierarchy and at the 

Table 1. Classification scheme for financial and non-financial reward components (Source: Staudinger & Markl, 
1997)

Reward Components

financial non-financial

directly effective indirectly effective contingently effective material ideal

INCOME ASSETS PRECAUTION MATERIAL DEMANDS IDEAL ENTITLEMENTS

remuneration shares life lifetime demand self-realization and self-
actualization

social benefits investments accident luxury work place

profit sharing further asset accumulation disablement remuneration colleagues

wages life insurance pension clothes and food work climate

salary mortgage additional health insurance apartment work equipment

overtime car etc. unemployment insurance car size of company

piecework pay severance pay accident insurance holiday location

holiday pay continuing education convalescent homes prestige image

Christmas bonus skill enhancement company physician champagne and caviar leadership approach

expenses silent partner health and safety hotels interesting job and respon-
sibility

mileage allowance commission voluntary wage payments 
during sickness

expenses which are over 
and above the norm

power of decision

travel allowance gain sharing early retirement work conditions

lunch voucher productivity widows pension and 
orphans allowance

content of work

shopping facilities service flat independence

company car buy company car at a 
discount

potential for personal 
development

bonus
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same time—dependent on the individual parameteriza-
tion—trace back to the basic assumption of regarding 
labor as a commodity. The non-financial components 
presented in columns 4 and 5 of Table 1 are then usually 
constituted in established organizational regulations, 
employment contracts, and employee health and safety 
regulations, whereby the strategic component is usually 
clearly defined in context with the different manage-
ment systems outlined.

The design of a complete reward system consists 
in combining both these parts maintaining a strategic 
corporate focus by particularly scrutinizing the cause-
effect connections of the individual elements (Gross & 
Friedman, 2004; Gale, 2002; Stuart, 2005).

Building Blocks of Strategically Aligned 
Rewarding System

The question of the strategic value and strategic ef-
fectiveness of a reward system and the subsequent 
question of different scenarios of efficiency as well as 
of self-commitment to the scheme is thought to cor-
relate directly with the transparency and controllability 
of the reward system as a whole and shows immediate 
implications for, as well as linkages to, HRIS (Arm-
strong, 2002; Rosalie, 2005).

Attempting to strategically evaluate rewarding 
systems, one has to take into account two core con-
siderations above all. First, the theoretical strategic 
threats for the organization potentially caused by reward 
systems have to be addressed. In the context of reward-
ing policy, these threats can primarily be regarded in 
terms of risk for additional cost burden and are deter-
mined by the organization’s corporate commitment 
through contractual and other promises to employees 
or groups of employees within the framework of the 
employment contract which might limit its capabil-
ity to (strategically) act and re-act (Gómez-Mejía & 
Welbourne, 1988; Staudinger & Markl, 1997). The 
second aspect to be considered concerns the dynamics 
of reward components and appears to be of distinct 
relevance as financial payments in particular (but also 
non-financial rewards such as regulatory career or 
equal opportunities requirements) are often subject 
to external pressure groups such as governments or 
trade unions and the subsequent bargaining processes, 
which are to a large extent out of the reach of corporate 
influence and control.

If one now considers the first aspect of the risk of 
cost burden outlined, then the question of corporate 
commitment, whether it is via contractual or other 
guarantees, has to be regarded from its chronological 
dimension as certain guarantees in a reward model show 
different timelines affecting the possible changeability 
of the individual components. Consequently, one may 
well assume that guarantees for a certain base pay in 
indefinite employment contracts can only be changed 
long-term (or cost intensively if short-term).

When building up a reward system supported by a hu-
man resource information system (HRIS), it is advisable 
to provide all individual reward components in clustered 
form with regard to their theoretical ease of change-
ability as well as to the organization’s commitment in 
order to gain an overview of the actual parameters of 
changeability and real commitment scenarios when 
performing strategic analysis of overall rewards. If one 
now attempts to cluster these individual elements on 
an evaluation scheme as shown in Figure 1, then one is 
able to picture the actual profile of the changeability of 
the elements of a particular reward system. This actual 
profile can now be supplemented with a target profile 
defined according to strategic necessity. The deviations 
of both lines then indicate strategic operation necessi-
ties which make a strategy-conform adaptation of the 
reward system seem appropriate in terms of change-
ability and commitment (see Figure 1)

Moreover, the differing dynamics of reward com-
ponents described have to be taken into consideration 
when striving for the establishment of a strategically 
aligned IT-based reward system. Here, the individual 
elements have to be integrated in clustered form into 
the HRIS in current operation (see Figure 2); however, 
in this case, a value-laden component has already been 
included by implicitly addressing the question of the 
ability to pre-asses the evaluation of the risk profile of 
additional cost burden with regard to individual and 
clustered reward components.

Again, it is advisable to set a target profile and 
perform a strategic deviation analysis, whereby any 
organization will hardly achieve a complete adjustment 
of both profiles because of the externally controlled 
dynamics mentioned. For each clustered set of compo-
nents, the scope for corporate strategic activities can be 
derived by a prioritization of those rewards where the 
target and actual profiles come closest to each other, 
as for these elements overall strategic objectives of the 
organization are most likely to be achieved in relation 
to the dynamics of the rewards.
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Figure 1. Changeability of reward components from an employer’s perspective (Source: Staudinger & Markl, 
1997)

Reward Component Easily Changeable Difficult to Change

Total Earnings

Employee Benefits

Profit Sharing

(Corporate) Shares

Investments

Further Asset Accumulation

Life Assurance

(Additional) Health Insurance

Pension

Lifetime Demand in a Narrow Sense

Lifetime Demand in a Wider Sense

Luxury

Content of Work

Work Conditions

Self-Realization and Self-Actualization

Actual Profile (Illustration)

Target Profile (Illustration)

If one now brings these two profiles together in a 
holistic approach, and plots the clustered rewards in 
a matrix where the x-axis represents the parameter 
“changeability” and the y-axis represents the parameter 
“dynamics,” then it is methodically possible to relate 
the individual elements to each other so that the ques-
tion of the strategic positioning of a real reward system 
including the possible development and strategy con-
formity under the given variables can be appropriately 
analyzed (cf. Figure 3).

The Benefits of HRIS on Establishing  
a Strategically Aligned and Complex  
Rewarding System

Arising from the challenges involved with the strategic 
alignment of reward systems as well as from methodical 
approach presented in Figure 3, even more demands 
and functionalities become apparent when taking into 
consideration the possible linking of a reward system 
to HRIS (Bortolus, 1999; Ulmer, 2001).

Firstly, it has to be noted that an IT-based reward 
system, which merely fulfills administrative func-
tions on a digital basis, is hardly appropriate for the 
strategic control and evaluation of rewarding schemes 
featuring a multitude of different components and 
individual models. Rather more, because of this inap-
propriateness, it appears necessary to be able to add 
strategic characteristics to individual data fields on 
the most fundamental level possible which allow the 
systematic clustering and analyses of rewards on the 
one hand. On the other hand, this strategic process has 
to be incorporated into the basic framework in a HRIS 
from the start.

Secondly, arising from the arguments put forward, 
is the necessity that an IT-based reward system does 
indeed show a common basic parameterization over 
the entire company, but is advisable for strategic 
reasons to derive these basic parameterizations from 
the whole business position and to clearly define and 
facilitate sub-strategic necessities which provide the 
diversity of the business areas. This requirement now 
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Figure 2. Dynamics of reward components (Source: Staudinger & Markl, 1997)

Figure 3. Risk spreading of reward components (Source: Staudinger & Markl, 1997)
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enables the corporate integration of strategically dif-
ferentiated business units based on an overall generic 
strategy on the one hand and, on the other, ensures the 
reward system’s flexibility for appropriately addressing 
employee behavior in different strategic and operative 
tasks. With this, it is also ensured that the question of 
payment, value of work, and therefore overall fun-
damental beliefs concerning the employer-employee 
relationship throughout the company, at least follows 
on the basis of a minimal consensus.

Thirdly, it appears necessary to note that an HRIS 
only allowing for retrospective as well as actual analyses 
and the conceptual combination of the subsequent find-
ings with strategic parameters appears to be insufficient 
in terms of its functionality. Indeed, it must be possible 
to incorporate foreseeable scenarios such as possible 
market-driven or regulatory changes and therefore 
anticipate consequences for rewarding systems and 
structures caused by these changed conditions within 
the framework of differentiated simulation processes 
(Scholz, 2000). Within the framework of HRIS, these 
simulation tools are hence of particular importance 
because of the high complexity of rewarding structures 
and the interdependency of the individual elements 
that does not have to run linearly in any way. This 
then leads to the problem that, systematically seen, 
non-linear functions can lead to destabilization of 
the reward system even if the individual impacts or 
actions were originally geared towards stability. This 
means that this simulation process has to be plotted 
with different action impacts on a timeline whereby 
the different simulation models have to be comparable 
with each other in terms of their effect and that finally 
the ultimate results of these processes are able to be 
taken from a strategic analysis.

FUTURE TRENDS

It is indeed improbable that the complexity of reward 
systems as well as the integration of these systems into 
the entire corporate process is going to regress. If one 
observes the current discussion on this issue, it rather 
has to be assumed that remuneration structures and 
systems will become more decentralized and individual 
on the one hand and will be adapted to new corporate 
forms and also strategic challenges on the other (Hayes, 
2002; Piekkola, 2005; Tsui & Wu, 2005).

Translated into the concrete employer-employee 
relationship this means that, in association with the 
increasing importance of intellectual property and 
need for innovation, models of employee participation 
in property, substance and success of the company are 
likely to increase (Davenport et al., 2003; Muczyk, 
1988; Tsui & Wu, 2005). As a matter of fact, HRIS are 
required to achieve a broader standard of networking, 
as if reward systems and corporate participation models 
become an integrative part of corporate remuneration 
structures based on various situational and success-
dependant prioritizations and evaluations (Boyd & 
Salamin; 2001), then one may well conclude that a 
mature evolutionary stage has been achieved neither 
in the system development of reward systems, nor in 
the integration of HRIS into corporate management 
processes.

CONCLUSION

From the beginning of industrialization up to the pres-
ent day, the meaning and functionality of rewarding 
and remuneration structures has experienced multiple 
re-interpretations as well as fundamentally new interpre-
tations. Whilst rewarding structures in their relevance 
were serving the demands of liberal market-determined 
exchange functions in the early stages, rewarding sys-
tems today are to be understood as complex structures 
featuring a multitude of components. Along side primary 
financial functions which still imply the commodity-
function of labor, components of corporate and social 
integration as well as extensive strategic company 
management are also taken into consideration.

This polymorphism and complexity of reward sys-
tem also has multidimensional demands on the design 
of HRIS: On the one hand, there is the question of 
integrating these systems into corporate management 
with regard to the strategic, tactical, and operative 
dimension; on the other, challenges involved with the 
technological integration in the context of the individual 
functionalities of elements within the company have 
to be met.

As shown, it appears to be of vital importance that 
the HRIS shows the capacity to incorporate processual 
as well as dynamic components in association with 
reward systems. This guarantees the possibility of fu-
ture development simulation on the basis of strategic 
decisions and therefore ensures the establishment of 
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comparable scenarios. Moreover, this integration of 
strategic characteristics of specific reward components 
allows individual decisions to be verified on the basis of 
strategic controlling and hence ensures the compatibility 
of these decisions in the entire corporate strategy.
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KEY TERMS

Contingent Pay: The range of financial rewards 
associated with performance, competence, experi-
ence, commitment, or skill. These components can be 
referred to as “variable pay” if they are not integrated 
into base pay.

Employer-Employee Relationship: A set of be-
liefs, practices, as well as legal, contractual, and unso-
licited regulations determining the relations between 
employers and employees.

Financial Rewards: Any rewards associated with 
a direct or indirect transfer of money, assets, or other 
entitlements in favor of the employee. Financial rewards 
may encompass wages and salaries, social benefits, 
expenses and allowances, profit-sharing, mortgages, 
company car, insurances, as well as pensions. 

Non-Financial Rewards: Any rewards geared 
towards to the social, esteem, or growth needs of the 
employee, not leading to transfer of funds. Non-financial 
reward components may include career opportunities, 
workplace design and décor, conceded individual 
freedoms and responsibilities, as well as rewards ex-
clusively associated with status and symbolism (e.g., 
the entitlement to use a particular elevator, a designated 
parking space with nameplate).

Reward System: A system encompassing a 
company’s reward components, policies, procedures, 
as well as practices, in order to reward employees in 
accordance with their performance, competences, and 
skills, as well as market values.

Self-Commitment: Limited capability to act and 
re-act due to self-imposed or mutual obligations. In 
the context of employee rewarding, a company’s self-
commitment is determined by its obligations imposed 
by employment contracts or employee benefits.
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INTRODUCTION

In today’s global, hyper-competitive business environ-
ment, enterprise alignment is a top concern with senior 
management. With mergers, global joint ventures, out-
sourcing/off-shoring, and increased global competition, 
organizations are struggling with a host of enterprise 
alignment issues, particularly around information 
technology (IT) strategy alignment. Well-aligned sys-
tems and processes can provide an organization with a 
powerful source of competitive advantage. According 
to Gartner Group, the number one concern of business 
and IT professions world-wide is the alignment of IT 
and business strategies. Unfortunately, according to 
Whittle and Myrick (2005), less than 10% of the Global 
2000 have well integrated systems that are aligned with 
the strategy of the business. In addition, according to 
Worren, Ruddle, and Moore (1999), organization de-
velopment (OD) efforts are also often misaligned with 
the strategy of the business. These strategic misalign-
ments are becoming an increasing concern to senior 
management and are areas of opportunity for OD and 
IT organizations.

From the early eighties through today, as 
technology has become an ubiquitous part of the 
enterprise, there has been a dichotomy between 
technology centric frameworks for enterprise 
improvement and business centric frameworks. 
Unfortunately, to-date, no one framework or school 
of thought has been successful at bridging the di-
vide between business and technology, whether at 
the enterprise level, or at the more micro business 
area- system. Despite the growing dependency of 
business on technology, there is a great misalign-
ment between the strategy of the IT organization 
and the strategy of the overall business. The influ-
ence of IT has become pervasive, with technology 
no longer just supporting key businesses but in many 
cases driving them.

BACKGROUND

The demands of a knowledge- and information-based 
economy will continue to keep these efforts at center 
stage, but a shift is already underway that positions 
organizations to evolve from being producers of phase-
one style projects--which deal with understanding 
channels and business process optimization--to taking 
on the role of implementing and deploying complex 
technologies in support of supply chain management, 
Web-based distribution, and customer relationship 
management. An expanded scope of IT activities--due 
to the extension of IT to the larger world of suppliers, 
customers, and consultants, and the management of 
information, documents, and processes--is increasingly 
part of internal enterprise-wide technical architectures. 
These new ways of using IT will continue to put stress 
on already-strained human capital, causing the IT or-
ganization to continue partnering or sourcing projects 
through internal or external specialists. 

According to Whittle et al. (2005), through 2006-12, 
significant phenomenon in IT and business will emerge 
that will affect IT’s influence on business. Technologies 
of permanent, major, or disruptive influence will emerge 
to drive new business megatrends. This phenomenon 
will precipitate leverageable derivative imperatives, in 
which leading executives will make ongoing invest-
ments. By 2007, the taxonomy of these megatrends, 
and derivative imperatives, will lay permanent, new 
ground rules in business/IT investment planning and 
strategy. These megatrends will also dramatically affect 
OD investment planning and strategy. New thought 
leaders will emerge and they will learn how to best 
interpret and react to these changes for competitive 
advantage.

By 2012, pervasive connectivity and information 
utility ubiquity will result in 24x7 supply chain and 
customer relationship management (CRM) activities 
for most companies. According to Sledgianowski 
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and Luftman (2005), traditional boundaries between 
companies will not be as apparent, as enterprises 
focus on their core competencies and core contribu-
tions to a complex web of partnerships, interfaces, 
and relationships that make up the enterprise value 
network. Following the keiretsu model, there will still 
be separate companies, with evolution taking place 
around external interfaces and relationships. Global 
business community consolidation could result in an 
era of “coapetition on steroids.” Business community 
consolidation is defined as the structured networking 
of companies with complementary customers/products 
around common themes. Globalization and cultural 
changes create workforces of temps, part-timers, free 
agents, contractors, and suppliers. These enhanced 
response capabilities are matched by lack of corporate 
culture and institutional knowledge that can result in 
such environments.

Continuing to focus on aligning workforce man-
agement and development to be able to address these 
challenges is key for OD as the need for versatile 
knowledge workers continues. This requires compa-
nies to become expert human capitalists, proficient in 
“right sourcing”--that is, finding the right skill level 
as well as the right numbers of staff, whether from 
external or internal sources. Indeed, in the informa-
tion economy, success will depend on being able to 
leverage the right intellectual and human capital and 
the degree to which this human capital understands 
and relates the basic tenants of strategic alignment 
to their work.

The recognition that people are the drivers for in-
novation does not automatically result in the higher 
levels of organizational responsiveness that are nec-
essary for OD to meet business needs. Innovation is 
difficult without the organizational agility that enables 
transformation of the business processes needed to 
achieve competitive advantage. Agility drives greater 
facility to change technologies rapidly, allowing 
organizations to respond quickly to new threats and 
opportunities. Organizations will achieve this type of 
agility by aligning the activities of the organization 
with current strategic objectives and through this pro-
cess achieving a high degree of enterprise alignment 
(Grant, 2003). OD and IT organizations should be the 
strategic enables of the agile organization. However, 
in many organizations, the OD and IT functions are 
not viewed as strategic enablers. IT is often viewed 
as a reactive organization that is brought into the 

picture after strategic decisions have been made. The 
same can be said for OD. A major objective of both 
organizations (IT and OD) should be the ascension 
to that of a strategic partner that is at the table when 
decisions are made.

Achieving this objective requires greater agility 
from IT and OD personnel in terms of thought, actions, 
and coordination of behaviors, combined with a clear 
understanding of fundamental business processes and 
objectives. However, IT organizations historically 
have focused more on technology and OD organiza-
tions have focused more on training programs rather 
than on business processes and therefore may find 
these basic concepts difficult to implement. Execution 
of these business fundamentals requires OD and IT 
organizations to move from a reactive to a proactive 
stance as fully enabled business partners.

For OD and IT professionals, the value of their 
organizations to the enterprise is clear; however, for 
individuals in the lines of business or in the non-IT 
and non-OD communities, recognition and acceptance 
of this value is not always straight forward. Both or-
ganizations are under substantial pressure, in light of 
mounting costs, to demonstrate value to the enterprise 
on virtually a daily basis. This entails demonstrating 
credibility through a central value proposition that 
uses human capital to drive the creation, capture, and 
communication of value throughout the processes and 
services that each organization delivers. 

One of the most frequently cited reason for this 
lack of perceived organizational value and alignment 
is a lack of well rounded OD and IT professionals that 
“understand the big picture” and take an enterprise 
perspective when making decisions (Worren et al., 
1999). The implications for organization develop-
ment (OD) professionals are immense. In order to be 
able to hire, train, and develop the IT and functional 
business professionals needed in today’s environment, 
OD professionals must first develop an in-depth under-
standing of the concepts, issues, and enabling strategies 
surrounding enterprise alignment and be able to relate 
these concepts, issues, and strategies to their enterprise. 
This foundation will enable the OD professional to 
more effectively contribute to a strategic mission of the 
enterprise and gain a seat at the table with the strategic 
decision makers and will assist the IT organization in 
making the same ascension.

While the idea of the organization development 
professional as an integral partner in development and 
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implementation of organizational strategy is not a new 
concept, little literature exists that describes how to 
enable this transformation. According to Becker and 
Gerhart (1996), organizations need to evaluate their 
internal human resource strategies (which include the 
OD function) to ensure that there is adequate horizontal 
and vertical alignment. Becker et al. (1996) describe 
the horizontal alignment as the ability to provide in-
ternal congruency with its own policies and practices. 
More importantly and relevant is the notion of vertical 
alignment which Becker et al. (1996) denote as the 
congruency of human resource polices and practices 
how they align with organizational strategy. Rose and 
Kumar (2006) note several “authors have attempted 
to develop prior typologies for human resources and 
organizational strategy” (Arthur, 1992; MacDuffie, 
1995; Miles & Snow, 1984). While OD may seem 
to be an invisible, undefined role within the human 
resources function through the viewpoint of the key 
strategists within the organizational structure. As this 
concept relates to organizational strategic alignment, 
the lacking ability to validate the importance of this 
strategic partnership tends to arise from a lack of full 
understanding of core competencies and its relation 
to the accomplishment of the strategic mission and 
continues to plague many organizations today. The 
information presented in this article lays the strategic 
foundation for the ascension of the organization de-
velopment role to that of strategic contributor to the 
organization and suggests a strategic partnership and 
alignment model for OD and IT in relation to the rest 
of the enterprise.

ENTERPRISE ALIGNMENT

Enterprise alignment refers to the ongoing process every 
company should go through to keep the elements of the 
organization aligned with the organization’s strategy 
and goals (Ndede-Amadi, 2004). Vertical alignment is 
used to assure that process and activity measures and the 
measures used to evaluate managerial performance are 
all aligned with corporate goals. Horizontal alignment, 
or process improvement, focuses in assuring that all of 
the activities that take place in a process are aligned 
with the goals of the process. In most organizations, 
change is constant and thus, the organization is always 
working to realign, vertically and horizontally, to keep 
everything in sync with the changing strategy and aims 

of the organization. One function of the business strategy 
is to define the constraints that are imposed on the IT 
and OD solutions. A business strategy that calls for dif-
ferentiation by providing the highest, most-innovative 
levels of service is very different from a strategy that 
calls for increasing market share by being the lowest-
cost provider. Each strategy is equally valid, but the 
characteristics of the business relationships that the 
enterprise supports will be dramatically different, and 
so will the IT and OD solutions that result.

The lack of business/IT alignment and business/OD 
alignment are common laments in today’s companies 
(Luna-Reyes, Zhang, Gil-Garcia, & Cresswell, 2005). 
The relationship between IT and the business (as well as 
OD and the business) is often antagonistic. The business 
community complains that IT and OD don’t align with 
the business; the IT and OD communities complain that 
the business declines to contribute in a meaningful way 
to ensure that alignment. The business units regard IT 
and OD as cost centers populated by people with little 
business understanding. The technologists lament the 
lack of discipline that leads the business to push for 
technology solutions that add to the complexity of the 
technical landscape rather than abiding by corporate 
standards. The training professional is often not trained 
to adequately address both key constituents (IT and OD 
personnel) in a meaningful way that also adds value to 
the adaptive strategies that are needed to be implemented 
by officers of the firm. The key to effectively bridging 
the IT and OD worlds resides in the ability of training 
professionals and HR representatives to understand 
all facets of the IT strategy and finds tactical ways to 
integrate corporate needs and talent. 

For the IT organization, alignment must assess 
the current and future cause-and-effect relationships 
among four basic elements: business goals, business 
structures, IT infrastructures, and IT applications. Each 
of the four basic elements can be in or out of align-
ment with the others. IT infrastructures, for example, 
can be aligned with business operations (the business 
organization and its processes), IT applications (the 
services delivered to the organizations), and business 
goals (the strategies and goals for the business). Taken 
together, the alignment of IT to the business is the 
combination of the relationships among IT (applications 
and infrastructure) and business (goals and structures) 
(Lockamy, & Smith, 1997). For the firms integrating OD 
as a strategic effort, tactical organizational alignment 
should be accomplished through a process analysis 
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approach. Specifically, Bullinger (1999) indicated 
that high performance organizations encompass five 
elements including core competence, networks and 
co-operations, process orientation, free margins, and 
learning organization structures.

As industries undergo radical change and senior busi-
ness managers devise new strategies to meet changing 
circumstances, management often discovers that the IT 
and OD resources needed to implement the strategy 
(upon which the health--and perhaps the survival--of 
the enterprise depends) has been deployed elsewhere. 
All IT and OD organizations are busy, but why are so 
many busy doing the wrong things? Too frequently, IT 
and OD organizations give higher priority to “customer 
satisfaction” projects than to “value to the business” 
initiatives. 

For years, “customer satisfaction” has been the Holy 
Grail of IT and OD organizations. No one wants unhappy 
customers--especially ones that loudly complain to 
management. As a result, service organizations (includ-
ing IT and OD organizations) often give the highest 
priority to the most critical--and most vocal--customers. 
However, “customer satisfaction” is not the same as 
“value.” Some customer dissatisfaction is inevitable. 
Customer dissatisfaction can also be healthy. It tells us 
what is “broken” and therefore where to place emphasis 
to improve service levels. The problem arises when too 
much (or all) of our “investment resources” are spent 
fixing customer satisfaction problems and not enough 
are addressing “alignment/value” initiatives (i.e., we are 
prioritizing based on “happiness” rather than “value”) 
(Lockamy et al., 1997). How much “customer hap-
piness” is enough? In many cases, “good enough” is 
good enough. On the other hand, a reasonable degree 
of end-user and middle manager stability is needed. 
Without it, IT and OD organizations can spend so much 
time “putting out fires” that no resources remain for 
more strategic initiatives that deliver high value to the 
enterprise. Perhaps as important, too many unhappy 
customers can kill an IT or OD organization politically. 
In the final analysis, we may need to accept users that 
are “sullen but not mutinous”; that is, those who are 
quiet enough to enable resources to be reallocated to 
more strategic initiatives.

To put it another way, the vision of the future should 
define what (primarily) external factors the organiza-
tion needs to “sense,” and how the organization will be 
designed to “respond” to those changes. Sensing the 
information is relatively easy. As information sources 

multiply, they generate more information in shorter 
cycle times. Gathering data and transforming it into 
decision-quality information is merely the first step. 
Doing something with the results of the analysis is an 
entirely different story.

Responding appropriately and rapidly can be difficult. 
Responding is all about changing business processes, 
organization, and culture, none of which is easy. Leading 
organizations have and will continue to reduce product 
and process life cycles. What took five years to develop 
in the late 1990s may take only two or three years now, 
and may take only a year in 2015. As organizations 
improve their ability to “sense”, the time to respond will 
become the key differentiator (Pettigrew, Woodman, & 
Cameron, 2001).

While various functions of the IT & OD organiza-
tions continue to grow, the fact is that most organizations 
contain a great deal of idle capacity at any given time. 
In an adaptive organization, the old rules of how these 
organizations operate cannot remain acceptable. Enter-
prises can no longer have business decisions decoupled 
from IT & OD decisions. (IT & OD must drive business 
innovation, quickly, rather than running to keep up with 
the business) (Turner, 1997). An environment of high 
fixed costs, relatively inflexible investments, and no 
insight into the overall operation is unacceptable. In 
addition, IT & OD - particularly their value and their 
ability to relate value to business in terms of revenue 
and service delivery, cost management, innovation, 
and support - needs to be transparent. If this can be 
achieved, the result will be a more flexible, adaptive, 
aligned organization.

CONCLUSION

Everyone in the organization should have a working 
knowledge of the basic tenants of enterprise alignment 
and be able to articulate how what they do contributes 
to the strategy of the business. The employees of the 
organization should also understand the basics of enter-
prise alignment and recognize areas for improvement. 
It is the role of OD to create this broad organizational 
view in employees at all levels of the organization and 
create the culture of an adaptive organization. An adap-
tive organization is one that focuses on dramatically 
improving the economics of business changes to en-
hance the organization’s performance (e.g., profitability, 
growth, liquidity, integrity). An adaptive organization 
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is one that has a dynamic IT and OD functions that sup-
port dynamic business functions. This is accomplished 
by harnessing IT and OD to implement new forms of 
collaboration, innovation, resource sharing, and sourc-
ing to dynamically optimize loosely coupled modular 
resources (e.g., people, products, services, technologies, 
processes) in a timely fashion to a constantly changing 
competitive market. The value of both organizations, 
then, must be thought of in terms of the value provided 
the business. 

Obviously, it is difficult to arrive at an accurate real 
value for the IT and OD organizations. But value, per-
ceived and real, sets the stage for each organization’s 
role in its ability to enable, support, or drive business 
change. For the IT organization, value in this context 
primarily comes from the ability to apply technology to 
increase the effective use of information to drive positive 
innovation and increase the strategic importance of the 
organization. For the OD organization, being able to 
supply a pipeline of talent to enable or even enhance the 
strategic objectives to increase organizational efficiency 
and competitiveness is imperative.

Market demands for business agility justify new ap-
proaches toward organizational development, but few 
organizations have recognized the need to establish a 
holistic approach to enable knowledge workers to add 
greater value to business processes (Turner, 1997). Given 
the ongoing structural changes within enterprises (e.g., 
virtualization of the workplace, ability to synchronize 
activities across a global marketplace), such an approach 
is fundamental to sustain the level of business agility 
required to succeed in virtually any market. Organizations 
failing to invest in their workforce and next-generation 
workplace environment will face erosion of products 
and services (e.g., throughput, R&D, defect rates, market 
share), as well as diminished capacity to compete glob-
ally as a result of growing employee malaise.

To meet the need for better business process man-
agement and to thrive in the current economic climate 
globally, it is imperative to elevate OD strategy as a core 
competency of the organization, and where possible, to 
team with other part of the organization, especially IT. 
The OD organization should encourage and develop 
an understanding/awareness of the strategic value that 
OD brings to the business. Although these are ambi-
tious goals, the OD organization ultimately has an 
opportunity to demonstrate enterprise leadership and, 
by applying the information outlined in this book, 
transfer its success throughout the enterprise.

The challenge for OD is complex. First, OD must 
determine if enterprise alignment are topics of impor-
tance to senior management. According to (Whittle et 
al., 2005), only approximately 20% of the global 2000 
have addressed enterprise alignment issues in a mean-
ingful manner. This fact, presents great challenges and 
opportunities for OD. If enterprise alignment is not on 
the radar screens of senior management, then OD must 
find ways to get these critical topics on the radar screen 
and understood by the senior leadership of the business. 
In many cases, the strategic concepts behind enterprise 
alignment will be understood by senior management but 
not by lower levels of management within the organiza-
tion (Peak, Guynes, & Kroon, 2005). In many cases, these 
people may not be able to articulate the business strategy 
of the organization, let alone understand how well they 
are aligned with the strategy. 

Organizational assessments can be used to determine 
the degree to which various parts of the organization 
understand the business strategy of the organization and 
to determine how well the activities of the origination are 
aligned with the strategy. The results of these assessments 
should be used to formulate an OD strategy for aligning 
various parts of the organization. There are at least two 
levels of assessment to perform--one at the organiza-
tion level, the other at the individual level.

Prior to the actual assessment, senior manage-
ment must be part of (and will likely be the primary 
sponsor of) an assessment process as a precursor to 
change. This will require the ability to lay out the 
case to be made for change. For example, are there 
specific values or drivers that must be considered or 
evolved, such as the capability of the organization to 
deliver product or service excellence?

Any assessment of the organization must begin 
with an awareness of values. Values are defined as 
“beliefs; those concepts that indicate why we take a 
particular course of action:” (Vicere, 2003). Values are 
psychological elements associated with individuals; 
in an organization, values are the expression of the 
culture of that group of individuals, expressed most 
often as part of a vision and mission. Effectively, val-
ues become the guidelines or principles for attaining 
the goals articulated by the vision and mission. Most 
organizations take the time to establish vision and 
mission statements; however, as the case of Enron 
demonstrated all too vividly, not all organizations 
actually live by their stated values. 
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These disconnects cause dislocation, disruption 

in the workforce, and in some cases, as with Enron, 
the type of fraud that can lead to dissolution of the 
business. Values combine personal and organizational 
capabilities with integrity. When one type of value 
is stressed to the exclusion of others (e.g., a task 
or production focus that inhibits teamwork, more 
individual goals than one person can keep up with), 
the system breaks down, causing confusion and inef-
fectiveness. Unfortunately, in many organizations, 
values have an immediate and personal nature as 
well as a longer-term, institutionalized aspect. Thus, 
the stated values of the organization, such as a com-
mitment to excellence, or respect for the individual, 
must mesh with the individual employee’s perception 
of the manifestation of those values in the immedi-
ate team of which he or she is a part. This image 
will determine how the organization actualizes (or 
not) its goals and objectives. If the stated image is 
highly positive (excellence, awareness of individual 
contribution, team orientation) but the reality is that 
people do not see these values executed, the vision 
and ultimate attainment of objectives are negatively 
impacted (Teo & Ang, 1999).

For an effort of this magnitude to be successful, senior 
management must understand and fully support OD’s 
involvement in strategic alignment initiatives. In fact, OD 
should be working with senior management as a strategic 
partner in planning and implements such efforts. If the 
OD organization is viewed as a reactive organization 
that is typically brought into the picture after strategic 
decisions have been made, the value perception of OD 
will need to be significantly changed before senior 
management will view OD as a strategic asset. This 
will likely require any alignment effort to begin within 
the OD organization. It will require OD professionals 
that possess a strong understanding of the business 
and are able to think and act enterprise-wide. 

Technology is often at the center of most enter-
prise alignment initiatives and approaches for the 
OD organization to strategically partner with the IT 
organization are needed. Both the OD and IT orga-
nizations are often undervalued in many companies, 
yet both organizations can and should be key enablers 
of the business strategy. By recognizing the potential 
synergies that exist between these organizations and 
aligning their efforts, the OD and IT organizations can 
position themselves as critical enablers of enterprise 
agility and competitiveness.

Unfortunately, the vast majority of the global 2000 
organizations are nowhere near ready to embrace such 
a holistic view of OD and IT and they continue to 
struggle with managing human capital and technology 
around the issue of the moment. In fact, fewer than 
10% of global 2000 organizations have implemented 
an integrated strategic alignment initiative involving 
OD (Worren et al., 1999). This will progressively 
change with the increasing importance of strategic 
alignment as strategic imperatives critical for orga-
nizational success.

The implications and challenges for OD are im-
mense. The OD professional must be able to ascertain 
the level of importance placed upon strategic alignment 
by the senior management of the organization, as well 
as the level of understanding that senior management 
possesses in these areas. Depending on the results of this 
analysis, executive-level development on these topics 
may be needed in order to get senior management on 
the same page and build the senior level support needed 
to create the adaptive enterprise. At the same time, OD 
must do a self analysis to determine if the OD organiza-
tion has the right people with the right perspective and 
knowledge in place to effect enterprise-wide change. In 
most cases, additional development and some internal 
changes will be needed before the OD organization 
is ready to be an effective change leader. Once these 
two critical factors are in place (senior management 
education and buy-in and internal OD education and 
re-alignment), the organization is ready to put a plan 
in place for the long-term strategic alignment of the 
enterprise. 
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KEY TERMS

Chief Information Officer (CIO): The individual in 
an organization that is responsible for the strategic use 
and management of information, information systems, 
and information technology within that organization.

Chief Learning Officer (CLO): The individual 
in an organization that is responsible for developing a 
culture for organizational learning, continuous learning, 
or knowledge management.

Enterprise Alignment: The alignment of an 
organization’s information technology (IT) strategy 
with its business strategy.

Information Technology: A term that encompasses 
all forms of technology used to create, store, exchange 
and utilize information in its various forms.

Knowledge Worker: A member of the organiza-
tion who uses knowledge to be a more productive 
worker.

Organization Development: The field of orga-
nizational development (OD) is concerned with the 
performance, development, and effectiveness of human 
organizations.
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Topic: Staffing the Organization: E-Recruitment and Selection Processes

INTRODUCTION

Electronic human resource management (e-HRM) 
is the process of using online technology for human 
resource management activities, such as recruitment, 
training, performance appraisal and benefits (Rudich, 
2000). The goal of this article is to discuss the origins 
of e-recruitment and address some challenges of e-re-
cruitment in emerging economies like India and Mexico 
as multinationals seeks to establish strong presence in 
these countries.

E-recruitment originated in the form of independent 
job sites called bulletin board systems in the 1980s. 
Initially only the U.S. universities and military had ac-
cess to Internet facilities. However, the PC revolution 
that embraced the world in the early 1990s changed the 
corporate landscape completely (Rudich, 2000). Today 
more than three-fourths of the Fortune 500 companies 
use online recruiting and approximately about 18 mil-
lion people are posting their resumes on Internet portals 
such as Monster.com (Feldman & Klaas, 2002).

Corporations are aggressively seeking the best talent 
worldwide. Internet recruiting allows organizations to 
tap a huge talent beyond their own national boundaries 
(Birchfield, 2002). E-recruitment has several advan-
tages such as its low cost (Galanaki, 2002; Rudich, 
2000), quick response time (Hays, 1999), wide range 
of applicants (Sessa & Taylor, 2000), and worldwide 
accessibility (Galanaki, 2002; Vinutha, 2005). Spe-
cifically to recruitment, it has demonstrated a shorter 
recruitment cycle and lower cost-per-hire (Jasrotia, 
2001; Pollitt, 2005; Sridhar, 2005). For instance, 
Nike has demonstrated with the use of e-recruitment 
the average time to fill job positions reduced from 62 
to 42 days and the recruitment costs reduced by 54% 
(Pollitt, 2005). From the employees’ perspective, is that 
it has made the recruitment process a very proactive 
one—now passive applicants post their resumes online 
in anticipation of an interview (Mollison, 2001). Further, 
online recruitment allows applicants the luxury of ac-
cessing jobs online at their own convenience 24 hours 
7 days a week. It provides the comfort of scrutinizing 

jobs without physically going through the stress of an 
interview. Finally, it allows applicants to get a thorough 
understanding of the organization and its culture before 
joining the organization (Vinutha, 2005). 

BACKGROUND

The United States started the global trend of e-recruit-
ment when Taylor launched Monster.com in 1994 
(Murray, 2001) with 20 clients and 200 job openings 
(Anonymous, 2007). Monster.com pioneered e-re-
cruitment in the U.S. and today is the leading Internet 
recruitment portal globally. Monster.com launched 
the concept of posting and storing resumes online 
(Mollison, 2001). The name Monster.com was used to 
suggest “a big idea or a monster idea” (Mollison, 2001) 
and the company has definitely lived up to its name. 
The word monster translates well into other languages, 
an important point, as the company has global opera-
tions in 19 countries. On an average, the company has 
about 6 million visitors a month and about 804 of the 
Fortune 1000 companies use Monster.com as one of 
their recruitment portals (Mollison, 2001). 

The beginning of e-recruitment coincided with a 
business culture that was becoming increasingly global 
with the introduction of new trade reforms such as the 
NAFTA and the breaking down of political barriers such 
as the Berlin Wall (Friedman, 2005). However, it was 
not just political and economic transitions that lead to 
the Internet Revolution that we see today. It was the 
concept of making the Internet accessible to all and 
sundry that brought e-recruitment to it forefront. A 
British scientist Tim Berners Lee introduced the World 
Wide Web to academic scientists in 1991. This was a 
harbinger to Internet recruiting. Netscape revolutionized 
the concept of Web browsing by making the Internet 
accessible “to the public, from five-year olds to eighty-
five year olds” (Friedman, 2005, p. 56). 

The United States was ahead of the game in e-
recruitment because of increased Internet penetration 
compared to other countries even a decade ago (Murray, 
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2001). The national average for Internet penetration is 
59%, with the Pacific states of Washington and Oregon 
boasting of a high average of 68% (Anonymous, 2003). 
Further, the US culture promotes sharing work experi-
ences more openly than many other cultures- hence 
posting resumes on Web sites was not a difficult choice 
for applicants (Mollison, 2001). 

E-recruitment can be either in the form of corporate 
recruiters or third-party recruiters. Corporate recruiters 
allow potential job applicants to post their resumes 
directly on their job sites without using any other in-
termediaries. Statistics reveal that 80% of the world’s 
Fortune 500 companies use corporate Web sites for 
recruiting (Epstein & Singh, 2003). Third-party recruit-
ers, such as Monster.com are synonymous with the job 
advertisement pages of the newspapers identifying 
thousands of employment vacancies (Epstein et al., 
2003). They usually charge employers a fee for posting 
their advertisements for certain duration of time (Tong 
& Sivanand, 2005). Usually third party recruiters and 
corporate recruiters collaborate together to provide best 
recruitment and career solutions to candidates (Moll-
sion, 2001; Pollit, 2005). 

The major e-recruitment portals in the U.S. are 
Monster.com, CareerBuilder.com, and Yahoo® that 
are growing phenomenally at an average rate of about 
32%. Online recruiting seems to flourish with some 
chronic problems of Corporate America such as em-
ployees who are persistently dissatisfied, having a lack 
of “knowledge” workers, and supervisory workforce. 
Statistics suggest that a typical American employee has 
at least eight different jobs between the ages of 18-32 
(Anonymous, 2007). 

The online revolution pioneered by Monster.com 
in the U.S. in 1994 (Murray, 2001) set the stage for 
emerging economies like India and Mexico to experi-
ence the flattening of the world (Friedman, 2005). 

E-RECRUITMENT IN INDIA

India has become a very important economic power 
ever since it liberalized its economy in 1991. Over the 
past two years, the Indian economy has been growing 
at about 8% per annum. Economists suggest that it 
will be the third largest economy in 2040. Today 125 
Fortune 500 companies have their R &D centers in 
India (Zakaria, 2006).

However, this phenomenal growth in multinational 
investment and economic boom has brought its own 
recruitment challenges in terms of a workforce that is 
plagued with attrition and is very brand-conscious. For 
instance, the attrition rate in the IT industry is usually 
25-40% (Mitra, 2006). Applicants are job-hopping 
constantly for better jobs and challenging work in the 
IT industry that is growing at a phenomenal rate of 
30%. Potential applicants usually have two to three 
job offers and spend considerable time deciding which 
best offer they should accept (Smerd, 2006). 

Organizations are never certain about the employee’s 
acceptance of the job offer till the employee reports 
for the first day of work (Grossman, 2006). HR profes-
sionals spend about 80% of their time on recruitment 
(Grossman, 2006). Indian employees have a very strong 
addiction to brands and would prefer to work for mul-
tinationals such as Google™, Microsoft®, or IBM® 
rather than a top Indian company. This can be attrib-
uted to the masculine cultural dimension of being very 
status-conscious and openly displaying the privileges 
such increased status brings (Grossman, 2006). With 
this current economic prosperity, traditional recruitment 
has become a nightmare (Smerd, 2006). Traditional 
recruitment, which includes advertising costs, hiring 
time, and administrative expenses costs 80% more than 
Internet recruiting in India (Vinuta, 2005). 

In March 1997, an Indian company, Naukri.com, 
began its first Internet portal operation with basic HTML 
operation. At that time India had only 14,000 Internet 
connections with most of them being only text-only 
connections. However, today Naukri.com is India’s 
largest e-recruitment portal with 3.5 million users and 
15,000 corporate clients (Srinivasan, Babu, & Sahad, 
2005). The main players of the e-recruitment industry 
in India today are naukri.com, timesjob, careerindia.
com, and jobstreet.com (Sridhar, 2005). Job.street is the 
only “truste certified e- recruitment” site in India. Such 
a certification ensures absolute privacy about applicant’s 
employment details (Suryanarayanan, 2001), which is 
very important in the Indian organizational culture that 
values qualities such as loyalty and trust (Chokkar et 
al., 2007). 

Challenges of E-Recruitment in India

The predominant challenges of e-recruitment in India 
are the sheer magnitude and size of recruitment. On an 
average, large companies recruit about 10,000 entry-
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E
level positions annually (Sachitanand & Sheth, 2007). 
The process of screening resumes for authenticity and 
relevance is quite a challenge even for online recruit-
ers as the population of India staggers over a million 
(Sridhar, 2005; Vinuta, 2005). For instance, India’s 
leading software company, Infosys, hires almost an 
average of about 40 entry-level employees a day 
(Schlosser, 2006). 

Second, a strange paradox is that though India is 
widely known as the IT leader of the world (Friedman, 
2005), the high disparity in income levels creates a 
“digital divide” (Curry & Kenney, 2006) where the rich 
have the benefits of the technological revolution and 
poor are left behind. Apart from economic costs, poor 
telecommunications infrastructure and undependable 
power shortages are the norm for rural villages in India. 
India’s population of a staggering one billion has only 
3.7 % Internet penetration with approximately about 
thirty-seven million Internet users (Lath, 2006). While 
the big metropolitan cities of Mumbai, Bangalore, 
Chennai, Delhi, and Hyderabad are very well-con-
nected, Internet connection in inner cities are not to 
global standards. The low Internet penetration can be 
a challenge for U.S. multinationals where a laptop at 
every desk is so ubiquitous (Lath, 2006). 

However, to bridge this “digital divide” Internet 
cafés or cyber cafés have been introduced by the gov-
ernment to provide the benefits of the Internet to each 
and every citizen. Ivan Pope pioneered the concept of 
Internet café in 1994. This first cafe was introduced in 
London to enjoy Web-surfing and having something 
to munch on the side (http://www.encyclocentral.
com/684-Internet_Cafes.html). In India, such Inter-
net cafes provide a low-cost access to the Internet to 
people from different economic backgrounds. It also 
provides opportunities for young people to become 
entrepreneurial, such as starting a low-cost Internet 
business (Lancaster, 2003).

Third, the Indian culture places a strong emphasis 
on personal interaction because of their collectivist 
ties (Chokkar et al., 2007). Collectivist cultures are 
characterized by a very tight social framework where 
members distinguish themselves from in-groups and 
out-groups. Therefore employers in Indian companies 
tend to select employees known to them through social 
connections, regardless whether employees are quali-
fied for the job (Awasty & Gupta, 2004).

E-RECRUITMENT IN MEXICO

Mexico opened it doors to foreign policy when it 
changed it trade policy from an import-substitution to 
an export strategy. With the NAFTA opening the doors 
to increased trade, Mexico has become the 15th largest 
exporter economy of the world. In the IT sector, the 
Mexican government is heavily investing in the Infor-
mation Technology (IT) industry as it realizes that it 
lags behind several Asian economies in the IT field. 
The government has announced an incentive program 
called Prosoft to achieve $5 billion worth of Mexican 
software by 2013 and also make Mexico a software 
leader in the Latin American region (Emmond, 2005; 
Navarrete & Pick, 2002). 

Initially the government focused on the business 
triangle of the Federal District, Monterrey, and Guada-
lajara, but now it extended to provide online facilities 
to other business areas, such as Tapachula, Cancun, and 
Tijuana. Infact, Guadalajara is known as the Mexican 
Silicon Valley (Urteaga-Trani, 2003). Organizations 
in Mexico are embracing this new digital culture and 
its impact on human resource practices. Several orga-
nizations are adopting e-training and online services 
for staffing and compensation practices (Emmond, 
2005).

The origins of Internet in Mexico began in the 
late 1980s with the universities of ITESM (Instituto 
Technologico y de Estudios Superiores of Monter-
rey) and UNAM (Universidad Nacional Autonoma 
de Mexico) providing email communication between 
the two universities. As in the US, the engineering 
departments in Mexico adopted Internet usage earlier 
than other departments in the colleges (Curry et al., 
2006). However, since then the Mexican government 
has taken aggressive initiatives to provide an Internet 
economy for its people (Emmond, 2005). 

It is interesting to note that the major online employ-
ment Web sites in Mexico are held by non-Mexican 
firms. The pioneers of online recruitment in Mexico 
are bumeran.com and laborum.com, both launched 
around 1999. Bumeran has its corporate office in 
Argentina while Laborum has its corporate office in 
Chile (Anonymous, 2001; Fitzgerald & Liburt, 1999; 
Peterson, 2000). Scholars suggest barriers in Mexico 
such as high business costs, complicated ownership laws 
for new firms, and a lack of capitalist culture prompts 
non-Mexicans to dominate the e-commerce business 
(Curry, Contreras, & Kenney, 2001). 
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Challenges of E-Recruitment in Mexico

The predominant challenges are that there is a “digital 
divide” or “digital inequality,” just like as in India (Curry 
et al., 2006; Olivas-Luján, Ramírez, & Zapatu-Cantu, 
2007). There is a stark distinction between those who 
can afford access to the Internet and those who cannot. 
Such digital disparity is widely prevalent because of 
poor telecommunications infrastructure, very distinct 
economic classes of the rich and poor, and also high 
costs associated with Internet usage. To overcome such 
digital disparity, the government has introduced the 
concept of Internet cafes in Mexico. Internet usage at 
these cafes is very affordable and cost an average about 
8 pesos an hour (Curry et al., 2006). On an average, 
about 37% of the households in Mexico have Internet 
access (Anonymous, 2005), while in the corporate 
world only 28.6% firms have Internet connection while 
71.4 % do not have Internet access (Olivas-Luján et al., 
2007). U.S. multinationals have to be cognizant that 
in emerging economies Internet connectivity is still a 
challenge (Olivas-Luján et al., 2007).

The second challenge for e-recruitment in the Mexi-
can culture is employees fear loss of confidentiality in 
submitting their resumes to the Internet (Mejias, 2000). 
Loyalty is a very important cultural trait (Davila & El-
vira, 2005) and applicants fear their employers (bosses) 
might see their resumes online (Mejias, 2000). Finally, 
several online fraud activities, such as credit card trans-
actions, have made Mexican cautious of the credibility 
of Internet communications (Peterson, 2000). 

Further, the Mexican culture (Davila et al., 2005; 
Olivas-Luján et al., 2007) strongly relies on personal 
relationships and networking due to cultural dimensions 
of collectivism and uncertainty-avoidance. Mexicans 
feel intimidated by recruitment practices that do not 
allow them to get to know the applicants personally. 
In a case study of four Mexican companies, the HR 
departments reported a sense of alienation with the 
applicants with the use of e-recruitment (Olivas-Luján 
et al., 2007). An observation by Laborum.com, the 
online recruitment company, was that Mexico had the 
lowest number of online applicants (80) compared to 
Argentina which had the highest (150), emphasizing 
the significance of personal interactions in the Mexican 
recruitment culture. Further it was also observed that 
online recruitment is hardly done at the upper-manage-
rial level in Latin American countries, where trust and 
loyalty dictate hiring practices (Anonymous, 2001). 

However, in contrast, Rao (2005) identified, in a 
recent study in US-Mexican joint ventures, Internet 
recruiting was ranked as the third most important method 
(35%) in recruiting executive candidates. Multination-
als are also known to transcend local human resource 
practices (Friedman, 2005).The increased presence of 
multinationals (Urteaga-Trani, 2003) has put a premium 
of getting quality executive talent worldwide. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Internet recruiting will definitely continue to play a 
very prominent role as the world becomes more digi-
tized. Multinationals are going to rely increasingly on 
this method of recruitment as it proven to bring high-
caliber worldwide talent to your doorstep. Diverse 
applicants from New Delhi to Nairobi to New York 
can be leveraged across to provide organizations with 
best solutions and therefore a sustainable completive 
advantage (Epstein et al., 2003). Emerging economies 
will be major business players in tomorrow’s corporate 
world (Friedman, 2005). 

CONCLUSION

E-recruitment has proven definite advantages to the 
recruitment process such as specifically reducing cost 
and having a shorter time in hiring applicants. Internet 
recruiting will to play a huge role in the global war for 
talent seeking cognitive diversity from every corner of 
this world. The world is becoming flat with the digital 
revolution of laptops, ipods, and flash drives (Friedman, 
2005). While economies like India and Mexico will 
strive to be at the top of this race with multinationals 
seeking global opportunities, multinational companies 
should be cognizant of economic and cultural pitfalls 
for this method of recruitment in emerging economies 
like India and Mexico. 
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KEY TERMS 

Bulletin Boards: An electronic message center.

Digital Divide: A split between people who have 
access to the Internet and people who do not have 
access to the Internet due to economical and techno-
logical reasons. 

E-HRM: This is a method of implementing HR 
strategies, policies, and practices in organizations with 
the direct support of webWeb-technology.

E-Recruitment. The complete automation of the 
recruitment process.

Internet Café or Cyber Café. A public place where 
people can use a computer and internetInternet facility 
by paying fees for the services. 

Naukri.com. An employment webWebsite in India 
that means “job” in the Indian language, Hindi. 

Recruiting Portals. Internet recruiting organiza-
tions that provide links to jobs and corporate webWeb 
sites. 

Recruitment. The process of generating a pool of 
qualified applicants for organizational jobs.

Selection. The process of choosing the most quali-
fied individuals from the pool of qualified applicants. 
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INTRODUCTION

Although many studies, such as Ball (2001), Chapman 
and Webster (2003), and West and Berman (2001) have 
shown how e-recruiting and e-selection, e-reward and 
e-relations, and e-training and e-development can be 
used at an human resource management (HRM) resourc-
ing, administrative, or learning-level, respectively, the 
formulation of e-HRM strategies relating HRM policies 
with business performance have been largely neglected 
(Lengnick-Hall & Moritz, 2003). The major contribut-
ing factor to this negligence may be the difficulty in 
developing a framework that distinguishes between 
context, configuration, and consequences of e-HRM, 
due to the fact that e-HRM is functioning at differ-
ent but complex and interrelated levels (Strohmeier, 
2007). In this article, the inclusion of e-resourcing, 
and more specifically e-recruiting and e-selection, 
in an HRM-performance linkage model is presented. 
Considering that the initial intention of the develop-
ment of HRM-performance linkage models was not to 
serve e-HRM, the scope of this article is to adapt an 
HRM-performance linkage model to e-HRM. To do this, 
an integrative framework for understanding the link 
between Human Resource Management and Business 
Performance is presented and then the integration of 
e-resourcing in this framework is proposed, providing 
thus new knowledge on effective e-HRM performance 
linkage models.

BACKGROUND

Considering that e-resourcing refers to the acquiring 
of human resources that is carried out electronically 
(Ensher, Nielson, & Grant-Vallone, 2002), and aiming 
in the next section to indicate how e-resourcing fits 
into an existing HRM-performance linkage model, 
the purpose of this section is to briefly present the 
issue of HRM-performance linkage models. HRM-

performance linkage models suggest that HRM poli-
cies and financial performance are mediated by HRM 
outcomes and organizational performance, and they 
are moderated by business strategies, environmental 
context, and other contingencies (Guest, 1997, 2001). 
The existing literature highlights the development of 
a number of HRM-performance linkage models that 
have contributed to the rapid theoretical growth of the 
field in strategic HRM. The “universalistic,” “contin-
gency,” “configuration” (Delery & Doty, 1996) and the 
“fully integrated” (Hall & Torrington, 1998) models 
are identified among existing theories that investigate 
the relationship between HRM and performance. 
However, although there is no clear picture which of 
these models is the predominant one (Wood, 1999) 
and whether the configuration model is conceptually 
indistinguishable from the contingency model (Schuler 
& Jackson, 2005), the specific characteristics of the 
four models are as follows:

1. The universalistic model or HRM as an ideal set 
of practices suggests that a specified set of HR 
practices (the so called “best practices”) will 
always produce superior results whatever the 
accompanying circumstances (Brewster, 1999; 
Huselid, 1995; Pfeffer, 1994, 1998). 

2. The contingency model or HRM as strategic 
integration argues that an organization’s set of 
HRM policies and practices will be effective if it 
is consistent with other organizational strategies, 
such as defenders, prospectors, and analyzers 
(Miles & Snow, 1984), or other generic firm 
strategies, such as cost, quality, and innovation 
(Porter, 1980; Schuler & Jackson, 1987). 

3. The configurational model or HRM as bundles 
makes use of the so-called “bundles” of HR 
practices, which imply the existence of specific 
combinations, or configurations of HR practices 
depending on corresponding organizational con-
texts, where the key is to determine which are the 
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most effective in terms of leading to higher business 
performance (Arthur, 1992; Guest & Hoque, 1994; 
Huselid & Becker, 1996; MacDuffie, 1995). 

4. The fully integrated model argues that HRM strat-
egy does not exist as a separate functional strategy 
but both HRM strategy and business strategy are 
developed together rather than separately (Hall 
et al., 1998).

The concept of “fit” is central to many attempts to 
theorize about HRM (Richardson & Thomson, 1999). 
“Internal fit” is the case when the organization is de-
veloping a range of interconnected and mutually rein-
forcing HRM policies and practices. This implies that 
there exists a set of “best HR practices” that fit together 
sufficiently, in a manner that one practice reinforces 
the performance of the other practices. “Synergy” is 
the key idea of internal fit. Synergy will be achieved 
if the combined performance of a set of HRM policies 
and practices is greater than the sum of their individual 
performances (Baird & Meshoulam, 1988; Lengnick-
Hall & Lengnick-Hall, 1988). “External fit” is the case 
when the organization is developing a range of HRM 
policies and practices that fit the business’s strategies 
outside the area of HRM. This implies that performance 
will be improved when the right fit, or “match,” between 
business strategy and HRM policies and practices is 
achieved (Fombrum, Tichy, & Devanna, 1984; Miles 
et al., 1984; Schuler et al., 1987).

The concept of fit has been further investigated 
through the contributions of Delery et al. (1996), Guest 
(1997), and Youndt, Snell, Dean, and Lepak (1996). 
Specifically, Delery et al. (1996) argue that in the uni-
versalistic model only internal fit matters which works 
in all contexts, in the contingency model external fit is 
what it matters, and in the configurational model the 
claim a strategy’s success turns on combining internal 
and external fit. Furthermore, Torrington and Hall 
(1998) argue that the fully integrated model is a more 
sophisticated model than the configurational model 
considering HR and business strategies as a whole. 

From the discussion till now the HRM-performance 
linkage models may be categorized according to specific 
properties as follows (Katou & Budhwar, 2007):

1. Universalistic model advocates “independence,” 
supporting that business strategies and HRM 
policies are mutually independent in determining 
business performance.

2. Contingency model, advocates “sequence,” sup-
porting that business strategies are followed by 
HRM policies in determining business perfor-
mance.

3. Configurational model advocates “interrelation,” 
supporting that business strategies interact with 
HRM policies in determining business perfor-
mance.

4. Fully integrated model advocates “simultaneity,” 
supporting that business strategies and HRM 
policies are developed as a whole in determining 
business performance.

Although each of the four perspectives - universalis-
tic, contingency, configurational, and fully integrated--
complements the others by adding constructs, variables, 
or relationships (Alcazar, Fernandez, & Gardey, 2005), 
a serious limitation that recent reviews of the literature 
points out is that the link between HRM and business 
performance is considered like a “black box,” (i.e., 
lack of clarity regarding “what exactly leads to what”) 
(Alcazar et al., 2005; Gerhart, 2005; Park, Mitsuhashi, 
Fey, & Bjorkman, 2003). In empirically investigating 
the four perspectives most studies were based on cross-
sectional data and the analysis employed was either 
“hierarchical regression models” (Delery et al., 1996; 
Youndt et al., 1996) or “competing regression models” 
(Baron & Kenny, 1986) without proving causality. 
Thus, Becker and Gerhart (1996) and Fey, Bjorkman, 
and Pavlovskaya (2000) exhorted researchers to use 
“structural equation modeling” (SEM) to illuminate 
the “black box” (Wright, Gardner, & Moynihan, 2003; 
Wright, Gardner, Moynihan, & Allen, 2005) between 
HRM systems and organizational performance. This 
is because the use of SEM is particularly appropriate 
when testing direct and indirect relationships between 
HRM policies and organizational performance and 
when testing theoretically derived paths among various 
exogenous and endogenous variables (Dyer & Reeves, 
1995).

To better understand the linkages between human 
resource management and business performance Figure 
1 presents an integrative framework summarizing its 
major characteristics as follows:

1. Stakeholders (such as owners and investors, 
customers, society, other organizations, and orga-
nization members) play a pivotal role in the way 
the business carries itself out and any strategy a 
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business implements must observe the stakehold-
ers (Gerhart, 1999; Guest, 2001; Schuler et al., 
2005). 

2. Organizational statements (mission, goal, objectives) 
constitute the basic premise from which all strategies 
are derived, meaning that organizational statements 
drive functional strategies and “provide direction 
and a set of implicit decision rules for evaluating 
the firm-specific appropriateness of various HR 
practices” (Schuler et al., 2005, p. 14).

3. Financial performance (e.g., ROE, ROCE) of 
an organization depends to a large extent on 
organizational performance (e.g., effectiveness, 
efficiency, development, satisfaction, innovation, 
quality) (Blasi, Kruse, & Bernstein, 2003; Gerhart, 
1999; Schuler et al., 2005).

4. Performance of an organization depends to a 
large extent on human resources, processes, and 
technology (Curtis, Hefley, & Miller, 1995). Spe-
cifically, when employees have the right mix of 
skills and they are cooperated it is more likely to 
help the organization to perform well. In order to 
bring lasting and better results and to significantly 
contribute to the success of their organization, 
employees must be motivated, satisfied and com-
mitted. Furthermore, unless the organization is 
able to retain its employees, it will not be able to 
capitalize on the human assets developed within 
the organization. Generally, if employees have 
good skills, attitudes and behaviors they are more 
likely to work for the benefit of the organization, 
thereby positively affecting business performance 
(Guest, 2001; Park et al., 2003; Richardson et al., 
1999).

5. HRM outcomes (skills, attitudes, behaviors) de-
pend to a large extent on the effective resourcing, 
development, reward, and relations of human 
resources (Katou & Budhwar, 2006).

6. HRM may affect performance directly, indirectly 
through HRM outcomes, and moderately ac-
cording to the business strategies filter (Becker, 
Huselid Pickus, & Spratt, 1997; Delery & Shaw, 
2001; Edwards & Wright, 2001).

7. The present dynamic environment (external, inter-
nal, contingencies) may influence decisions with 
respect to business strategies and HRM policies 
adopted by organizations (Alcazar et al., 2005; 
Brewster, 1999; Delaney & Huselid, 1996). 

8. The extent to which an organization achieves its 
“ultimate objective” (i.e., financial performance) 
will depend on the degree to which its “intermedi-
ate objectives or outcomes” (i.e., HRM outcomes 
and organizational performance) are reached 
(Boselie, Paauwe, & Jansen, 2001; Park et al., 
2003; Paul & Anantharaman, 2003).

From the discussion thus far with respect to the 
HRM-performance linkage models it is clear that HRM 
policies play a crucial role in determining business 
performance. Thus, any attempt to improve efficiency 
in any of the four HRM activity areas (resourcing, 
development, rewards, relationships) may result in 
improved business performance. However, although 
it is true that the source of competitive advantage re-
fers to the human resources themselves and not to the 
policies employed to attract, utilize and retain them, 
resourcing is considered to be a good starting point 
for building a pool of superior employee resources 
and capabilities (Ferligoj, Prasnikar, & Jordan, 1997; 
Wright, McMahan, & McWilliams, 1994). E-resourcing 
is considered to be an efficient HRM activity (Chapman 
et al., 2003; Jones & Dages, 2003) that may improve 
business performance. The scope of the next section 
is to present a statistical decision support system that 
integrates e-resourcing into HRM-performance link-
age models.

E-TECHNIQUES FOR IMPROvING  
BUSINESS PERFORMANCE

The model presented in Figure 1 indicates the usual 
causal pathway suggested by theorists (Becker et al., 
1997; Delery et al., 2001; Edwards et al., 2001) sup-
porting that HRM policies and financial performance 
are mediated by HRM outcomes and organizational 
performance, and they are moderated by business strate-
gies, environmental context, and other contingencies 
that may influence the endogenous variables of interest 
(Delery, 1998; Gehart, 2005). The model advocates 
that if employees have good skills, attitudes and be-
haviors they are more likely to work for the benefit of 
the organization, thereby positively affecting business 
performance. However, skills, attitudes and behaviors 
depend to a large extent on the effective resourcing, 
development, reward, and relations of human resources. 
Furthermore, although resourcing (e.g., recruiting and 
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selection) may be considered as the initial step in the 
development of human capital in a firm, e-resourcing 
is not aiming at finding a large number of applicants 
but it is aiming at finding a reduced amount but of 
higher-quality candidates. The various stages of effi-
cient resourcing include advertising positions, receiving 
applications, initial screening, and final selection. The 
technology used across the stages of resourcing, such 
as online screening and selection, heavily depends on 
the quality of the online assessment tools used by the 
organization and on the benchmark assessment effec-
tiveness (Chapman et al., 2003).

Although HRM activities at an administrative level, 
such as e-reward and e-relations, and HRM activities 
at a learning level, such as e-training and e-develop-
ment, are considered to be important electronically 
performed HRM activities (Lengnick-Hall et al., 2003), 
e-recruiting and e-selection are assumed to be the pio-
neering HRM activities in e-HRM (Strohmeier, 2007). 
E-recruiting is widely used in USA where various ap-
plications of IT techniques are utilized for this purpose 
(Hausdorf & Duncan, 2004; Pearce & Tuten, 2001). 
The field of e-selection that constitutes the second core 
activity of e-resourcing, seems to be growing since 
there is a tendency for organizations to use IT screen-

ing techniques for all kinds of employees (Chapman 
et al., 2003). However, although some HRM activities 
are individually performed using IT techniques, there 
is still a lack of strategic use of IT in HRM in the form 
of considering the consequences of e-HRM in business 
performance (Strohmeier, 2007).

It is argued that the use of technological applica-
tions in HRM is rather general (Strohmeier, 2007) 
and is usually concentrated on web mining systems 
in e-recruiting (Li, Roesler & Meszler, 2004), web-
based testing systems (Konradt, Hertel & Joder, 2003), 
interactive tools relevant with recruiting websites 
(Cober, Brown & Levy, 2004) and systems referring 
to retrieving recruiting information (Smyth, Bradley 
& Rafter, 2002). Although these systems are usually 
considered to be parts of information technology system 
of the firm (Gardner, Lepac & Bartol, 2003), they are 
not incorporated in the HRM strategy of the firm in 
any of its HRM-linkage performance strategies. Real 
time statistical decision support systems that are parts 
of information technology (Elliot & Tevavichulada, 
1999) are not included in e-HRM strategies of the firm. 
However, real time data mining techniques could be 
incorporated in statistical decision support systems 
shaping thus e-HRM strategies aiming at improving 
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business performance. The goal of these data mining 
techniques will be “to determine the knowledge, skills, 
abilities, and competences that are statistically more 
likely to lend themselves to revenue growth, expense 
reductions, and increased profitability” (Jones et al., 
2003, p. 251).

Such a real time recruiting--selecting statistical 
system that could be incorporated in the HRM-perfor-
mance linkage model of Figure 1 may be constructed 
in the following steps:
Step 1: Off-line process

From historical data in the organization a regression 
model should be constructed relating HRM outcomes 
to resourcing as

YHRM Outcomes = XResourcing β1 + ε1   (1)

where: 
YHRM Outcomes is the dependent variable vector depict-

ing the HRM outcome constructs of the model presented 
in Figure 1, such as competency of employees, co-op-
eration, motivation, commitment, satisfaction, turnover, 
and absenteeism. Using factor analysis, the number of 
these variables could be reduced to various constructs, 
such as skills, attitudes, and behaviors, or could be re-
duced in an overall HRM outcome construct. Otherwise, 
multiple regression equations could correspondingly 
be built, one for each HRM outcome item.

XResourcing is the independent variables matrix, refer-
ring to variables representing the profile of employees, 
such as sex, age, education, previous employment, 
personality tests, etc.

β1 is the regression coefficients vector, and ε1 is the 
error term vector. 

Another regression model linking organizational 
performance with HRM outcomes should also be 
constructed as

Organizational Performance = YHRM Outcomes β2 + ε2  (2)

where: 
Organizational Performance is the dependent variable vector 

depicting the organizational performance constructs of 
the model presented in Figure 1, such as effectiveness, 
efficiency, development, satisfaction, innovation, and 
quality. Using factor analysis, the number of these 
variables could also be reduced to various group con-
structs, or could be reduced in an overall organizational 
performance construct. Otherwise, multiple regression 

equations could correspondingly be built, one for each 
organizational performance item.

β2 is the regression coefficients vector, and ε2 is the 
error term vector. 

The system of equations (1) and (2), introducing if 
necessary control variables according to the specific 
HRM-performance linkage model the organization 
is following, could be estimated using simultaneous 
equation methods estimation techniques (see Greene, 
1997) or SEM (see Jöreskog & Sörbom, 2004). The 
estimated (simulated) system employing state-of-the-
art information technology should be incorporated into 
the human resource information system (HRIS) of the 
organization.

Step 2: Online process
Using a ‘platform for online resourcing’, prospec-

tive applicants fill online the cells of the self-service 
application in the inter- and intranet, completing thus 
the XResourcing independent variables matrix. The online 
application form indicates all the “compulsory” cells to 
be filled, for the XResourcing matrix to be consistent with 
the simulation model. The simulation model transforms 
in real time all the completed data by the applicant into 
HRM outcomes and organizational performance results. 
This transformation is taken place by the proper use of 
a “platform for online assessment.” The results of the 
assessment are estimated under the “marginal change” 
perspective. This is because the effect on organiza-
tional performance of the one at a time prospective 
last employee input into the assessment system will be 
compared to the existing organizational performance 
of the firm treated as a benchmark. Ordering the values 
of the organizational performance marginal effects for 
each applicant will indicate the potential of a prospec-
tive employee to be better than others and accordingly 
hiring decisions to be taken.

It is true that organizational performance is affected 
by many variables outlined by the integrative model 
presented in Figure 1, some of which are difficult 
to predict, such as external environment. Thus, the 
integrated in the HRIS of the organization proposed 
statistical decision support system should be evalu-
ated under the usual assumption of ceteris paribus 
(i.e., all other things being equal). However, in cases 
of substantial changes in many of the exogenous vari-
ables of the integrative model, that consequently may 
affect organizational performance, the first part of the 
statistical decision support system (i.e., that of equa-
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tion (1) could be used). This part of the system refers 
to “matching quality candidates to jobs” according to 
predicted skills, attitudes and behaviors, and therefore, 
selecting candidates with the maximum probability of 
employee job success. 

Although new data mining software started being 
offered to facilitate complex data mining techniques 
in real-time, the results from the use of technology 
with respect to increased efficiency, reduced costs, and 
increased quality applicant pools, seem to be still ques-
tionable (Chapman et al., 2003). However, considering 
that the integration of e-HRM with business strategy 
constitutes a promising future topic in HRM strategy 
(Lengnick-Hall et al., 2003), the proposed methodology 
may meet this task by treating e-resourcing as an effec-
tive function of HRM-performance linkage models that 
include both HRM policies and business strategies. The 
resultant of this strategic HR function may “be used to 
more quickly strengthen a company’s strategic position 
in the marketplace” (Jones et al., 2003).

FUTURE TRENDS

In this article, I have approached some of the issues of 
e-resourcing that must be considered when studying the 
relationship between HRM and business performance. 
However, several questions still remain unanswered 
and thus, further research is necessary. Specifically, 
the following issues need further development. First, 
the relationship between e-resourcing, and the other 
e-HRM activities, such as e-development, e-reward 
and e-relations, must systematically be investigated. 
Although the relationship between various HRM activi-
ties have already been studied under the universalistic 
HRM-performance linkage model, the activities in the 
form of interconnected and mutually reinforcing e-HRM 
policies and practices have not yet been investigated. 
Second, although it is expected e-HRM to revolutionize 
the HRM function in e-business (Svoboda & Schröder, 
2001), its strengths and weaknesses in comparison to 
traditional HRM need to thoroughly be investigated. 
Third, it is not the replacement of traditional HRM-
related activities with e-HRM-related activities that 
matters (Gardner et al., 2003), but it is the investigation 
of e-HRM efficiency with respect to overall business 
performance (Snell, Stuebner, & Lepak, 2002) in a 
framework of HRM-performance linkage perspective. 
Finally, the formulation of e-HRM strategy must be 

further investigated and related to business strategy 
(Lengnick-Hall et al., 2003) in the framework of the 
contingency, configuration and fully integrated per-
spectives.

CONCLUSION

It is recognized that although technologically human 
resource information systems constitute the “backbone” 
of e-HRM (Hendrickson, 2003), empirically founded 
research relating e-HRM with business performance is 
rather scarce, as is generally research on e-HRM. Most 
research on e-HRM is concentrated primarily on the 
reduction costs that accompany the administrative level 
HRM activities, focusing usually on the management 
of personal data. The proposed framework discussed in 
this paper indicates how e-resourcing can be included 
in a real time model linking HRM policies with busi-
ness performance. However, following the philoso-
phy of the article a larger and completely integrated 
simulation system could be incorporated in the human 
resource information system of the organization as a 
vehicle for developing and improving organizational 
effectiveness.
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KEY TERMS

Configurational Model: The model that implies 
that specific combinations (the so-called “bundles” 
or configurations) of HR practices depending on cor-
responding organizational contexts, lead to higher 
business performance. In the configurational model 
the claim of a strategy’s success turns on combining 
internal and external fit.

Contingency Model: The model that argues that 
an organization’s set of HRM policies and practices 
will be effective if it is consistent with other organi-
zational strategies. In the contingency model external 
fit is what it matters.

E-HRM, Performance Linkage Model: The 
performance linkage model augmented with e-resourc-
ing, e-development, e-reward, and e-relation activities 
through the human resource management information 
system of the organization.

E-HRM, Simulation Model: The statistically 
estimated system of the performance linkage model 
structural equations which having employed the state-
of-the-art information technology is incorporated in 
the human resource management information system 
of the organization. It is used for supporting decisions 
in real time.
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E-Resourcing: The acquiring of human resources 
that is carried out electronically. It is not aiming at 
finding a large number of applicants but it is aiming 
at finding a reduced amount but of higher-quality 
candidates.

External Fit: The case when the organization is 
developing a range of HRM policies and practices that 
fit the business’s strategies outside the area of HRM.

Fully Integrated Model: The model that advocates 
that HRM strategy does not exist as a separate functional 
strategy but both HRM strategy and business strategy 
are developed together rather than separately. The fully 
integrated model is a more sophisticated model than the 
configurational model considering HRM and business 
strategies as a whole.

Internal Fit: Is the case when the organization is 
developing a range of interconnected and mutually 
reinforcing HRM policies and practices. 

Performance Linkage Model: The model that sug-
gests that HRM policies and financial performance are 
mediated by HRM outcomes and organizational perfor-
mance, and they are moderated by business strategies, 
environmental context, and other contingencies.

Universalistic Model: The model that suggests 
that a specified set of HR practices (the so called “best 
practices”) will always produce superior business 
results whatever the accompanying circumstances. In 
the universalistic model only internal fit matters which 
works in all contexts.
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INTRODUCTION 

This article discusses the use of online or electronic 
e-training in ethical behavior and why this training 
is important to companies their stakeholders and to 
sustainable company growth. But what are the charac-
teristics of an effective ethics training program? Four 
components are discussed.

One only has to examine the news to learn of the 
latest unethical episode affecting leaders’ business 
and personal life. For example, in September 2004, 
the financial regulatory body of Japan announced the 
closure of Citigroup’s Private Banking business cit-
ing improper trading practices. Prior to this decision 
Citigroup admitted it erred in a bond deal in Europe 
which regulators got involved. The importance of ethics 
training can be seen in the number of ethics issues as 
they pertain to these examples of flawed reasoning and 
decision-making by company leaders and continuing 
today. Research has shown knowledge develops ef-
fective interventions that help to discourage unethical 
decisions (McMahon & Harvey, 2006). While it may 
be well known that colleges provide online courses, 
online corporate training for legal compliance is already 
being used by securities firms to deliver mandatory and 
highly regulated compliance information to registered 
representatives (Barnes & Blackwell, 2004). 

BACKGROUND

Many institutions have seen growth with e-learning 
and are increasing their online training. Furthermore, 
the marketplace for online corporate training is sup-
ported in other countries. BP and British Gas receive 
online training in information technology, business, 
and interpersonal skills. The Malaysian Medical As-
sociation is adding online training programs for medi-
cal practitioners in rural and remote areas (Barnes et 
al., 2004).  

Growth of the Internet and company-wide Intranet 
via the World Wide Web has increased popularity of 

and demand for online instruction for employees and 
the business. Although online instruction for employees 
implies taking training anywhere anytime, convenience 
and availability are two reasons why employees may 
prefer to satisfy mandatory ethics training during the 
work-day sitting at their desk using their computer. 
The benefit to the business is the lower cost to com-
panies that want to ensure the entire organization has 
satisfied ethics training requirements set internally. 
For example, Lockheed Martin Corporation, which 
developed computer ethics courses in-house, slashed its 
training budget by two thirds (Reddy, 2001). Although 
companies have to keep costs down, they understand 
the necessity of teaching their employees awareness 
of laws and codes of conduct that impact the business. 
Typically the codes of conduct contain the ethical and 
moral values by which the company wishes to maintain 
business conduct.

Imparting ethical and moral values have been found 
to be equally important as imparting knowledge (Duska, 
2003). Along with learning the job, companies are 
acknowledging the importance of continuous online 
training in ethics. Values “defined as beliefs that provide 
guiding principles” are used in selecting among alterna-
tive courses of action. Values will influence employee 
ethical decisions at all levels of the company (Galla, 
2007). However, ethical decisions could vary among 
two different employees. The employee values of one 
person may conflict with those of another because what 
one person believes is important may disagree with what 
another person believes is important. Ethics training 
can solve this issue by providing a company standard 
or guideline for evaluation of alternative courses of 
action so that agreement can be obtained (Mumford, 
Helton, Decker, & Connelly, 2003). 

Pros and cons of e-training include some reports that 
self-paced individual motivation is lower than those 
in a classroom and may result in not completing the 
program. Realizing some formats are suitable to strictly 
an online program while others require an interactive 
format, consensus is that both classroom and online 
training are complementary (Barnes et al., 2004). 
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wHY CONTINUOUS ETHICS TRAINING 
IS IMPORTANT AND ETHICS TRAINING 
COMPONENTS

Lists such as avoid harm to others, respect the rights 
of others, keep promises, obey the law, prevent harm 
to others, be fair, are not enough to encourage ethical 
decision making. On the surface there appears to be 
noting wrong with helping a friend with a compensa-
tion package unless you are the chairman of the bank. 
Trust and confidence in the management of a company 
is not felt by all stakeholders when one person is given 
special treatment. The result being this leadership was 
dismissed. In the United States the Sarbanes Oxley Act 
of 2002 was passed to have formal legislation in place 
to address fraud and ethical issues of companies such 
as Enron for the benefit of investors and employees. 

Former Chairman of IBM, John Akers remarks the 
greater the measure of mutual trust and confidence in 
the ethics of society, the greater its economic strength. 
Further, society’s ethics translate into the economic 
strength of a company when employees are strengthened 
with ethical business principles (Cordeiro, 2003). It 
appears personal values through family, lower educa-
tion, and religion is not consistent for every person. 
The author agrees that while ethics training may not 
change an adult’s core ethics, to ignore ethics training 
would be a negative signal to company employees. 
Similarly, having training will communicate what is 
expected ethical behavior for a particular company 
(Cordeiro, 2003).

Research has shown knowledge develops effective 
interventions that help to discourage unethical deci-
sions (McMahon et al., 2006). Imparting ethical and 
moral values have been found to be equally important 
as imparting knowledge (Duska, 2003). Based on the 
literature experts recommend including the following in 
an online ethics training program to make it successful 
(Ponemon & Felo, 1996).

Characteristics of an effective ethics awareness 
training program:

1. Format includes emotional and cognitive ele-
ments and invites reflection: Griseri (2002) 
asserts that values have a dual nature, made up 
of emotional and cognitive components. The 
emotional component is represented by how one 
feels about a subject and could differ from the 
cognitive component or how one thinks rationally 
about a matter. Therefore, an ethics program 
will need to incorporate both the emotional and 
cognitive sides of a persons thought process. In 
this way the employee begins to understand the 
values they are invested in through reflection. 

2. Decision based format: Ethics programs see 
results when they endeavor to improve deci-
sion-making and reasoning skills as opposed to 
concentrating on rule adherence or focusing on 
the theoretical, ethical philosophy /theology, for 
example.

3. Realistic cases: One way to hold employee inter-
est is to use actual case histories that impacted 
the organization, its vendors or stakeholders in 
the past. Base the e-training format on ethics-
related business risks from the past history of 
the organization. Perhaps a case went to court, 
show the outcome and penalties incurred by the 
participants. These past events are viewed as 
relevant and therefore serious as opposed to some 
possible event that never happened. This realism 
will mean more to the employee. 

4. Real-time feedback and interactive exercises: 
After completing a lesson it is helpful to sum-
marize what the learning outcomes are with some 
questions. This will allow the participant to assess 
mastery of the lesson and to go back to any item 
they are not sure about.

Table 1. Components of an effective business ethics e-training program

Format includes: Emotional and cognitive elements/invites reflection

Decision based format

Cases that are realistic so that employee can relate to them 

Real-time feedback and interactive exercises
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Ponemon et al. (1996) found repeating course 

highlights to employees and managers between two 
to six months after ethics training is one approach for 
improving retention. Some companies continue discus-
sion of case materials from e-training with employee 
workgroups and use the company-wide intranet. Other 
companies provide an ethics newsletter with examples 
representing high standards of ethical performance. 

Today most companies recognize the importance 
of having a senior executive speak on behalf of the 
organization whether through a video or onsite visit 
(Ponemon et al., 1996). We know values and beliefs 
are linked to managerial integrity and leadership thus 
ethical leadership from the top needs to support and 
participate in continuous training in business ethics 
of all company personnel (Galla, Cavico, & Mujtaba, 
2007). The message has to be clear on the link between 
ethical behavior and good business practices for the 
organization and stakeholders globally. Further, visible 
top leadership involvement is seen as good for morale 
according to an HR Representative at KPMG.

According to Ponemon et al. (1996) the most suc-
cessful ethics training programs are those that were 
rolled out to all employees and managers in the com-
pany on a worldwide basis. It appears that programs 
focused on one location or functional area within 
the company may create employee skepticism about 
senior management’s commitment to ethics train-
ing and awareness. Employees working outside the 
United States viewed ethics training more positively 
when the core curriculum reflected cultural factors that 
could influence the nature of ethical business decisions 
(such as the social acceptability of gift giving in many 
countries as a sign of respect rather than as an instru-
ment of influence). 

When incorporated into an ethics program the 
previous features help to minimize significant ethics-
related business risks. With improved computer based 
training tools at considerable less cost the organization 
can effectively deliver world class ethics training to 
their employees. 

FUTURE TRENDS 

One emerging trend for online training, Webcasting 
includes logging into a Web site hosted by a Webcast 
company for viewing detailed information and listen-
ing in via the telephone to the instructor’s explanation. 

Bank of America uses this format which the author 
learned from personal experience. Banks can also 
facilitate e-training more complex in nature across 
geographic locations as it can occur simultaneously 
across time zones. 

During the last several years, online or Web-based 
training has begun to offer a viable alternative to class-
room training in the corporate world. Besides saving 
airfare and hotel expense, Web-based courses can be 
scheduled at convenient times, carved into manage-
able pieces for just-in-time training, and tailored for 
individual students (Anonymous, 2001). Clearly the 
primary driver for the explosive growth of online train-
ing is cost reduction. Brian Nauman, a senior manager 
in the Chicago office of Ernst and Young believes cost 
savings is the number one reason online training is 
growing in popularity (Murphy, 2001). Online train-
ing tends to cost less when compared to training with 
a consultant brought in-house. 

Rau and Weber (2003) assert managers continue to 
lose their way among the choices they make despite 
pushing ethics to the forefront. As academics and pro-
fessionals we must continue to explore which e-training 
formats promote moral development.

CONCLUSION

Online corporate training in ethics can be viewed as a 
competitive advantage as ethical behavior is seen as 
maintaining trust and confidence in business and is in 
view of all stakeholders worldwide. 

The corporate online format with its cost advan-
tage can easily reach the entire organization to ensure 
the company’s stance on ethical compliance issues is 
understood and followed. Ethics training that includes 
the components and characteristics addressed here can 
assist all levels within the organization to apply prin-
ciples in the process of making a better decision.
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KEY TERMS

Business Ethics: Concentrates on the application 
of ethical principles to business practices, policies and 
institutions. It is a specialized study of moral right and 
wrong and how ethical principles applied to the con-
duct of employees and managers involved in business 
(Cavico & Mujtaba, 2005).

Common Good Approach: Life in community is a 
good in itself and our actions should contribute to that 
life. This approach also calls attention to the common 
conditions that are important to the welfare of everyone 
(Markkula Center for Applied Ethics, 2007). 

Ethical Decision-Making: Purposeful selection 
from among a set of alternatives in light of a given 
objective (Cavico et al., 2005).
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Ethical Reasoning: The ability to identify that 

which is moral among competing options for action 
(Devereaux, 2003).

Ethics Training Programs: Contain awareness of 
the company code of conduct, with a demonstration of 
how it can resolve moral issues including gray areas that 
challenge employees. The company’s commitment to 
ethics, and the importance of adhering to ethics training 
(Cavico et al., 2005). 

Fairness or Justice Approach: These ethical ac-
tions treat all human beings equally-or if unequally, 
then fairly based on some standard that is defensible 
(Markkula Center for Applied Ethics, 2007). 

Moral Philosophy: Encompasses a range of ethical 
perspectives and views from ethical theories. Ethical 
principles are derived from the many ethical theories 
which suggest if they are followed will promote moral 
behavior (Cavico et al., 2005). 

Rights Approach: Suggests the ethical action is 
the one that best protects and respects the moral rights 
of those affected. Moral rights include- to be told the 
truth, not to be injured, the duty to respect others’ rights 
(Markkula Center for Applied Ethics, 2007). 

Sarbanes Oxley Act 2002 (SOX): United States 
federal law, purpose is to review legislative audit 

requirements and to protect investors by improving 
the accuracy and reliability of corporate disclosures 
(Galla et al., 2007).

Stakeholders: Each person affected by a decision is 
a stakeholder in the decision and has a moral claim on 
the decision-maker. Good decisions take into account 
the possible consequences of words or actions on all 
stakeholders of the company potentially affected by a 
decision - government, customers, employees, stock-
holders, suppliers and society. The stakeholder concept 
reinforces the obligation to make reasonable efforts to 
foresee possible consequences and take steps to avoid 
unjustified (Josephson Institute of Ethics, 2007).

Utilitarian Approach: Emphasis is on the ethical 
action that provides the most good or does the least 
harm, for all stakeholders affected (Markkula Center 
for Applied Ethics, 2007). 

Virtue Approach: Ethical actions align with cer-
tain ideal virtues that form habits that enable us to act 
according to the highest potential of one’s character. 
Honesty, courage, compassion, generosity, tolerance, 
love, fidelity, integrity, fairness, self-control, and pru-
dence are all examples of virtues. Virtue ethics asks of 
any action, “What kind of person will I become if I do 
this?” or “Is this action consistent with my acting at my 
best?” (Markkula Center for Applied Ethics, 2007).
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INTRODUCTION

E-learning may be described as the utilization of tech-
nology to support the delivery of education. Although 
e-learning has been around for a long time, the use of 
the “e” in front of “learning” began soon after the start 
of using the “e” in front of other terms such as “com-
merce,” “business,” and “governance.” More than 25 
years ago, training firms began bringing students into 
training centers and sitting them in front of terminals 
hooked to boxes equipped with headphones. Training 
center staff would assist trainees in inserting video 
disks that included lessons on new products, processes, 
or programs. Training sessions typically lasted two or 
three hours or more. This was e-learning in its infancy 
and it was well-received by students because they could 
needed training when they wanted it; they no longer 
had to wait for the next instructor-led class scheduled 
for months in the future.

E-learning also has roots in distance education 
(DE)—the process of providing education where the 
instruction and learning are in different physical loca-
tions (Kelly, 2000). Historically, distance education 
first emerged in the form of correspondence courses; 
materials would be mailed to students who would 
complete readings, reports, and exams and mail them 
back to course instructors to be evaluated. Television, 
videotaping, and satellite broadcasting allowed distance 
education to expand beyond textbooks and printed 
materials. Using these technologies, learners could 
experience a classroom-like environment without physi-
cally attending class. However, expensive production 
environments were required to achieve such learning 
experiences.

Computer-based training (CBT) technologies are 
other precursors of e-learning. These evolved during the 

1980s but because early multimedia development tools 
were primitive and hardware-dependent, the cost associ-
ated with CBT delivery was too high to foster widespread 
adoption. CBT growth was also limited by the need to 
physically distribute training new media such as CDs 
whenever updates to training content were made.

Today, intranets and the public Internet make it un-
necessary for learners to travel training centers because 
similar types of learning can be delivered directly to the 
desktop. Learning can take place 24/7 at locations and 
times that are most convenient to the learner. Intranets 
and the Internet provide a low-cost medium for con-
tent delivery and a cost-effective course development 
environment. Streaming video and audio is increas-
ingly used to enliven the training/learning experience. 
Today’s e-learning technologies also enable trainers 
to simulate the environment in which learning will be 
applied and to provide the practice needed to master 
context-specific skills. Training content is now being 
personalized to ensure that individual students complete 
only the learning modules that they need or want. And, 
the development of systems to manage such learning 
is now producing world class training program content 
from mixtures of internal and external expertise. 

This remainder of this article focuses on corporate 
learning management systems (LMS). Special attention 
is paid to the role of reusable learning objects (RLOs) 
in corporate LMS. The article begins reviewing the 
reasons behind corporate interest in LMS and the human 
resources (HR) systems in which they are found. It then 
turns to factors driving the evolution of corporate LMS 
and their increasing use of RLOs. The article concludes 
with a summary of corporate LMS trends.
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DEvELOPMENT OF CORPORATE  
ONLINE LEARNING PLATFORMS

Technology and the changing workplace provide op-
portunities to approach learning and skill development 
in new ways. E-learning technologies minimize the 
need for individual employees to gather at the same 
time and place space for training and development 
(T&D) programs. Training and learning can now be 
provided online on an individualized “as needed” basis 
to minimize conflicts with work commitments. E-learn-
ing delivery can also be timed to suit workplace skill 
requirements and to allow training and learning to be 
delivered in new formats. 

Consulting groups expect continued rises in cor-
porate online learning (or e-learning) expenditures. 
For example, a Cortona 2002 report predicted $50 
billion by 2010, rising from $5 billion in 2001 (Source 
eMarketer). If only a portion of this predicted expected 
change takes place, corporations will demonstrate that 
they are paying more attention to e-learning. 

E-learning systems are increasingly important 
components of corporate human resource information 
systems (HRIS). HRIS support a wide range of HR 
processes including HR planning, recruiting and selec-
tion, T&D, performance management, and compensa-
tion and benefits management. E-learning solutions 
can be acquired as stand-alone HRIS applications, as 
components of integrated performance management 
solutions or as components of integrated human capital 
management (HCM) systems. Most e-learning solu-
tion vendors offer clients the option of implementing 
e-learning solutions in-house (self-hosting) or gaining 
access to customizable e-learning applications via 
a Web browser (i.e. as a hosted, application service 
provider—ASP solution). 

Employee Performance Management 
(EPM) Systems 

A central issue in managing staff to meet future needs 
requires an evaluation of performance management. 
Multiple vendors offer employee performance manage-
ment (EPM) solutions that include e-learning compo-
nents. Hundreds of millions of dollars in research and 
venture capital have been invested during the last five 
years to develop scalable Web-based performance man-
agement solutions. Such EPM systems often include 
succession and career planning, T&D management, 
skills and competency management, and compensa-
tion and benefits management components (see Figure 
1). E-learning components in EPM systems are most 

closely tied to the T&D management and skills and 
competency management components, but these also 
integrate with the succession and career planning and 
compensation and benefits components.

According to McMillan (2004) competency manage-
ment systems are the cornerstones of EPM solutions 
because these enable the organization to articulate, 
target, and measure the skills and behaviors that are 
vital to organizational success. Since some competen-
cies transcend any organization’s operating environ-
ment, many EPM products provide access to online 
competency libraries and related resources (such as 
the Lominger Leadership Architect® Competency 
Library—www.lominger.com). 

EPM solutions also define organizationally-specific 
role-based competencies. The identification of critical 
competencies has implications for hiring, T&D, perfor-
mance appraisal, succession planning, talent manage-
ment, and compensation processes and applications. 
Because of their potential to play a pivotal role in the 
acquisition and development of individual competen-
cies, LMS are key components of most vendors’ EPM 
solutions (McGraw, 2001).

Human Capital Management (HCM)  
Systems and LMS

Similarly, human capital management (HCM) focuses 
on the holistic management and optimization of an 
organization’s workforce. HCM is geared toward adding 
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Figure 1. Key components of employee performance 
management systems
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value to organizations by improving the organization’s 
human capital over time (Israelite and Seymour, 2006). 
Israelite et al. are advocates for fully-integrated strate-
gic HCM systems that combine learning management, 
performance management, and talent management 
(see Figure 2).

Integrated HCM systems are designed to identify 
employees with high potential for success for inclusion 
in succession planning. They also support compre-
hensive competency assessments, the development of 
personalized T&D programs, and the ability to track 
individual development progress. By combining learn-
ing management, performance management, and talent 
management, integrated HCM systems are designed 
to improve the overall quality of the organization’s 
workforce. 

In HCM systems, personalized learning manage-
ment processes are coupled with individualized in-
centives to appropriately channel employee behavior 
toward key organizational goals. When effectively used, 
organizations benefit from enhanced productivity and 
effectiveness individuals benefit from the knowledge 
that they are performing well and that from being appro-
priately compensated for developing organizationally 
relevant competencies. HCM systems can contribute 
to improved job satisfaction and reduced turnover. By 
rewarding, retaining and continuing to hone its human 
talent, the organization positions itself to continue to 
attract other high-caliber employees. 

Learning Management Systems (LMS)

E-learning solutions are central to today’s learning 
management systems (LMS). Rosen (2000) describes 
corporate LMS as software/hardware combinations 
that host and manage courses and monitor employee 
progress. Organizations have the option of creating 
in-house LMS that employees can be access through 
a company’s intranet, however, many corporations are 
choosing to not host courses and instead work with 
e-learning portals (training Web sites accessible via 
the Internet where courses are served and which may 
support both asynchronous and synchronous training/
learning environments).

Characteristics and Benefits of  
Corporate LMS

Schmidt (2003) outlines several reasons why corpora-
tions are attracted LMS. These include the ability to 
reduce training costs, the ability to personalize training 
curricula, the ability to make training delivery loca-
tion independent, and the ability to provide expanded 
training opportunities beyond the expertise of in-house 
trainers.

LMS enable employees to access training sessions 
via their PCs at their convenience whether they are at 
work, at home, in the field or even in another country. 
LMS enable organizations to significantly reduce 
multiple costs related to training, such as trainer fees, 
training facilities costs and travel costs for both train-
ers and trainees.

LMS also enable organizations to offer more training 
options. Reusable, off-the-shelf e-learning modules, 
including those available from competency libraries, 
make it possible for organizations to extend training 
offerings beyond the expertise of in-house trainers. 

In addition, LMS enable companies to track the 
individual employee’s training/learning progress and to 
provide customized guidance for developing the talents 
and skills required to be successful in their position. 
For example, an accountant will not see engineering 
courses as training choices on the screen. Individual 
skill or competency levels can also be accommodated. 
For example, experienced employees may be channeled 
to intermediate-level course modules or advanced-level 
reviews that help them retain and extend their indi-
vidual skills sets. The end-result of personalization is 
typically less-frequent and more appropriate training 
sessions for individual employees. Training-related 
productivity losses can also be reduced as the result 
of effectively designed LMS. 

Figure 2. Integrated strategic HCM system (Source: 
Adapted from Israealite & Seymour, 2006)

Learning 
Management 
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Most traditional training delivery approaches, 

typically classroom-based, are not easily customized. 
As a result, they often require trainers to generalize 
the training that is provided, which means that issues 
specific to the individual trainee are often overlooked. 
Additional customization provided by most LMSs in-
cludes the ability to personalize the format of training 
content. For example, visually-oriented trainees can 
be provided with training that includes high levels of 
video content. The possibility of the course content 
being required in a multilingual format adds another 
level of customization. 

LMS enable managers to track employee training 
progress and many can be aligned with incentive pro-
grams to encourage employees to complete training. 
For example, LMS notification systems and Web-based 
reminders can be used to inform employees of post-
training course salary upgrades.

Other benefits of corporate LMS have been identi-
fied by Carrier (2000). These include:

• Consistency in training content and delivery.
• Presentation of positive, high-tech image to new 

or younger employees.
• Simplification of scheduling and delivery of 

training for existing staff.
• Ability to assist in training employees that transfer 

from one subunit to another.
• The potential to build morale and enthusiasm for 

the company.

Drivers and Constraints

The foregoing descriptions of EPM, integrated HCM 
systems, and LMS supports Galagan’s (2000) observa-
tion that the “bottom line” is a primary driver of online 
learning. Training or skills and knowledge acquisition 
can be expensive—removing staff from the workplace, 
the use of teaching or training personnel, physical 
resources such as rooms and equipment, and the provi-
sion and maintenance of course material all contribute 
to a large corporate expense.  E-learning systems have 
the potential to significantly reduce, if not eliminate, 
training-related travel costs. They also are capable of 
eliminating costs associated with irrelevant or unneces-
sary training sessions via their ability to offer highly 
personalized sessions to individual employees. For 
example, Jane Doe could receive tailored training that 
only includes those pieces of training that are tradition-
ally delivered in classroom settings that are relevant 
to her position—parts of the traditional “courses” (or 

entire courses) that don’t apply to her position can 
be omitted from Jane’s training. Carrier (2000) sum-
marizes other potential costs savings associated with 
LMS including:

• LMS limit the need for training rooms by moving 
training to employee desktops.

• Reduces needs for trainers and/or allows them to 
be redeployed as career planners.

• The ability to provide online learning at no ad-
ditional cost to existing employees who lack 
knowledge.

• Reduces the cost of future training through the 
creation of re-usable training modules.

Another LMS driver is improved productivity 
(Bullock, 2000). EPM, HCM, and LMS highlight skill 
deficiencies in individuals and in the organization’s 
workforce as a whole. The provision of the required 
knowledge and skills as an extension of HRIS is a 
logical next step. Increased emphasis on productivity 
also forces content developers to concentrate on easy 
development and easily modified content, and the cre-
ation of standardized, re-usable learning modules. 

Standardization also drives today’s e-learning sys-
tems. For example, many LMS comply with SCORM 
(sharable content object reference model). SCORM 
is a set of technical standards that enable Web-based 
learning systems to find, import, share, reuse, and export 
content. This gives instructional designers, manag-
ers, and writers a specification by which educational 
courses can be distributed as “plug-and-play.” AICC 
(aviation industry computer-based training committee) 
is another standard for computer-managed instruction 
and it permits e-learning programs to pass informa-
tion to each other. For example, a simulation program 
could integrate with a quizzing program to receive 
results. McGraw (2001) notes that as a general rule, the 
technical architecture for e-learning requires an open 
architecture, and must include standards for integrating 
existing elements, such as legacy learning, enterprise 
applications, online learning, and emerging tools.

Assessment and feedback are built in to most such 
online learning systems—partly to reinforce the learning 
and partly to ensure a satisfactory standard is achieved 
before the learner moves to the next level. Such assess-
ment and feedback can be (and is) modified to report 
learner achievements to management and used for 
performance reviews, promotions, or merit compensa-
tion. Other commonly supported LMS assessment and 
feedback capabilities include:
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• Gap analysis—to identify/monitor skill or com-
petency deficiencies. 

• Voluntary “enrollment” for courses and skill ac-
quisition that individuals identify as valuable. 

• Ability to monitor compliance with key HR 
metrics and government HR regulations. 

REUSABLE LEARNING OBJECTS

In the quest to gain greater efficiency and effectiveness 
from corporate learning systems, organizations are 
taking a page from the object-oriented programming 
playbook and building libraries of focused, concise 
learning modules. These can be deployed in various 
combinations to form a custom curriculum that is tai-
lored to the individual employee. Such modules, often 
called learning objects, are typically designed so that 
they can be redeployed in other contexts, in much the 
same way a Java object created for one application can 
be reused in other applications. When learning objects 
are created for reuse, they are known as reusable learn-
ing objects (RLOs). 

RLOs hold considerable promise for both corporate 
and university learning systems. However, there are 
also a number of potential pitfalls. In this section, an 
overview of RLOs is provided along with their potential 
advantages. Examples of how they are being used and 
the future of RLOs are also discussed. 

Overview

Because of their still-evolving nature (Rossano, Joy, 
Roselli, & Sutinen, 2006), the term reusable learning 
objects has almost as many definitions as advocates 
(Koppi, Bogle, & Bogle, 2005). Fortunately, many 
of these definitions share some common elements. 
Learning objects are relatively small, self-contained 
modules of learning content that are focused towards 
satisfying a specific, well-defined learning objective 
(Wu, Zimolong, Schiffers, & Radermacher, 2006).. A 
learning object may contain almost any instructional 
media, including text, images, audio, video, and inter-
active components (Muzio, Heins, & Mundell, 2002). 
Reusable learning objects, as the name implies, are 
designed so that they can be used in learning environ-
ments other than the one for which they were originally 
created. In other words, a reusable learning object may 
be “recontextualized” (Muzio et al., 2002). 

Driscoll (2004) notes that RLOs have three main 
characteristics. First, they are flexible. Because (ideally) 
they are designed to be stand-alone, they are context-

independent. For example, an RLO designed to teach 
non-discriminatory interviewing techniques might be 
used in combination with other RLOs to form an online 
course on recruiting or used independently as a review 
for a manager who needs to refresh her interview skills. 
Such flexibility is especially important for continuing 
professional education. For example, the developers of 
the International Virtual Medical School (IVIMEDS) 
note that the use of RLOs enables adaptive learning that 
takes into account variations in physicians’ expertise, 
background and educational needs (Hardin, 2005). 

Second, because RLOs are tagged with a common 
set of metadata labels, they are manageable. RLOs are 
often used along with a learning content management 
system (LCMS). In its simplest form, a LCMS may be 
a database that catalogs the RLOs according to these 
tags. For example, a project at the Virtual Orthopedic 
European University uses Microsoft SQL Server to 
build and maintain a repository of learning objects for 
a medical learning system (Wu et al., 2006).

Third, RLOs should be interoperable. RLOs should 
be independent of any particular instructional technol-
ogy or LCMS. The key to achieving this interoper-
ability is to follow an industry-standard format when 
developing the learning objects. There are several such 
standards, including IMS (from the IMS global learn-
ing consortium), IEEE learning technology standards 
committee (LTSC), and the sharable content object 
reference model (SCORM). 

When properly designed, RLOs can be recombined 
to form new curricula. For example, Cisco Systems 
Learning Solution Partners combine RLOs provided 
by Cisco to construct new courses; the same object 
may be reused in multiple courses. The strategy of re-
combining existing objects is particularly attractive for 
learning content providers. Providers who successfully 
employ a reuse strategy are able to use a given object 
in learning content that is customized for a number of 
different clients. It is not the objects themselves, but 
rather the combination of objects that is customized 
for a particular client (or individual learner).

Advantages of Reusable Learning  
Objects

Properly designed RLOs promise a number of advan-
tages. First, RLOs make the development of courses 
more efficient. Ideally, new courses can be constructed 
from existing RLOs, however, most new courses are 
combinations of existing and newly-created learning 
objects. The reuse of some learning objects can signifi-
cantly decrease new course development time.
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There are other, less obvious benefits to RLOs. 

For example, RLOs may help increase collaboration 
among instructors and designers (Parrish, 2004). RLOs 
can help make learning more adaptive to the learning 
preferences of individual learners. When combined with 
proper LMS, RLOs may also allow generative learn-
ing, in which the learning content management system 
creates individually-tailored instruction “on-the-fly.” 
In addition, RLOs may improve scalability, allowing 
instruction to be provided to larger audiences without 
a proportionate increase in costs (Parrish, 2004).

Just as MP3 files facilitate on-demand listening, 
reusable learning objects may help facilitate on-demand 
learning. Lectures, exercises, even simulated labora-
tory experiments (and other learning objects) can be 
accessed at a time that is convenient and productive 
for the learner. The instructor still maintains control 
by specifying the sequence in which objects should be 
accessed, but the learner controls the time and place 
of access. 

Use of Reusable Learning Objects by 
Organizations

Learning objects are being used by a number of orga-
nizations, both for internal training purposes and for 
providing training to third parties. One example comes 
from the United States Internal Revenue Service (IRS), 
which uses a SCORM-compliant strategy to deliver e-
learning. The IRS’s “Link & Learn” system, provides 
Web-based training to volunteers who help taxpayers 
throughout the US. 

The previously mentioned International Virtual 
Medical School uses RLOs to provide medical education 
to health professionals, including practicing physicians. 
As Hardin (2005) points out, IVIMEDS’ RLO reposi-
tory enables wide-spread sharing, recombination and 
repurposing of RLOs and allows RLO-based courses 
to be deployed across a variety of learning situations 
and contexts. 

Verizon, a provider of wired and wireless com-
munications, uses a SCORM-compliant learning 
management system to deliver training to its 80,000 
+ field-service employees. Management estimates 
that reusing existing content has the potential to cut 
course development costs by as much as 50% (How-
ard, 2004).

Cisco Systems also uses RLOs to facilitate the de-
velopment and delivery of e-learning courses. Cisco 
Learning Solution Partners use Cisco’s RLOs to re-
combine learning objects to create new courses. This 
strategy also allows Cisco to provide its employees and 

customers with personalized, on-demand e-learning 
(Maddocks, 2002).

Of course, organizations must be able to determine 
whether their e-learning systems are bringing about the 
intended benefits. One critical aspect of this is assessing 
whether the intended learning goals are met. The Gal-
lup Organization’s LMS provides a practical example 
of how assessment in the context of e-learning is used 
by management (Dick, Case, Rhulman, Van Slyke, & 
Winston, 2006). Gallup’s LMS is based upon a learn-
ing object model; the number and sequence of learning 
events that a new employee is required to complete is 
determined by the individual’s role at Gallup. While all 
new employees receive online instruction on core topics 
such as benefits, submitting travel expenses, and under-
standing one’s role at a Gallup citizen, the remainder 
of their initial training is customized to their job. For 
example, a new manager of client interviewing would 
receive instruction on the outbound phone system, while 
a newly hired consultant could receive training on how 
to communicate effectively with clients. 

All e-learning modules at Gallup are accessed via a 
single portal. This system also enables employees (and 
their managers) to track training progress. The system 
allows individual learning modules to be updated as 
needed and managers can modify the number and se-
quence of learning modules for individual employees 
to support just-in-time training. 

The administration component of the LMS was 
designed for use by Gallup’s managers. It allows them 
to add new material to the system and to create custom 
learning programs for their direct reports. The system 
includes an efficient mechanism for tracking learners 
and controlling what they see and do. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Corporations will continue to invest in learning man-
agement systems whether as standalone systems, 
components of integrated employee performance 
management (EPM) systems or human capital man-
agement (HCM) systems, or as aspects of learning 
portals. Industry experts predict that organizations will 
increasingly utilize learning solutions available from 
application service providers (ASPs) as part of their 
T&D strategies. Organizations are also expected to 
continue to strive toward providing employees with a 
total learning experience that integrates both classroom 
and e-learning training.

More organizations, like the Gallup organization, 
will leverage reusable learning objects (RLOs) and 
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learning content management systems (LCMS) to be-
come both learning content providers and consumers. 
These organizations will continue to strive to provide 
world class learning experiences for their employees 
by leveraging both internal and external expertise. 
Universities may have to adopt similar strategies to 
continue to serve as viable sources of new employees 
for corporations.

RLOs will continue to dominant the LMS landscape 
in the foreseeable future. Organizations will continue 
to build RLO databases to reduce course development 
costs, further personalize and customize T&D content, 
and better support just-in-time training. In the future, 
personalized training solutions will increasingly include 
the delivery of training content via mobile communica-
tion services to personal digital assistant (PDAs) and 
Internet ready cell-phones. 

Support for knowledge certification and assessment 
are expected to become increasingly important aspects 
of learning management systems (Dick et al., 2006). 
As such support becomes more robust, organizations 
will be better positioned to demonstrate how learning 
content affects organizational performance metrics 
and contributes to the development of organizational 
competencies.

CONCLUSION

The evolution and use of learning management systems 
by corporations has driven by a “bottom line” approach 
that has motivated companies to use technology to turn 
“learning” into e-learning. Corporate online learning 
platforms have been developed with a focus on short to 
medium term needs and to ensure that the educational 
offerings match the needs of the organization and the 
students. Another key aspect of these systems is their 
capability to transparently combine training content 
developed in-house with that from other organizations. 
While the “bottom line” should not be pursued at all costs 
– to do so might reduce moral, minimize networking 
and personal development opportunities and perhaps 
provide training at a reduced standard—LMS are be-
coming essential elements for modern corporations that 
desire to align resources to strategic goals.

Corporate LMS can provide “convenient” learn-
ing—at a time and place of the learner’s choice and can 
incorporate the expertise of both in-house and expert 
trainers from other organizations. This extends the T&D 
capabilities of the organization in a manner that also 
contributes to training cost reductions. Customization 
is a key aspect of corporate LMS in that these systems 

enable training/learning to be individually tailored to 
the student. Rapid expansion of corporate LMS since 
2000 and the future evolution of these systems are 
closely tied to their focus on reusable learning objects, 
which enable courses that have common elements to 
be developed quickly. 

A potential challenge for management is to deter-
mine how to best direct the learning $—development 
of quality e-learning courses requires a large up-front 
cost and in some areas, continual updates. Develop-
ment based on priorities and ongoing maintenance is 
essential.

Business is rapidly moving to incorporate the es-
sential knowledge and skills elements required of their 
staff into their existing e-learning systems; current and 
future corporate LMS’s will increase business interest in 
taking a larger slice of the education pie and may soon 
be competing with business schools for students.
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KEY TERMS

Distance Education (DE): The process of provid-
ing education where the instruction and learning are in 
different physical locations.

E-Learning: The utilization of computing and 
communications technologies to support the delivery 
of education, training or skills acquisition.

Employee Performance Management (EPM 
Systems): An integrated set of human resource man-
agement software solutions that typically includes 
modules that support succession and career planning 
management, training and development management, 
skills and competency management, and compensation 
and benefits management.

Human Capital Management (HCM) Systems: 
An integrate set of human resource management 
software solutions that typically support learning 
management, performance management, and talent 
management.

Learning Content Management Systems 
(LCMS): A database that catalogs re-usable learning 
objects using a common set of metatags.

Learning Management Systems (LMS).: As 
software/hardware combinations that host and manage 
courses, allow learners to access educational content 
and monitor/manage learner progress.

Learning Objects: Focused, concise learning 
modules that can be deployed in various combinations 
to provide a body of knowledge.

Reusable Learning Objects (RLOs): Learning 
objects that are designed for redeployment in other 
contexts; these can be redeployed in various combina-
tions to form a custom curriculum that is tailored to 
the individual learner. 

SCORM (Sharable Content Object Reference 
Model): A set of technical standards that enable Web-
based learning systems to find, import, share, reuse, 
and export content.
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INTRODUCTION

During the decade of the 1990s, many firms engaged in 
widespread internal dissemination of information tech-
nology (IT) in an effort to leverage the capabilities of 
IT into greater organizational efficiencies. Information 
technologies such as electronic mail, office automation 
applications, and enterprise resource planning systems, 
are a few of the most popular examples of organizational 
IT initiatives from the past decade. Today, the use of 
information technology is an integral part of the ordi-
nary course of business and provides technologically 
progressive firms with heretofore-unseen opportunities. 
For example, Dell Computers developed and maintains 
a competitive advantage in the retail technology sector 
based partly upon the use if information technology 
that did not exist 10 years ago.

Although business applications of information tech-
nology present firms with vast opportunity, there is a 
myriad of complexities associated with organizational 
IT usage. Generally, this paper examines one critical 
area: the human resource aspect of organizational 
IT usage. Specifically, the research presented herein 
answers the question “Do human resource and infor-
mation technology professionals perceive information 
technology certification differently?” The question is 
of practical relevance when examined, as in this study, 
within the context of the candidate selection process 
for a firm evaluating potential hires for an information 
technology-related position. 

Initially, the current paper presents a comprehensive 
overview of the theoretical foundations of certification. 
From theory, we construct a testing methodology that 
utilizes, as subjects, practicing human resource and 
information technology professionals. An analysis 

of the collected data revealed a marked difference in 
the perception of information technology certification 
among the subject groups. Based on the results of 
structured interviews with the study participants, we 
present concluding explanations regarding the statisti-
cally significant differences among groups.

BACKGROUND

In the global marketplace, information technology (IT) 
is an increasingly important business tool. Each day, 
firms find new ways to employ technology to enhance 
their respective competitive posture. Within the business 
arena, one of the most widely utilized IT innovations 
is the information systems network (ISN) (Passmore, 
2000). Information systems networks, comprised of 
global, wide, and local area networks, are vital compo-
nents of the interconnected centerpiece of the worldwide 
digital business communications infrastructure. Infor-
mation systems networks provide organizations with 
unprecedented efficiencies to share data and physical 
IT resources (Stallings, 1997). In order to leverage the 
advantages of ISN connectivity, businesses continue to 
network at an unprecedented rate (O’Keefe & Masud, 
1999). However, many organizations struggle with 
the task of managing mission-critical ISN resources 
(Watson, 2000).

One common challenge faced by all organizations 
attempting to leverage the capabilities of an ISN is to 
identify a competent professional to mange the technol-
ogy resource. During the candidate selection process, 
many firms place considerable importance on profes-
sional certifications (Williamson, 1997). Traditionally, 
an ISN professional that holds a certification can garner 
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significantly more compensation than a non-certified 
counter-part (Prencipe, 2000; Williamson, 1997). The 
underlying assumption of employers regarding ISN 
certification is this: A certified individual is better able 
to facilitate the management of organizational ISN 
resources. However, previous research indicates that 
certification is not a positive predictor of one’s ability to 
manage organizational ISN resources (Cegielski, 2004; 
Cegielski, Rebman, & Reithel, 2003). In this contra-
diction between practice and theory, lies the general 
question the current study seeks to answer: who values 
information technology certification in the candidate 
selection process for IT-related positions?

To answer the aforementioned research question, 
the current study surveyed two groups of individuals 
traditionally involved in the candidate selection process 
regarding IT-related positions--human resource profes-
sionals and information technology professionals. The 
data collected via the survey provided a basis from 
which to draw a definitive conclusion regarding the 
perception of IT certification among each respective 
professional group.  

PROFESSIONS, THE EXPERT,  
CERTIFICATION, AND AUTONOMY

Within the discipline of information systems, most 
studies focused on certification have appeared in trade 
literature and not in academic journals. Additionally, 
most certification studies that appear in information 
systems trade literature focus on the compensation 
differential between certified and non-certified IT 
professionals. Few researchers have actively engaged 
in the study of certifications from a theoretical perspec-
tive (Cegielski et al., 2003). In this chapter, we present 
a framework for researcher who wishes to engage in 
the examination of certification. More importantly, we 
also provide to the reader a model through which the 
value of certification may be clearly compartmental-
ized and assessed. 

Certification is one construct that is part of the com-
plex theory of a profession. Initially, it is appropriate 
to discuss the higher order construct of a profession 
prior to examining the related second order constructs. 
Therefore, we will begin this section with an examina-
tion of the elements that constitute a “profession.” Then, 
we will address the elements of a profession including 
expertise, certification, and autonomy. Finally, we pres-

ent a model of the relationship between a profession 
and the elements discussed herein.

Profession

A profession is an art requiring the application of 
specialized knowledge derived from the preparation 
and the practice of skills and methods grounded upon 
scientific, historical, or scholarly principles that are 
maintained by a governing organization committed to 
high standards of achievement and conduct for all mem-
bers and which promotes the standards in its members 
through continued study (Haskell, 1984, Metcalf, 1927). 
The elements that comprise a profession vary greatly 
with regard to the consulted source. For the purpose 
of the current study, the least common denominators, 
expertise, certification, and autonomy, connected with 
the various notions of professions and the designation 
of a professional are adequate as a framework for this 
discussion.

Expertise

“As a person learns more and becomes skillful within 
a particular domain of knowledge, the structure and 
processes of memory are altered and refined” (Kellogg, 
1995). Such is the defining characteristic of expertise 
among professionals. Typically, one gains expertise in 
a knowledge domain through formal education and the 
application of learned knowledge (Roy & MacNeill, 
1967). In the conventional sense, it is easy to determine 
one’s level of education. Though an individual may have 
completed the formal education requirements of a given 
profession, he or she may not be able to apply the learn 
knowledge with a high degree of skill. Thus, there must 
be some way to identify those who posses expertise 
without having to rely on word-of-mouth testimonials, 
prior personal contact, or time consuming and risky 
trial and error employment (McMonnies, 1985). This 
is the role served by professional certification.

Certification

Theoretically, certification is a means by which to 
identify claimants to the title of expert (Sagar, 1995). 
Operationally, certification is a method of estimation of 
an individual’s expertise via a standardized measure-
ment instrument (Perks, 1995). For any given instru-
ment, there must be a predetermined minimum level 
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of achievement in order to establish a threshold that 
will delineate an expert level of knowledge from a non-
expert level of knowledge. Typically, an individual or 
group of practitioners (who, themselves, are experts in 
the requisite knowledge domain) determines the expert 
knowledge threshold (Sagar, 1995). From the practical 
“end-user” perspective, professional certification is a 
device for narrowing the range of choice and therefore 
simplifying the intrinsically problematic process of 
selecting an expert. 

Autonomy

Because professional application, like a certification 
estimate, relies upon acceptable ranges of knowledge 
prescription, it is inherent that a professional has the in-
dependence to apply knowledge within the full spectrum 
of an acceptably defined range. That said, autonomy is 
as the element of discretion given to a professional in 
accomplishing tasks (Perks, 1995). Independence gives 
the professional a certain amount of power and prestige 
because he or she retains control over his or her own 
work. Thus, with professionalism, there is autonomy 
and with autonomy, there is an independence of deci-
sion-making and the imposition of responsibility for 
those decisions (Sagars, 1995). 

CONCEPTUAL MODEL  
OF THE PROFESSION 

Each of the aforementioned constructs is related to 
the notion of a profession (Figure 1). Furthermore, 
interactions exist between each of the constructs that 
affect the individual perceived strength of each com-
ponent of the model as well as the perceived strength 
of the aggregate construct profession. In this study, we 
address neither the interactions among the constructs 
nor the impact to the higher order construct. However, 
it is appropriate to present the model inclusive of the 
interactions for formal perspective.

Propositions

In the context of the candidate selection process for 
the IT position of ISN Administrator, the current study 
asserts the following proposition.

There is no difference in the perceived value of informa-
tion technology certification among human resource 
and information technology professionals.

Subjects

From the Fortune 1000 list of the world’s largest 
companies, 478 matched pairs of information systems 
and human resource professionals received an e-mail 
request to participate in a brief Web-based survey re-
garding information systems network certification. The 

Figure 1. Conceptual model of professionalism



  ���

An Exploration of the Perceived Value of Information Technology Certification

E
478-paired solicitations produced 92-paired responses 
(19.25%) that represented almost every aspect of in-
dustry and geographic (Figure 2). A statistical power 
analysis using a medium effect size for a two-sample 
t-test with matched pairs indicated that with 92 pairs, 
the power attained in the current study was greater than 
.995 (Cohen, 1988). 

Analysis of Data

The Web-based survey instrument requested that the 
respondents apply an ordinal ranking scale to eight 
specific characteristics regarding a potential candidate 
for an ISN administrator position within their respective 
organization (Figure 3). 

From the data collected via the Web-based survey 
instrument, the current study assessed the following 
hypothesis.

Hypothesis: The mean rank score for ISN certification 
does not differ between information systems and human 
resource professionals.

Given the null hypothesis, the results of statistical 
test performed on the data set would be improbable. 
Within the data set, a statistically significant difference 

exists for the mean rank score of ISN certification be-
tween the information systems and human resources 
professionals (Table 1).

The results of the current study indicate that there is 
a statistically significant difference in the level of per-
ceived value of ISN certification between information 
systems and human resource professionals. Based on 
the analysis of the data, human resource professionals, 
do in fact, place greater value upon ISN certification 
in the candidate selection process than do information 
systems professionals. 

As a means of qualifying the results, each individual 
that completed the Web-based survey received an e-
mail invitation to participate in a subsequent online 
chat session to discuss the results. Eleven of the human 
resource professionals participated the session. During 
the chat session, the participants indicated that they fa-
vored an ISN administrator candidate with a certifying 
credential principally as a means to quantify ability. 
Conversely, of the 27 information systems professionals 
that participated the second online chat session, only 
four of those individuals expressed a belief that ISN 
certification correlated ability.

Profile of Respondents by Industry (n=92)

Manufac turing
28%

Financ ial 
S ervic es

24%

Healthc are
23%

Tec hnology
13%

R etail
12%

Position Title of Respondents

Chief E x ec ut ive 
O ffic e

1%

M anager
43%

V ic e P res ident
11%

Direc tor
36%

O ther M anager or 
A bove

9%

Figure 2. Demographics of respondents

You are charged with the responsibility of selecting an information 
systems network administrator for your organization to hire. Below 
is a list of criteria that the potential network professional may posses. 
Please rank in the order of importance the criteria you would consider 
in your hiring process. 1 is the highest importance and 8 is the lowest 
importance for any factor listed.

_____ College Degree in a non-related field (Liberal Arts, General Business)

_____ College Degree in a related field (Computer Science, MIS, CIS)

_____ MBA or other Master’s Degree

_____ Years of Work Experience other than network experience 

_____ Years of Network Experience

_____ Recommendations of Previous Employers

_____ Possession of Network Certification

_____ Technical Training from specialized institution or trade school

Figure 3. The Web-based survey instrument
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FUTURE TRENDS 

From a specific practical perspective, the traditional 
industry practice of quantifying skill based upon cre-
dentialing seems to fail in the with respect to ISN in 
information technology. Human resource professionals, 
with the support of information systems professionals, 
may need to develop a more reflective method to as-
sess a candidate’s skill level beyond certification. For 
example, a firm in need of an ISN administrator may 
request both human resources and information systems 
to develop a profile of desired candidate skills and detail 
an interactive method of candidate assessment during 
an initial screening. Through this process, the organiza-
tion might identify a “best-fit” candidate as opposed to 
merely an externally credentialed candidate.

As previously mentioned, the current study does 
not investigate any of the relationships between the 
constructs that comprise a profession. There may ex-
ist interactions among the constructs that mediate the 
perceived value of an ISN certification. Furthermore, the 
study generalizes ISN certification into a single cohesive 
unit. While this affords greater ease of measurement, 
the results may differ depending on the specific type 
of ISN certifications examined (Microsoft®, Novell®, 
or CompTIA A+®). Finally, the Web-based survey 
instrument includes nine consideration criteria. There 
may be additional criteria that individual information 
technology and human resource professionals consider 
in the candidate selection process that is not represented 
in the survey. The absence of any additional consider-
ation criteria may affect the rankings obtained in this 
study. Within these areas exist the opportunity for ad-
ditional research to either support the current findings 
or present a counterpoint.

CONCLUSION

Reliance upon certification as surrogate means to as-
sess a candidate’s ability may be appropriate for non-
IT-related positions; however, research indicates that 
certification is not a robust predictor of ability with 
regard to information technology skills. Nevertheless, 
many firms continue to place great emphasis on external 
credentialing during candidate selection for IT posi-
tions. The current study reconciles one area of variance 
within the candidate selection process regarding IT 
certification. Specifically, human resource profession-
als tend to place a greater value upon certification in 
the selection process than do information technology 
professionals. This is an important consideration that 
must be addressed if organizations truly wish to advance 
in this information age.
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KEY TERMS 

Autonomy: The independence in thought and prac-
tice to apply knowledge within the full spectrum of an 
acceptably defined range of one’s profession.

Certification: A means by which to identify claim-
ants to the title of expert

Expertise: An evolution and refinement of the 
structure and processes of memory associated with 
the practice of a task that requires the application of 
knowledge 

Information Systems Networks: Global, wide, 
and local area networks of computer systems and are 
vital components of the interconnected centerpiece 
of the worldwide digital business communications 
infrastructure.

Information Technology: The hardware, software, 
and communications devices that facilitates today’s 
ordinary course of business.

Information Technology Resource Sharing: The 
attempt to create efficiencies through mutual access to 
data and physical IT resources.

Profession: An art requiring the application of 
specialized knowledge derived from the preparation 
and the practice of skills and methods grounded upon 
scientific, historical, or scholarly principles that are 
maintained by a governing organization committed 
to high standards of achievement and conduct for 
all members and which promotes the standards in its 
members through continued study.
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INTRODUCTION

The expansion of flexible work experienced since the 
1980s in developed economies is consistent with a 
more generic trend towards organizational flexibility, 
which many authors see as essential in order to compete 
in the dynamic global environment (Volberda, 1998). 
From this point of view, the changing demands of the 
environment have forced organizations to seek the 
ability to adapt rapidly and effectively as a means to 
be successful or even to survive. 

In the quest for flexibility, every area of the orga-
nization has been scrutinized in order to render it as 
“agile” as possible. In the human resources arena, this 
analysis has led to the definition of diverse “flexible 
working practices” (FWP) that describe a wide range of 
employment practices, which differ from the traditional 
full-time job with a fixed salary and a permanent con-
tract. These practices have been described using other 
terms, such as “alternative” (Polivka, 1996; Powell & 
Mainiero, 1999), “non-standard” (Kalleberg, 2000), or 
“atypical” (De Grip, Hoevenberg, & Willems, 1997), 
which coincide in denoting their divergence from the 
most traditional forms of employment.

This article will show that quite different practices 
have been embraced by the common term “flexible 
working practices.” Subsequently, the results of em-
pirical research regarding the implications for organi-
zational performance of a number of flexible practices 
will be commented on.

BACKGROUND

From the employer’s point of view, flexibility may 
involve the efficient adaptation of the available human 
resources and the changes in work organization needed 
to meet variations in demand and product diversifica-
tion (Albizu, 1997). In order to address the challenges 

posed by flexible work, researchers and managers 
need to understand the diversity concealed under this 
common term. 

Descriptions of FWP (Atkinson, 1984; Pfeffer & 
Baron, 1988; Treu, 1992) have differentiated four 
forms of flexibility, depending on which facet of work 
is expected to become flexible:

• The rewards that are paid to workers: pay, reward, 
or financial flexibility.

• The place in which the work is carried out: geo-
graphical or locational flexibility.

• The competences of workers: functional flex-
ibility.

• The number of workers or of work hours: numeri-
cal flexibility.

Each of these employment practices can have a 
variety of consequences for organizations, as will be 
commented on in the following sections. Given that 
financial flexibility has been extensively treated in the 
human resource management literature (there even are 
a number of international, specialized journals devoted 
to personnel compensation), this article will focus on 
the other three types of flexible practices. 

Locational Flexibility

Locational flexibility implies that the physical place 
from which workers carry out their activity can be 
varied. This allows work to be done from home, on the 
move between two locations, at another office (owned by 
the same firm, or at a client’s or supplier’s), and so on. 
Location-independent working also means that a group 
of employees does not need to coincide in the same 
place to carry out a joint project. The quick develop-
ment of information and communication technologies 
(ICT) has to a large extent favored the expansion of 
locational flexibility practices, such as telework, home 
working, or virtual teamwork (Steijn, 2004).
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Functional Flexibility

Functional flexibility is the ability of firms to vary the 
type of labor they use without resorting to the exter-
nal labor market, and “is accomplished primarily by 
having a labor force that is able to carry out a wide 
range of tasks—that is, the ability to move workers 
from one task to another” (Michie & Sheehan, 2005,). 
It is intended to develop a workforce that may deal 
effectively with exceptional situations which require 
creativity and initiative (Huang & Cullen, 2001). This 
may be facilitated by ICT. As Paauwe, Farndale, and 
Williams (2005) point out, “e-HRM can be applied to 
help people be constantly ready for change, encourag-
ing online training and learning activities,” as well as 
through the creation of discussion groups and com-
munities of practices.

Numerical Flexibility

Numerical flexibility is the ability of a firm to vary the 
number or the distribution of working hours in a given 
period of time. This ability can be reached through 
changes in the amount of hours worked by the firm’s em-
ployees, without resorting to the external labor market 
(this kind of numerical flexibility is called “internal”), 
or by the variation in the number of workers employed 
through the resort to the external labor market (known 
as “external” numerical flexibility). Some examples of 
internal flexibility practices are flexi-time, part-time or 
reduced hours, shift working, annual hours contract, 
and overtime work. Such practices can be facilitated 
through the use of HRIS, which simplify employee 
scheduling activities (Hendrickson, 2003). 

The expression “external numerical flexibility” is 
frequently used as a synonym for “contingent work 
arrangements,” which have been defined as “any job 
in which an individual does not have an explicit or 
implicit contract for long-term employment” (Polivka, 
1996). Contingent work can adopt quite diverse forms: 
temporary or fixed-term contracts, agency workers, 
independent contractors or self-employed work, sub-
contracting, and so on.

FLEXIBLE wORKING PRACTICES AND 
PERFORMANCE

The results of available empirical research do not al-
low clear conclusions to be drawn about the relation 
between FWP and performance. The primary cause of 
these mixed results lies in a trend that pervades research 
in the field of strategic human resource management: 
the use of competing models for theorizing about the 
relation between human resource practices and orga-
nizational performance (see Delery & Doty, 1996). 
Some authors sustain a universalistic or best practice 
view by which specific flexible practices always lead 
to positive or negative outcomes for the organization. 
Other authors hold a contingent view in which context 
specificities moderate the relation between flexible 
practices and performance. Finally, the configurational 
view suggests that the combined application of certain 
human resource practices gives rise to configurations 
whose coordinated action positively impacts on results, 
particularly when such configurations are consistent 
with the firm’s strategic orientation.

Taking into account these alternative views, the next 
sections offer a synthesized overview of recent empiri-
cal research into the relationship between firms’ use of 
FWP, on the one hand, and a number of indicators of 
performance, on the other.

Universalistic view

Empirical research has found some universalistic rela-
tions between organizational performance and every 
flexible working practice described. 

Many studies on locational flexibility have 
examined telework effects on both individual and 
organizational performance. At the individual level, 
Collins (2005) found that teleworkers were 23% more 
productive than office-based workers. These results are 
noteworthy because Collins used an objective measure 
for productivity instead of the self-reported appraisal 
used by most of the available literature, which has 
overwhelmingly agreed upon the superior perceived 
productivity of teleworkers (Bailey & Kurland, 2002). 
In contrast, the findings of Hill, Ferris, and Märtison 
(2003) disagreed with the perception of virtual workers 
being more productive, since “multivariate analyses 
actually showed being in the virtual office, as opposed 
to being in a different work venue, to be a significant 
predictor of poorer job performance.” 
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At the organizational level, Stavrou (2005) found 
that teleworking and home-based working had a positive 
relation with a combined index of profitability, service 
quality and productivity, and a negative relation with 
employee absenteeism. From a financial point of view, 
Nigell (1997) found that employers might obtain some 
savings due to telework implementation, mainly office 
cost savings, increased employee effectiveness, and 
decreased turnover. However, Collins (2005) found 
that in purely financial terms, telework was virtually 
neutral because the set-up costs and recurring running 
costs of teleworking almost compensated the increase 
in productivity. 

These conflicting results show that assessing the 
effects of telework implementation is not an easy task. 
As Verbeke and Illegems (2003) point out, “there is 
a lack of academic and managerial consensus on the 
relevant benefits and costs of telework implementation 
(...) Furthermore, most effects resulting from telework 
implementation are medium term and qualitative in 
nature.” These middle and long-term effects are usually 
overlooked when analyzing telework results. 

Turning to functional flexibility, research results 
generally agree on its positive relation with perfor-
mance. For example, Bhattacharya, Gibson, and Doty 
(2005) observed that the two main components of 
functional flexibility (namely, skill and behavior flex-
ibility) were positively associated with return on sales, 
operating profit per employee, and sales per employee. 
They also found that skill flexibility was significantly 
related to cost-efficiency, although no significant ef-
fects were found for behavior flexibility. Additionally, 
Michie and Sheehan-Quinn’s (2001) study of publicly 
quoted UK manufacturing and service-sector organiza-
tions detected that increased functional flexibility was 
significantly positively correlated with organizational 
innovation and perceived financial performance. Re-
sults of Lepak, Takeguchi, and Snell (2003) were also 
consistent with this idea, as they found that extensive 
reliance on employment systems based on functional 
flexibility was beneficial for firm performance.

In contrast to functional flexibility practices, exter-
nal numerical flexibility is not as clearly supported by 
empirical results. On the one hand, Lepak et al. (2003) 
found that relying on contract work was positively as-
sociated with financial measures of performance, and 
Valverde, Tregaskis, and Brewster (2000) reported 
that “the greater the proportion of temporary work-
ers present in an organization’s workforce, the more 

likely the organization is to report a profit in excess of 
turnover.” On the other hand, Valverde et al. (2000) 
could not find any statistically significant relationship 
between performance and the proportion of part-time 
contracts, fixed-term contracts, subcontracting, or an-
nualized hours. Additionally, Delery and Doty (1996) 
found that employment security had a strong, positive 
relation with financial performance in the banking 
industry, thus suggesting that contingent work, which 
is based on no warranty of long-term employment, 
could damage organizational performance. There are 
even authors who conclude that the introduction of 
numerical flexibility can “reduce or even destroy the 
positive correlation otherwise found between invest-
ment in HR and corporate performance” (Michie & 
Sheehan, 2005). 

Finally, internal numerical flexibility seems to 
be positively related to performance. On analyzing 
27 studies, Kauffeld, Jonas, and Frey (2004) found 
that flexible work schedules had positive effects on 
employee productivity, job satisfaction, and employee 
absenteeism. The results of Shepard, Clifton, and 
Kruse (1996) also showed that flexible work schedules 
contributed to improvements of about 10% in produc-
tivity. However, it is worth noting that different forms 
of internal numerical flexibility may have dissimilar 
effects on performance. Stavrou (2005) found that 
what she called “non-standard work patterns” (which 
mainly included annual contracts, part-time work, 
job sharing, and flextime) decreased staff turnover, 
while “non-standard work hours” (weekend work, 
shift work, and overtime) increased turnover. These 
results brought Stavrou (2005) to suggest that the more 
“worker-friendly” practices can have a positive impact 
on performance, but that the effect can be just the op-
posite when the hours employees work is changed at 
the employer’s will to meet increased workloads.

Contingent view

Empirical research that has adopted a contingent line 
of enquiry on the flexibility-performance link is scarcer 
and has reached less significant results than the uni-
versalistic framework.

Definitions of contingency factors adopted in this 
research differ, ranging from the firm’s business ac-
tivity, through organizational strategy, to workforce 
characteristics or management practices. For example, 
in the case of telework, Pérez, Sánchez, and de Luis 
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(2002) studied quite diverse contingency factors and 
found that the managers that perceived higher benefits 
and barriers for telework could be found in smaller, 
younger, more innovative companies and in companies 
without training programs for employees.

Functional flexibility seems to have a more positive 
relation with performance in firms high in technologi-
cal intensity (Lepak, Takeguchi, & Snell, 2003), and in 
firms pursuing a quality or innovation strategy (Michie 
& Sheehan, 2005). Additionally, its combination with 
high performance work systems seems also to im-
prove financial performance and innovation (Michie 
& Sheehan, 2001).

Turning to external flexibility, Michie and Sheehan 
(2005) found that organizational strategy was a relevant 
contingency factor, as they reported “a negative correla-
tion between pursuing an innovator/quality approach 
and the use of externally flexible labour.” Additionally, 
the characteristics of contingent workers are emerging 
as a relevant contingency factor (Lautsch, 2002), to the 
point that “differences between contingent workers and 
permanent workers may be less significant than differ-
ences between types of contingent work” (Connelly & 
Gallagher, 2003).

Configurational View

Firms seem to face an intrinsically conflictive nexus 
between flexibility and stability in human resources 
management (Buyens, Auger, Dany, & Wilthagen, 
2006). On the one hand, the volatile environment 
presses HR professionals to create flexibility in the 
human resources of their companies, both in numerical 
and functional terms. On the other hand, if they want 
“to maintain a motivated and committed workforce, 
it is important to create some continuity and stability 
within the firm” (Dewettinck et al., 2006). For this 
reason, some combination of functional and numeri-
cal flexibility could be positive for firms, which would 
support the configurational view. 

Available research seems to agree with this comple-
mentary view of functional and external flexibility 
(Fernandez-Rios, Rico, Martin, & de la Corte, 2005; 
Ko, 2003). Lepak et al. (2003) reported that return on 
equity was higher for firms that used both knowledge-
based employment (which rather resembles functional 
flexibility) and contract work (which relies on external 
flexibility) than for firms that used only one or neither 
of these employment modes. In other words: the use of 

specific forms of numerical and functional flexibility 
was associated with better firm performance, but the 
combination of both was more beneficial for perfor-
mance than relying on only one or neither of them.

Other types of FWP seem to form coherent bundles, 
as well. For example, Long (2001), observed that some 
forms of financial and functional flexibility tended to 
be used together, since he found a significant, positive 
relationship between the use of group-based pay and 
functional flexibility practices.

FUTURE TRENDS

Future research might be enriched by a better under-
standing of the intervening variables in the relation-
ship between FWP and organizational performance. 
Behavioral, managerial, and technological variables 
offer promising results. For instance, FWP should 
result in better performance if managers are compe-
tent in managing a blended workforce of contingent 
and permanent employees, or if they understand the 
implications of the multi-employer situation generated 
by several forms of numerical flexibility (see Rubery, 
Earnshaw, Marchington, Cooke, & Vincent, 2002). 

Also, adequate use of technology could enable firms 
to elicit higher results from their FWP. For example, 
Fenner and Renn (2004) suggest that technology-as-
sisted supplemental work (a combination of numerical 
and locational flexibility) could lead to superior indi-
vidual performance if appropriately managed. More 
research is needed on the role of ICT in the adoption 
of FWP by firms, as well as on their influence on the 
FWP-performance link.

CONCLUSION

The concept of flexible working practices includes a 
wide range of practices, which can have both opposing 
and complementary effects on organizational perfor-
mance. The issues summarized in this article show that 
more research is needed in order to clearly understand 
when different types of FWP can have a positive or a 
negative impact on performance. Specifically, the effects 
of these practices seem to vary depending on whether 
they are implemented in isolation or in bundles, and 
on the organizational circumstances in which they take 
place. This may complicate HR managers’ decisions on 



���  

Exploring the Link between Flexible Work and Organizational Performance

the optimal combination of FWP for their organizations, 
a question that has become crucial in today’s turbulent 
working environments.
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KEY TERMS

Contingent Work: Any job in which an individual 
does not have an explicit or implicit contract for long-
term employment.

Financial Flexibility: Reward policies that link 
a part of remuneration to some indicator of interest, 
in order to adapt pay expenses to macro-economic 
and labor market variables or to the individual or the 
organizational activity.

Functional Flexibility: Ability of a firm to vary 
the type of labor they use without resorting to the 
external labor market; it is accomplished primarily by 
having a labor force that is able to carry out a wide 
range of tasks.

Labor Flexibility: The competence to efficiently 
adapt the firm’s available human resources and to 
change work organization in order to meet variations 
in demand and product diversification. It includes 
financial flexibility, locational flexibility, functional 
flexibility, and numerical flexibility.

Locational Flexibility: Working practice that 
fosters the variation of the physical place from which 
workers carry out their activity: work can be done from 
home, on the move between two locations, or at another 
office (of the same organization, or of a client or sup-
plier). Also the distance from the “traditional” client or 
collaborator implies locational flexibility, for example: 
virtual work-teams or distance teaching. It can include 
mobile work, house-based work, and telework.

Numerical Flexibility: Ability of a firm to vary the 
number or the distribution of work hours in a given 
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period of time. This ability can be reached through 
changes in the amount of hours worked by the firm’s 
employees, without resorting to the external labor 
market (“internal” numerical flexibility), or by the 
variation in the number of workers employed through 
the resort to the external labor market (“external” nu-
merical flexibility).

Telework: Form of work, in the context of an 
employment contract, where the tasks are carried out 
away from the employer’s premises on a regular basis, 
with the use of information technology to change the 
accepted geography of work.

Work-Life Policies: Work policies that allow people 
to exercise control over when, where, and how they 
work, with the intention to support personal equilibrium 
between life inside and outside paid work.
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Topic: Staffing the Organization: E-Recruitment and Selection Processes

INTRODUCTION

An information system (IS) is “a set of people, pro-
cedures, and resources that collects, transforms, and 
disseminates information in an organization. A system 
that accepts data resources as input and processes 
them into information products as output” (O’Brien 
& Marakas, 2005). Likewise, the definition of human 
resource information Systems (henceforth HRIS) can 
be expressed as an IS that deals only with information 
related directly to the human resource management 
(HRM) area (Tannenbaum, 1990).

Initially, computerized HRIS were only useful for 
administrative purposes. However, in the course of 
the last decade, that tendency has changed markedly 
and a strategic re-orientation of these applications 
is nowadays considered desirable and necessary for 
companies competing in today’s uncertain, complex 
and ever-developing environment. This phenomenon 
has turned HRIS into a major strategic means, capable 
of providing information about the actual capacity of 
the firm, its potential, and the potential of its competi-
tors.

This research paper aims to provide an in-depth 
analysis of HRIS usage as a tool for assisting in recruit-
ment decisions. This was carried out in accordance with 
the empirical findings of a quantitative research on 
selection and recruitment processes in Spanish firms. 
This paper reports and evaluates the major results of this 
current study and discusses its theoretical and practical 
implications with a view to increasing the effectiveness 
of HRIS usage for its recruitment processes.
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BACKGROUND

The HRM function involves the whole range of activi-
ties occurring from the job opening in a company until 
the employee leaves his or her post; in other words, 
the post has to be filled at the time when an employee 
leaves it (Fernández Sánchez, 2005). Therefore, HRM 
addresses a wide variety of activities, with the main 
concern being the identification of the staffing needs 
required by the firm and whether to use independent 
contractors or do the hiring in order to recruit and train 
the best employees. The whole array of these activi-
ties is called “recruitment process.” HRM activities 
should also:

• Deal with performance issues
• Manage the organization’s approach to employee 

benefits and compensation;, employee records 
and personnel policies

• Promote the right employees
• Implement managerial practices compliant with 

HRM regulations. 

When concentrating upon the recruitment process, 
the first step would be whether it should be run as 
internal or external recruitment. Internal recruitment 
occurs when a firm fills a vacant position with a member 
of its own staff, whether by transferring an employee 
(horizontal movement within the hierarchical structure 
of the organization) or by promoting him/her (vertical 
movement). It could also combine both movements, or 
even be based on personnel development programmes 
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(Armstrong, 1992; Attwood & Dimmock, 1996; 
D’Aboville & Bernié, 1991). The external recruitment 
refers to the decision of filling a vacant position with a 
candidate alien to the firm, using several recruitment 
techniques (Deguy, 1989; Gómez-Mejía, Balkin, & 
Cardy, 2007; Peña Baztán, 1990). 

The optimal use of internal recruitment processes 
requires possessing an updated and accurate knowledge 
of the personnel (Leal Millán, Alfaro, Rodríguez, & 
Román, 1999), where an HRIS can prove particularly 
useful. A human resource inventory, also known as 
an Internal IS, is probably the simplest and cheapest 
IS that can be developed. It consists of a database (a 
structured collection of records) that keeps the largest 
possible amount of detailed information about the 
employees. Basic data to be included in this database 
are personal details, recruitment dates, prior positions 
held, promotions, and several other observations about 
the employees’ performance and potential (Peña Ba-
ztán, 1990).

Table 1 summarizes and compares the arguments 
in favor and against each type of recruitment, based on 
the works of Armstrong (1992), Attwood et al. (1996), 
Besseyre des Horts (1988), Camerer and Vepsalainen 
(1988), Claver, Gascó, and Llopis (1996), D’Aboville et 
al. (1991), Datta and Dodgson (1993), Díez de Castro et 
al. (2002), Gómez-Mejía et al. (2007), Guthrie (1994), 
Huber (1991), Leal Millán et al. (1999), Nonaka and 
Takeuchi (1995), Sánchez García (1993), Stata (1989) 
and Ulrich, Jick, and Von Glinow (1993).

According to Table 1, the internal recruitment is ap-
parently more advantageous than the external method. 
This is why several academics (e.g., Deguy, 1989; Díez 
de Castro et al., 2002; Peña Baztán, 1990) recommend 
this option whenever it is feasible and suitable. Only 
in those cases where this is not valid or sufficient, the 
company must resort to external recruitment. Neverthe-
less, it is necessary to keep in mind that this statement 
should be taken cautiously since, on occasion, internal 
recruitment sources could easily lead to disappointments 
and frustration instead of stimulating motivation and 
self-esteem.

Also, in order to ensure that all internal and ex-
ternal applications, if any, are considered equally, 
the former should be complemented with the most 
detailed information available (Besseyre des Horts, 
1988, 2002). There is no perfect recruitment method 
and the choice will have to be made on the basis of 
the particular circumstances of the company and its 
objectives. Therefore, for practitioners to be able to 
decide upon their course of action, it would seem best 
to look at what companies are doing from an empiri-
cal point of view. In this way, these companies bring 
real-life perspective and experience to HR managers 
by means of their recruitment and information man-
agement policies.

Table 1. Internal vs. external recruitment

Internal recruitment External recruitment

advantages disadvantages advantages disadvantages

Lower cost Limited number of candidates Higher number of candidates Higher cost and slower process

Faster results Conflict of interests 

Better knowledge of candidates Lack of authority, due to excess 
of trust

No prior knowledge of candidates

Shorter socialization period Lack of innovation  and new ideas Encourages change and innovation Longer socialization period

Business culture is strengthened Business culture stagnation Encourages modifications in 
culture

Cultural shock 

Increases motivation  among 
employees

Discontent among non-selected 
individuals

May motivate negatively

Increases the build-up of knowl-
edge

Factor for attraction and upkeep 
of staff
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SELECTION AND RECRUITMENT IN 
SPANISH FIRMS. DATA ANALYSIS

Research Hypotheses and Methodology

In order to corroborate the literature based on the ex-
pert knowledge, this paper formulates two hypotheses 
for testing: 

Hypothesis 1: “Firms preferring internal recruitment 
decisions over external recruitment will perform better 
than those not doing it.”

This line of thought has been confirmed by Deguy 
(1989), Delaney and Huselid (1996), Delery and Doty 
(1996), Díez de Castro et al. (2002), Fairris (2004), 
Huselid (1995), Peña Baztán (1990), Pfeffer (1994, 
1998), and Wailerdsak and Suehiro (2004).

Hypothesis 2: “Firms deploying HRIS in their internal 
recruitment processes will perform better than those 
not doing it.”

Hypothesis 2 has been backed up by the works 
of Besseyre des Horts (1988, 2002), Cebrián (2001), 
Gómez-Mejia et al. (2007), Leal Millán et al. (1999), 
and Lee and Liebenau (2000). 

These hypotheses were tested by making use of 
an empirical research in Spanish firms with over 200 
employees (see Table 2 for technical details). The ques-
tionnaire and the statistical tools used in our study were 
previously tested in a similar research conducted within 
the boundaries of the province of Alicante (Spain).

A t-test concluded that there were no significant 
differences between the group of firms that did an-
swer and those who did not. As a consequence, the 
data here shown can be considered as valid indicators 
of the behavior of Spanish firms with more than 200 
employees. These research findings can therefore be 
considered as general statements for the recruitment 
policies of Spanish firms. 

Descriptive Findings 

Before testing hypotheses 1 and 2, a descriptive analysis 
of the use of HRIS in a firm helped to understand the 
implications and significance of this research. 

The first question examined if the surveyed firms 
would prefer internal recruitment techniques over go-
ing external, for which a simple frequency analysis 
was performed. The results showed that 69% of the 
firms did so “frequently” or “always.” The fact that 
only 4.8% of the firms report that they express very 
little or no preference at all for internal over external 
recruitment reinforces this impression. The reasons for 
this affinity towards internal recruitment can be found 
in its advantages over external recruitment, as seen in 
the literature review.

With regard to the type of IS implemented by the 
surveyed firms, over two-thirds (77.5%) emphasize 
that they use manual HRIS; that is, traditional filing 
systems, because they are cheaper and easier to handle. 
In addition to this finding, almost half of the surveyed 
firms report that they use computerized HRIS, a fact 
that follows an upward trend according to the results 
of the previous experimental research. (In early 2004, 
only 38.6% of the survey respondents supported this 
statement).

Together with the previously mentioned results, 
this descriptive research found that every stage of the 
recruitment process is susceptible of being performed 
by computer-based applications. In particular, applicant 
tracking systems seem easy and useful enough to be 
deployed by 62% of these organizations. However, a 
negative correlation appears between the degree of so-
phistication of the HRIS applications and their presence 
in the firms. It would seem as though the firms had a 
tendency to manage their more complex and sensitive 
HRM tasks in the traditional way rather than by imple-
menting a computer-based HRIS application. 

We also expressed interest in determining how 
the use of HRIS could be linked to certain structural 
characteristics. A chi-squared test indicated that only 
two types of organizations are actually affected by 
the use of HRIS: parent firms over subsidiaries, and 
larger over smaller firms. These findings lead us to 
think that the organizational structure complexity may 
achieve a significant impact on whether relying upon 
computer-based HRIS for managing a firm’s recruit-
ment policies. 

Table 2. Technical description of the research

Scope Spain

Date February 2005

Response rate 334 valid answers (11.1%)

Standard error 5.2%1
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Hypothesis 1: The firms that prefer internal recruit-
ment decisions over external recruitment will perform 
better than those who do not do it.

As discussed in the previous section, it has been 
established that those firms that use primarily internal 
recruitment processes seem more satisfied with their 
decision. Table 3 illustrates the use of internal recruit-
ment by the firms in relation to the perceived degree 
of satisfaction with the outcomes of such a decision. It 
is clearly demonstrated that there is a positive relation 
between following an internal recruitment strategy and 
the performance of the firm dimensions.

Hypothesis 2: The firms that deploy HRIS in their 
internal recruitment processes will perform better than 
those who do not do it. 

Table 4 illustrates the effect of deploying HRIS on 
the perceived performance of recruiting good candidates 
internally. In particular, almost 90% of the firms that use 
HRIS for this task agree on its being “quite” or “plenty” 
beneficial. It is also noteworthy that only one company 
has valued this item as “not beneficial at all.”

Additionally, a chi-squared test confirmed the direct 
relationship between both variables, so that it can be 
stated that those firms relying on internal recruitment 

processes based on HRIS applications achieve better 
outcomes in the performance of the appointed candidate 
than those who do not.

Finally, in order to find whether this result would 
be the same regardless of the company using internal 
or external recruitment methods, another chi-squared 
test was carried out. The results obtained point out 
that a connection can be established between the use 
of HRIS and the perceived outcomes of the process. 
Therefore, it is confirmed statistically that the HRIS 
contribute in a positive manner to the outcomes of the 
recruitment process and, in consequence, to the overall 
performance of the firm. This evidence agrees, once 
more, with hypothesis 2.

FUTURE TRENDS

After analyzing the results of this research, it remains 
quite clear that firms are moving from traditional IS to 
computerized HRIS following a slow but steady trend; 
and they are doing so for every aspect of HRM. Among 
other motivations underlying this development, we can 
include their raw necessity to adapt to the requirements 
of more complex organizations, together with imitation 
issues (benchmarking policies), and the uprising of more 
knowledgeable and qualified HR managers. 

None Poorly  
satisfactory

Moderately 
satisfactory Satisfactory Very  

satisfactory
Addition of the 
last two

Use of internal 
recruitment

Seldom 0% 0% 3 (30.0%) 6 (60.0%) 1 (10.0%) 7 (70.0%)

Occasionally 0% 0% 12 (15.0%) 58 (72.5%) 10 (12.5%) 68 (85.0%)

Sometimes 0.8% 0% 11 (8.7%) 97 (76.4%) 18 (14.2%) 115 (90.6%)

Often 0% 0% 5 (6.9%) 44 (61.1%) 23 (31.9%) 67 (93.0%)

Always 0% 0% 1 (5.0%) 11 (55.0%) 8 (40.0%) 19 (95.0%)

Table 3.Degree of satisfaction with the outcomes of the recruitment process

 Perceived outcomes recruitment/ selection

 Not beneficial at all A little Quite Plenty

Internal recruitment and HRIS 
Yes 1 (0.3%) 31 (10.3%) 209 (69.4%) 60 (19.9%)

No 0 (0.0%) 7 (21.2%) 25 (75.8%) 1 (3.0%)

Table 4. Concurrence of HRIS usage and internal recruitment. Effects upon recruitment results.
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HRIS add competitive value to the firm as a whole 

and, specifically, to the HRM department. Despite this 
conviction, shared with many other academics in the 
field, the authors express reservations as to whether 
the information systems may provide businesses with 
a sustainable competitive advantage on their own. 
Classic strategic information systems benefited from 
their being first, but they soon became a commodity; 
some even consider them a compulsory asset in order 
to remain in the industry. Their pervasive use could 
even inhibit other firms from developing the strategic 
changes needed for succeeding in the near future. 

CONCLUSION

Regarding the recruitment aspects more specifically, 
the use of HRIS follows the same path. As such, it is 
remarkable to notice that the presence of traditional IS 
in the first stages of the recruitment process, namely 
gathering and filing candidates’ information, is still 
strong. However, the perceived improvements in 
the hiring outcomes when using computerized HRIS 
generate sufficient leverage for managers to introduce 
steadily these systems in their current agenda. 

Actually, the presence of these computerized appli-
cations is even scarcer for the most complex tasks, such 
as decision-making processes, because they require, in 
return, more sophisticated HRIS. This suggests that 
it is the developing stage of HRIS what leads to this 
unbalanced situation. 

In addition, over one-third of the firms deploy some 
HRIS application for every recruitment-related task, 
which indicates that: HRIS are not meant to be exclusive 
tools, although they are seldom used in combination 
with other methods, and these applications suffice as 
assisting and supporting devices, but they will never 
be able to substitute human criterion.

It was also observed that two groups of organiza-
tions stand out in the deployment of HRIS: the parent 
companies, with regard to their subsidiaries, and the 
largest firms in terms of number of employees. This 
seems a logical finding because their more complex 
structures may benefit more from the advantages of 
HRIS in order to increase the efficiency of their re-
cruiting processes. 

As for the main hypotheses tested in this research, 
even though both internal and external recruitment 
strategies are to be considered, internal recruitment is 

the favorite method for filling in vacant positions within 
the firms, which confirms the theoretical assumptions 
that asserted that the former is less costly and brings 
more advantages to the firms. At least, our evidence 
supports that a better performance is expected from the 
people recruited internally, which in turn will improve 
the overall business performance. 

The same can be stated of the synergies caused by 
the interaction between HRIS and internal recruitment. 
Business managers agree strongly on the positive effects 
that the advantages of the latter, and the better quality 
of information of the former, produce in the outcomes 
of the recruitment decisions. 

In any case, HRIS are found to be preferred in 
combination with other HRM practices, instead of 
being used alone. This reveals that human judgment 
is still the main criterion for making decisions in this 
area, albeit assessed or supported by the information 
provided by the HRIS. 
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KEY TERMS

Applicant Tracking Systems: Software applica-
tions that enable the electronic handling of corporate 
recruitment needs. Most include a corporate career 
site, allowing companies to post jobs on to their own 
websites, and applicants to log on their curricula 
vitae (abbreviated to CV). Candidates can apply for 
either specific or non-specific job vacancies. Effec-
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tive solutions store the candidate data into a database 
to allow efficient searching, filtering, and routing of 
applications.

External Recruitment: Process undertaken by a 
firm which, faced with the need to fill a vacant position, 
decides to do so with a candidate alien to the firm, by 
making use of several recruitment techniques.

Human Resource Information Systems (HRIS): 
Information systems that support HRM activities, 
deployed to compile, record, store, analyze, and re-
trieve information linked to an organization’s human 
resources. They may be computerized or manual; in 
the first case, they combine hardware-based resources 
(machines and media), software-based resources 
(programs and procedures), and network technologies 
(communications media and network support).

Information System (IS): A system, automated 
or manual, that comprises people, machines, and/or 
methods organized to collect, process, transmit, and 
disseminate data that represent user information. A 
set of people, procedures and resources that collects, 
transforms and disseminates information in an organiza-
tion. A system that accepts data resources as input and 
processes them into information products as output. 

Information: Data placed in a meaningful and useful 
context for an end user (O’Brien et al., 2005). 

Input: “Pertaining to a device, process, or channel 
involved in the insertion of data into a data processing 
system. Opposite of output.” (O’Brien et al., 2005)

Internal Recruitment: Process undertaken by a 
firm, which decides to fill a vacant position with a 
member of its own staff. This may be done by trans-
ferring an employee (horizontal movement within the 
hierarchical structure of the organization), by promoting 
him or her (vertical movement), by combining both 
movements, or by implementing personnel develop-
ment programs.

Online CV Management: An online, integrated 
solution using Web-based management tools that al-
lows applicants (job seekers) to submit (upload) and 
manage their electronic CV on the Internet.

Output: “Pertaining to a device, process, or chan-
nel involved with the transfer of data or information 
out of an information processing system. Opposite of 
input.” (O’Brien et al., 2005)

Traditional (Manual) or Legacy HRIS: Non-
automated HRIS based upon traditional information 
processing systems such as physical files or folders.

ENDNOTE

1 This error has been calculated for N=3000, as-
suming p=q and a confidence interval of 95%. 
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INTRODUCTION

Since the early 1990s, relationship-oriented approaches 
to product and services marketing have gained increas-
ing interest by research and practice. While the overall 
approach of managing customer interactions has been 
inherent to the ways of doing business ever since, the 
recent change from transaction-oriented to relation-
ship-oriented marketing is typically considered as a 
major paradigm shift (Grönroos, 2004). The current 
boom of customer relationship management concepts 
and solutions is only one indicator of this development. 
However, while relationship marketing has been dis-
cussed in various contexts such as business-to-business 
and business-to-consumer marketing, little attention so 
far has been paid to the question of what such an ap-
proach could add to the human resources field. This is 
astonishing as labor markets due to demographic effects 
and other changes in labor offer and demand tend to 
get increasingly narrow. Thus, traditional approaches 
to personnel marketing might no longer be sufficient 
and new concepts for the successful recruitment of 
qualified staff might be needed. Therefore, our research 
question is: How can we transfer the concepts of rela-
tionship marketing to personnel recruitment and what 
are potential benefits of such an approach? In order 
to answer this question, we present an approach for 
the IS-supported management of employer-candidate 
relationships. We outline two major dimensions of the 
approach together with selected validation results. The 
objective is to enhance human resources information 
systems (HRIS) research and to present an approach 
that could potentially assist employers in better facing 
mid-term shortages of qualified staff on a drastically 
changing labor market.

BACKGROUND

Information technology in recent years has drastically 
changed the human resources function. Providing 
support for mainly administrative activities such as 
payroll and attendance management at the beginning, 
the past decade has been characterized by an increased 
usage of information technology for the attraction of 
qualified staff as well as for the generation and the 
processing of applications. Online job ads on corporate 
websites or internet job boards, online CV databases, 
e-mail and form-based applications and applicant 
management systems are only few examples of this 
trend. While this development is assumed to provide 
employers with means to attract large volumes of 
candidates at low cost (Lievens & Harris, 2003), it has 
also increased the complexity within the recruitment 
function as job seekers show different propensities to 
use online information and application channels. Thus, 
for recruiters it has become more difficult to determine 
which channel to choose for the posting of a specific 
vacancy and what application channels to promote for 
the different target groups. To choose an unsuited per-
sonnel marketing channel for the posting of a job ad or 
restricting application channels to channels that are not 
preferred by the target group might limit the number of 
incoming applications and thus lower the possibilities 
of successfully recruiting a candidate coming as close 
as possible to the defined target profile. Posting a job 
ad in several or too many channels and offering a wide 
range or too many application channels, in turn, might 
result in such masses of incoming applications that a 
rapid identification, selection and hiring of the most 
suited candidate might be hindered, too. As a result, a 
deep understanding of the each specific target group and 
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of the respective candidates’ preferences is needed in 
order to assure an efficient recruitment process leading 
to the successful employment of a suited applicant. 

In parallel to this development classical marketing 
in the past decade has seen a shift from a transaction- 
to a relationship-oriented marketing approach with 
customer relationship management (CRM) being only 
one example of this paradigm shift. By creating and 
actively managing long-lasting customer relationships 
and analyzing customer data supported by information 
systems, this approach has been shown to substantially 
increase companies’ profitability (Wilson, Daniel, & 
McDonald, 2002). Typically, customer relationship 
management is separated into strategy-, process- and 
systems-oriented approaches. While strategy-centered 
approaches consider CRM as a customer-focused con-
cept of the enterprise with the objective of identifying, 
winning and retaining customers (Wilson et al., 2002), 
the process-oriented perspective aims at analyzing and 
improving all processes and activities related to the 
interaction and contact with the customer (Schmid, 
Bach, & Österle, 2000). Systems-oriented approaches 
to CRM, finally, see an integrated information system 
as the basis for successful customer retention (Ryals 
& Payne, 2001). A common element, however, often 
lies in the fact that CRM is considered as a closed 
loop in which a company dynamically learns from its 
interactions with its customers and feeds this infor-
mation back into the future management of its cus-
tomer relationships (Selnes & Sallis, 2003; Zikmund, 
McLeod, & Gilbert, 2003). A customer segment in 
this context is considered as a group of customers that 
within the group are highly homogeneous but as much 
heterogeneous from other segments as possible. This 
process of customer segmentation serves at reducing 
the complexity in customer interactions by designing 
the marketing measures on the segment- and not on 
the customer-level (Wilson et al., 2002). 

In addition to these distinctions, Hippner et al. (2004) 
in their work separate two major dimensions of a CRM 
system. These are the operational and the analytical 
customer relationship management. Operational CRM 
represents all activities dealing with the management 
of the customer contact. As an important element 
in this context lies in the integration of the various 
customer interaction channels and of the information 
transported over these channels, operational CRM 
is also referred to as communicative or cooperative 
CRM (Alt, Puschmann, & Österle, 2005; Chamoni, 

Düsing, & Stock, 2004). An additional activity within 
operational CRM is represented by the implementa-
tion of the insights gained from the analytical CRM 
with regard to the different customer segments’ needs 
concerning marketing, sales and other related services. 
Different authors with regard to these activities have 
suggested different forms of IS-support. Hippner et 
al. (2004) and Berchtenbreiter (2004), for example, 
suggested supporting operational CRM by means of a 
content management system in order to represent the 
unstructured information that typically arises from the 
interactions with customers. Also, different software 
modules have been suggested to support front office 
activities thus allowing for marketing automation 
(Engelbrecht, Hippner, & Wilde, 2004; Schumacher & 
Meyer, 2003), sales automation (Winkelmann, 2004), 
and service automation (Schöler, 2004).

In separation from the operational CRM concept, 
analytical CRM deals with the analysis and mining of 
customer data in order to enable an improved operational 
CRM. Various kinds of data are cited in literature as 
being suited for such approaches. These data should 
be stored in an integrated data warehouse that serves 
as a basis for different retrieval and analysis tools 
(Alt et al., 2005). One means to analyze such data is 
online analytical processing (OLAP) that allows for 
the analysis of relevant indicators according to criteria 
previously known or defined (Gallegos, 1999). A typi-
cal example is the analysis of a company’s turnover 
according to different products, regions or periods of 
time. Different data operations or manipulations provide 
different perspectives on the resulting data cube (e.g. 
by shifting between levels of aggregation). However, 
OLAP is not suited for the exploration of data as it as-
sumes that the user is able to specify the dimensions of 
analysis in advance. This shortcoming is addressed by 
data mining methods that allow for the recognition of 
patterns or unknown interrelations within a given data 
set (Schumacher et al., 2003). Different methods such 
as data classification, regression, cluster analysis, and 
others support the extraction of information from the 
data stored (Chamoni et al., 2004). However, careful 
attention needs to be paid to the fact that some causali-
ties might be extracted erroneously due to accidental 
patterns within the data; a situation that can be prevented 
by integrating theoretical or statistical considerations 
prior to the analysis (Schröder, 2002). 
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THE CaRM APPROACH TO  
RECRUITMENT

In analogy to these considerations, we designed a 
framework for a relationship management approach 
to personnel recruitment. We refer to this framework 
as the Candidate Relationship Management or CaRM 
approach. We argue that conflating relationship mar-
keting and personnel marketing might assist companies 
in facing the challenges of an increasingly competitive 
labor market. Of course, one could oppose that an 
applicant cannot be compared to a “repeat customer” 
or that many employers even prevent their candidates 
from “repeated” interactions (e.g., by sending multiple 
applications for the same position at different points 
in time or for several different positions at a single 
point in time). While this is certainly true, we con-
sider the process of transforming external people into 
candidates and then into applicants as a relationship 
that is worth being managed. Also, as scarcities of 
different skill sets emerge on the labor market com-
panies will be obliged to more frequently implement 
long-term approaches to the recruitment of highly 
qualified candidates for strategic positions. Finally, 
from the previous considerations on the increased 
complexity in personnel recruitment it has become 
clear that employers need to establish approaches that 
lead to a better understanding of the behavior and the 
preferences of their different target groups. 

It is for these reasons that we consider the fusion 
of relationship marketing and personnel marketing as 

a promising goal. However, the CaRM approach is 
not limited to personnel marketing. It rather represents 
an approach that impacts the entire recruitment func-
tion and not solely the candidate attraction phase. By 
segmenting candidates according to their job search 
behavior as well as their informational needs and by 
systematically mining applicant data, we aim to provide 
the basis for a learning loop bridging personnel attrac-
tion and selection. Therefore, as depicted in Figure 1 
below the CaRM approach is positioned right at the 
core of the recruitment function between the candidate 
attraction and the applicant selection stages. 

Similar to customer relationship management, 
capturing and storing all relevant data within a single 
information system is critical to our CaRM approach. 
Therefore, we suggest enriching the candidate data 
provided as part of the application process by comple-
mentary data such as demographic and psychographic 
data and also by systemically capturing the data emerg-
ing from the interaction between an employer and 
its candidates. As employees dealing with personnel 
marketing, applicant screening and personnel selection 
are engaged in this process, HR experts and employees 
from specialized departments are in charge of gather-
ing data. This is why the CaRM approach potentially 
impacts any employee involved in the recruitment 
process and not only the experts in charge of person-
nel marketing.

Once the relevant data are stored in the system, we 
in line with the above considerations suggest separat-
ing an operational and an analytical approach to the 

Figure 1. The CaRM approach
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relationship management with candidates. While the 
operational CaRM supports activities such as the 
definition and implementation of the recruitment and 
application channel strategy for a specific candidate 
segment, the analytical CaRM provides the necessary 
information for these activities from the systematic 
analysis of the candidate data by means of OLAP and 
data mining methods. Figure 2 illustrates a sample data 
cube for candidate data.

In order to validate the approach, we carried out 
a survey with over 10,000 Internet job seekers. Data 
were generated in 2005 by means of a questionnaire 
publicly available on the internet. The questionnaire 
was promoted by means of e-mails, banners, and press 
releases. While the entire validation activities are out of 
scope of this article, we at least want to outline selected 
results from this research. The entire results from the 
survey can be found in Keim, König, Weitzel, Fritsch, 
and von Westarp (2005a). 

In order to validate the approach, we used an online 
questionnaire containing 32 questions on the informa-
tion and application channels currently used by job 
seekers in their job search activities. As part of the 
questionnaire, participants were provided with two sets 
of items concerning their personal values and their job 

or employer requirements. This list was adapted from 
Kirchgeorg and Lorbeer (2002). Following the data 
collection, we analyzed our survey data. In a first step, 
we considered our data on an aggregated level only. 
Then, we analyzed the data as part of an approach com-
parable to the above OLAP approach. We segmented 
our data according to three candidate segments being 
the candidates’ career level, their field of studies and 
their occupational group. The analysis revealed that we 
were indeed able to identify interesting differences in 
the candidates’ information and application behavior. 
Finally, in an attempt of data mining we clustered the 
candidates according to their personal values and job 
requirements. Similarly to Kirchgeorg et al. (2002), we 
were able to cluster our participants according to their 
personal values as well as their job requirements and 
to reveal interrelations between these clusters. 

Despite the fact that many employers today might not 
feel to be in a position to capture candidates’ personal 
values and employer requirements at the application 
stage, the results show that the overall CaRM approach 
and its methods are consistent and applicable. Also, the 
results already at this stage prove to be insightful for 
many HR experts desiring to understand the behavior 
of their target groups as well as the success or failure 
of their personnel marketing measures. 

Figure 2. Sample OLAP data cube for candidate data
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FUTURE TRENDS

Anticipating further future trends is difficult as we con-
sider already the CaRM approach as one such potential 
future trend. As companies increasingly adopt appli-
cant management systems, they in our eyes move one 
step toward the operational management of candidate 
relationships. Also, the adoption of company internal 
databases containing high volumes of candidate profiles 
provides the basis for an analytical processing of these 
data (e.g., see Keim, Malinowski, and Weitzel (2005b) 
or Keim and Weitzel (within this Encyclopedia) for the 
underlying adoption issues). Thus, from an adoption 
perspective we see strong arguments supporting the 
CaRM approach. Furthermore, we regard the develop-
ment of IS support for personnel selection and team 
staffing as a major future challenge. We are convinced 
that such decision support will be a major element of a 
potential future analytical support for the recruitment 
function. First approaches to such decision support 
can be found in Malinowski, Keim, Wendt, and Weit-
zel (2005). Even the clustering approach previously 
presented could potentially be considered as such an 
approach as companies might want to define and recruit 
certain profile types from a specific subset of the data 
cube. Finally, the CaRM approach not necessarily needs 
to be limited to external candidates or applicants. We 
anticipate further potential in extending the approach 
to a company’s current employees and thus by linking 
CaRM to the personnel development field. 

CONCLUSION

In this article, we presented an approach transferring 
relationship marketing to the personnel recruitment 
field. We identified the operational and the analyti-
cal management of relationships with candidates as 
major dimensions of our CaRM approach. While the 
operational CaRM covers all aspects dealing with the 
direct contact between the candidate and the employer 
(e.g., the selection of targeted recruitment channels 
and instruments or the management of service-related 
processes and applicant touch points, the analytical 
CaRM comprises the systematic analysis of candidate 
data through data mining and OLAP methods). In order 
to implement such activities, companies need to pay 
special attention to three major and highly interrelated 
challenges. These are the capturing of comprehensive 

candidate data together with their storage in a single 
software system, the precise planning of operational 
and analytical measures and the careful implementation 
and analysis of these measures. Overall, a relationship-
oriented approach to managing candidate relationships 
to us seems a promising path for any employer antici-
pating the future challenges of an increasingly narrow 
labor market. 
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KEY TERMS

Applicant: A person that has actively applied for 
a job within a specific company either by means of an 
application submitted for a specific job or by means 
of an unsolicited application. Therefore, an applicant 
can be separated from a job seeker by the fact that he 
or she has already progressed to a later stage of the job 
search process (e.g., from the sole search for informa-
tion to the application action).  

Candidate: A person that has applied for a job or 
that has been actively identified by the employer and that 
is considered relevant for a specific vacancy. Thus, not 
every applicant is necessarily regarded a candidate.

Candidate Relationship Management (CaRM): 
A candidate-centered approach to personnel marketing 
and even broader personal management that uses an 
integrated HRIS for capturing, storing and analyzing 
candidate data in order to enhance the cross-medial 
attraction, recruitment, and retention of candidates.  

Candidate Relationship Management (CaRM), 
Analytical: Those activities within CaRM that sys-
tematically capture and store candidate data in a data 
warehouse to analyze them through methods of data 
mining and online analytical processing (OLAP) and, 
thus, to continuously increase the effectiveness of the 
recruitment activities. 

Candidate Relationship Management (CaRM), 
Operational: Those activities within CaRM that deal 
with managing the direct contact and interaction with 
the candidates (e.g., applicant touch point management 
and the provision of other related services).  

Employer Branding: Those activities within the 
long-term personnel marketing that aim at proactively 
positioning an employer as an employer of choice 
among its key target groups. Typically, such activities 
include image advertisements in various channels or 
media. Recently, however, employers have also begun 
to analyze the positioning of their employer brand by 
questioning their internal and external target groups to 
derive empirically grounded employer messages. Whilst 
the perception of employer and corporate brand may 
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diverge, the employer brand needs to be positioned in 
consistency with the company’s corporate brand and, 
further, in distinction from competition’s employer 
brand on the labor market.  

Personnel Attraction: Any activity within person-
nel marketing that aims at recruiting a candidate for a 
concrete vacancy in the short- or mid-term (e.g., either 
by posting job ads in one or more online or off-line 
recruitment channels or by actively identifying and 
contacting candidates in CV databases or by any other 
suited measure).  

Personnel Marketing, Cross-Medial: Any mea-
sure aiming at recruiting qualified staff in the short-, 
mid-, or long-term. Therefore, the long-term personnel 
marketing or employer branding is separated from the 
short-term personnel marketing or personnel attraction. 
We refer to cross-medial personnel marketing as an 
approach that integrates different personnel market-
ing channels (Internet job boards, career sections of 
corporate Web-sites, print media, events, executive 
searchers) and application channels (Web forms, e-
mail, paper-based) and adapts these channels so that 
a streamlined job search process for each of the target 
groups addressed is assured.
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Topic: Managing People and Technology in New Work Environments

INTRODUCTION

In the late 1960s, a new type of information system came 
about: model-oriented DSS or management decision 
systems. By the late 1970s, a number of researchers 
and companies had developed interactive information 
systems that used data and models to help managers ana-
lyze semistructured problems. These diverse systems 
were all called decision support systems (DSS). From 
those early days, it was recognized that DSS could be 
designed to support decision-makers at any level in an 
organization. DSS could support operations, financial 
management, and strategic decision making.

Group decision support systems (GDSS) which aim 
at increasing some of the benefits of collaboration and 
reducing the inherent losses are interactive information 
technology-based environments that support concerted 
and coordinated group efforts toward completion of 
joint tasks (Dennis, George, Jessup, Nunamaker, & 
Vogel, 1998). The term group support systems (GSS) 
was coined at the start of the 1990s to replace the term 
GDSS. The reason for this is that the role of collaborative 
computing was expanded to more than just supporting 
decision making (Patrick & Garrick, 2006). For the 
avoidance of any ambiguities, the latter term shall be 
used in the discussion throughout this article.

Human resources (HR) are rarely expected like 
other business functional areas to use synthesized data 
because HR groups have been primarily connected 
with transactional processing of getting data into the 
system and on record for reporting and historical pur-
poses (Dudley, 2007). For them soft data do not win 
at the table; hard data do. Recently, many quantitative 
or qualitative techniques have been developed to sup-
port human resource management (HRM) activities, 
classified as management sciences/operations research, 
multiattribute utility theory, multicriteria decision mak-
ing, ad hoc approaches, and human resource informa-

tion systems (HRIS) (Byun, 2003). More importantly, 
HRIS can include the three systems of expert systems 
(ES), decision support systems (DSS), and executive 
information systems (EIS) in addition to transaction 
processing systems (TPS) and management information 
systems (MIS) which are conventionally accepted as 
an HRIS. As decision support systems, GSS are able to 
facilitate HR groups to gauge users’ opinions, readiness, 
satisfaction, and so forth, increase their HRM activity 
quality, and generate better group collaborations and 
decision makings with current or planned HRIS ser-
vices. Consequently, GSS can help HR professionals 
exploit and make intelligent use of soft data and act 
tough in their decision-making process. 

BACKGROUND

In the early 1980s, academic researchers developed a 
new category of software to support group decision 
making. Execucom Systems developed Mindsight, the 
University of Arizona developed GroupSystems, and 
researchers at the University of Minnesota developed the 
SAMM system (Power, 2003). These are all examples 
of early group support systems. “A Group Support 
System could be any combination of hardware and 
software that enhances group work. GSS is a generic 
term that includes all forms of collaborative comput-
ing” (Turban, Aronson, & Liang, 2005, p. 374). The 
increased need for GSS arises from the fact that decision 
making is often a group phenomenon, and therefore 
computer support for communication and the integra-
tion of multiple inputs in decision support systems is 
required. The desire to use GSS therefore comes from 
the need of technological support for groups.

GSS are designed to remedy the dysfunctional 
properties of decision-making groups, such as group-
think, lack of coordination, information overload, 
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concentration block, and so forth. These systems are 
becoming popular in aiding decision making in many 
organizational settings by combining the computer, 
communication, and decision technologies to improve 
the decision-making process. These systems use a 
key tool to improve the quality of decisions made by 
a group. This key tool is the anonymity of members 
of a decision-making group. The purpose of GSS is to 
maximize the benefits of group work while minimizing 
the dysfunctions of group work. This maximization and 
minimization can be made possible by GSS mainly by 
two factors: anonymity and parallelism. 

MAIN FOCUS

Strengths and weaknesses of GSS

GSS provide support for communication, deliberation, 
and information flow especially for group activities that 
may be distributed geographically and temporarily. 
Group work has numerous benefits and advantages. 
First, groups are better at understanding problems and 
catching errors than individuals (Korpela, Sierila, & 
Tuorninen, 2001; Kwok & Khalifa, 1998). Second, 
a group has more information than any one member 
which when combined can create new knowledge. 
Third, working in a group stimulates creativity and 
synergy. Finally, groups balance out the risk-toler-
ant and risk-averse. GSS offer many benefits. First, 
GSS support parallel information processing, parallel 
computer discussion, and generation of ideas. Second, 
they promote anonymity, which allows shy people to 
contribute and helps prevent aggressive individuals 
from driving the meeting. Finally, these systems help 
keep the group on track and show the big picture. The 
two keywords here are parallelism and anonymity 
(Turban et al., 2005). 

Some of the potential dysfunctions of group work 
are not automatically eliminated by GSS: first, group-
think, as suggested above, where people begin to 
think alike and not tolerate new ideas; second, lack of 
coordination, excess time consumption, poor quality 
solutions, and nonproductive time; third, duplication of 
efforts and high cost of meetings, including travel; and 
finally, information overload, concentration blocking 
(disturbance from inappropriate influences, free-riding 
discussions), and group misrepresentation (improper 
or badly chosen groups) can be added as the potential 

dysfunctions of group work. Process dysfunctions are 
caused by structural characteristics of the group set-
ting that could hinder a group from reaching its full 
potential. Process dysfunctions hinder productivity 
because of unequal participation or unequal air time. 
This happens in a setting where only one person can 
take control of the floor. This sort of dysfunction can 
be countered by the use of computerized exchanges 
because people may enter their comments and thoughts 
simultaneously. Power (2003) utters that simultaneous 
expression of ideas may be beneficial to the quantity 
of ideas generated. This is because computers have the 
capacity for concurrency. Finally, process dysfunctions 
are usually caused by limitations in the structure and 
forms of meetings.

Social dysfunctions, as Power (2003) describes, can 
hinder group productivity through undesirable social 
processes that occur in the group. Social processes refer 
to those activities, actions, and operations that involve 
the interaction between people (De Millo, Lipton, & 
Perlis, 1979; NASA, 1996). For example, a group may 
limit the quality and quantity of input from any of its 
members by social processes such as evaluation ap-
prehension, conformity pressures, free riding, social 
loafing, cognitive inertia, socializing, and domination 
due to status imbalance, groupthink, and incomplete 
analysis. These problems arise from processes present 
in all groups and are rooted in the ways in which group 
members change their behavior to adapt to the group. 
Finally, the prevalent analysis of group decision mak-
ing is that social influences within the group lead the 
rational individual astray.

The view of GSS portrayed by Power (2003) is 
that they are text-based tools made with the purpose 
of remedying some problems of decision making in 
copresent groups. These systems claim to remove the 
social obstacles that prevent individuals from attaining 
their full potential in the group. Anonymity is central to 
achieving this full potential of individuals in a group. 
Shy people tend not to speak in a group discussion 
face-to-face. This hinders them from contributing to 
the group. GSS solve this problem by allowing these 
individuals to evade their shyness in the public and 
input their contributions through individual human 
computer interaction devices, thus achieving the goal 
of removing this social obstacle from these individuals 
and facilitating them to reach their full potential in the 
group. Meanwhile, the systems help prevent aggres-
sive individuals in the group from driving the meeting, 
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which is typically a potentially intimidating source to 
the shy people in a group.

Recent GSS Research Findings

Decision making in an organization today has become 
more the work of some form of group. Whether this 
group is a board, team, or a unit, important issues can 
be at stake. It is fair to ask, given the possible problems 
that occur in a group setting: Would the group setting 
have a negative effect on the quality of decisions that 
have to be made by the group? Current research in this 
area suggests that GSS, if implemented and used cor-
rectly, can improve the quality of group decision mak-
ing significantly by minimizing the negative effects of 
group decision making and by maximizing the benefits 
of group collaboration and decision making. GSS have 
come a long way since their inception. Current and 
previous research efforts have made significant findings 
on the effects of the numerous criteria that affect the 
decision-making process in a group setting while using 
GSS. The results show that while the Internet has made 
it easier and less costly to use GSS than ever before, 
the social effects of group decision making can have a 
significant effect on the quality of decisions made in a 
group setting using GSS. By manipulating things such 
as visual cues, group vs. individual-based incentives, 
anonymity, group size, feedback, leadership role, com-
munication mode, type of tool used, social presence 
(degree of personal connection in communication 
settings) (IJsselsteijn, 2003; Markopoulos et al., 2003; 
Nowak, 2001), face-to-face vs. distant, shift work or 
nonshift work, the fit between facilitation style and 
agenda structure, and finally, a relationship vs. a task 
focus, it is possible to significantly impact the quality 
of decisions made by a group using GSS.

According to Barkhi, Jacob, and Pirkul (2004), 
GSS are divided into two groups: distributed GDSS 
(DGDSS) and face-to-face GDSS (FGDSS). DGDSS 
groups consist of members who use GSS at the same 
time but at different places. On the other hand, FGDSS 
groups consist of members who use GSS at the same 
time and same place. The authors studied and compared 
the decision process and outcomes of groups that use 
FGDSS to those that use DGDSS. The results indicate 
communication mode and incentive structure can influ-
ence the effects of each other. Therefore, the appropriate 
design of incentive structures may be important to the 
success of virtual organizations. 

The Web-based multicriteria group support system 
(MCGSS), according to Lu, Zhang, and Wu (2005) 
and Zahir and Dobing (2002), is designed so that users 
can enter their preferences in an easily understood and 
user-friendly interface through a Web browser. They 
state that easy-to-learn and user-friendly interfaces are 
essential if GSS are to become more commonly used in 
organizational decision-making and that MCGSS uses 
a new visual mode of preference entry. The relative 
importance of any two objects is expressed through a 
pair of side-by-side bars drawn in a graphical window. 
The ratio of the heights of two bars represents the user’s 
relative preference for the two objects. Bar heights can 
be adjusted dynamically by dragging the mouse or 
utilizing some other device. Their article presents the 
design of a Web-based MCGSS that can be used by 
a group of geographically dispersed decision makers. 
This system takes advantage of Internet technology 
and enables a novel procedure to aggregate intensities 
of preferences. 

In line with Kim (2006), the role of leadership 
facilitates group processes by adding structure to 
group interaction. The effects of leadership on group 
performance in GSS settings still remains one of the 
least studied areas of GSS research. An analysis of 
comments by group leaders show that they are more 
efficient when making comments on group objectives 
and interaction structure, but this is only true in the 
early stages of group interaction. In the later stages, 
it is of increasing importance that group leaders make 
comments that encourage interaction and maintain 
cohesion between members of the group. Dennis and 
Wixom (2001/2002) present a meta-analysis investigat-
ing five moderators. These moderators are as follows: 
tool, the type of group, task, the size of the group, and 
facilitation. The authors studied their effects on GSS. 
Results of the study draw multiple conclusions. First, 
process satisfaction is less for decision-making tasks 
than it is for the idea-generation tasks. Second, the 
GSS tool itself influences decision quality. Finally, 
the authors conclude that group size is an important 
moderator when it comes to measuring satisfaction 
with the process and decision time.

Rutkowski, Fairchild, and Rijsman (2004) dem-
onstrate experimentally that in the context of dyadic 
conflict, patterns of interpersonal communication, sup-
ported by a particular group support system technology, 
affect the quality of decision making. The authors found 
that GSS are efficient tools that support intergroup 
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communication and relations. The authors also delved 
further into this topic and discussed the implications of 
their research on the study of intercultural negotiation 
and conflict resolution. They observed that groups are 
becoming increasingly important in organizations and 
that intercultural negotiation and conflict resolution use 
electronic groupware to facilitate communication and 
workflow. Barkhi (2005) compared the performance 
and information exchange truthfulness of groups under 
these various experimental conditions. The author uti-
lizes a game theory perspective to study the behavior 
of members in these groups. The results indicate that 
communication channel and incentive structure mitigate 
strategies that lead to decision choices and information 
exchange truthfulness among members in a group.

GSS can improve communication and learning as 
demonstrated by Bandy and Young (2002). Their study 
examined the impact of two collaborative technologies 
and a priming agent upon communication complexity 
and learning style in a group decision-making context. 
Their findings revealed that communication complexity 
was significantly greater in groups using GSS compared 
to groups using simple chat systems, suggesting that 
characteristics of the GSS served to structure discourse 
among group members. Burke (2001) examined how 
GSS learning environments (face-to-face vs. distant) 
and task difficulty level (simple vs. difficult) influ-
enced participation levels and social presence among 
accounting students working collaboratively on an 
accounting task. 

Hostager, Lester, Ready, and Bergmann (2003) 
examined the effects of agenda structure and facilita-
tor style on participant satisfaction and output quality 
in meetings employing GSS. This study indicates that 
GSS facilitators should try to find a fit between their 
facilitation style and the agenda structure, while not 
forgetting to adopt either a relationship or a task focus 
and ensuring that they are consistent with their choice. 
GSS are designed as an analysis tool to support the deci-
sion processes of a group. Inherent in the design is the 
developer’s desire to make the basic meeting process 
better either by increasing process gains or reducing 
process losses. Further, it is suggested by Martz and 
Sheperd (2003) that one way that GSS attack these 
losses is by providing immediate feedback. 

GSS IN THE REAL wORLD

There are three options for setting up GSS technologies. 
One of them is in a special-purpose decision room, 
another is at a multiple-use facility, and the third is a 
Web-based groupware with clients running wherever 
the group members are. 

Facilitating Meetings 

One example of the use of GSS is the system developed 
by a group of researchers at the University of Arizona 
to facilitate the organization of meetings. A typical 
meeting room consisted of a microcomputer for each 
participant, as well as a large projector for the display 
of either individuals’ work or the combined results of 
the group efforts. A typical meeting is composed of a 
three-tier process consisting of electronic brainstorm-
ing, idea generation, as well as voting. Under the elec-
tronic brainstorming phase, all group members typed 
at separate terminals using electronic brainstorming 
software, and recorded their ideas regarding ques-
tions posed for the day. Even though these sessions 
were anonymous, everyone could see the abundance 
of ideas. Additionally, an issue analyzer assisted the 
group in identifying and consolidating key ideas gen-
erated from the idea generation. Lastly, a voting tool 
provided various methods for prioritizing key terms. 
Here, even though voting is anonymous, the results are 
readily displayed for all to view. This group support 
system by Nunamaker, Briggs, Mittleman, Vogel, and 
Balthazard (1996/1997) was used at an IBM site. It was 
found that process structure helps focus the group on 
key issues and discourages irrelevant digressions and 
unproductive behaviors.

web-Based GSS 

A Web-based decision support system (DSS) is a 
DSS built with Web technologies so that the DSS 
users access with Web browsers through an Internet 
connection. In addition, Web-based DSS applications 
that are developed by companies may be deployed on 
company intranets to support internal business pro-
cesses or can be integrated into public corporate Web 
sites to enhance services to trading partners (Power & 
Kaparti, 2002). 
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Most Web-based DSS are currently individual DSS 

systems (Bharati & Chaudhury, 2004). On the contrary, 
Web-based GSS provide a broader approach to solving 
complex problems that are less structured. As noted 
earlier, there are a few Web-based GSS and one of 
them, GroupSystems, is a local area network-based 
client-server that exists for online collaboration. Several 
commercially available Web-based GSS products also 
contain decision-making tools. These products provide 
support to the group decision-making process with 
tools that facilitate brainstorming, idea generation, 
organization, prioritization, and consensus develop-
ment (Facilitate.com, 2006). 

Distance Learning

Several courseware packages that have GSS functions 
facilitate distance learning. They range from such tools 
like Blackboard, through Microsoft NetMeeting, to 
PlaceWare Virtual Classroom. Distance learning, as a 
tool, can be an effective part of GSS. Many corpora-
tions have taken advantage of it mostly through Web-
based streaming and other private company intranets. 
Distance learning, therefore, can act as a strong col-
laborative and knowledge management tool in GSS, 
with a distinctive feature, namely, being accessible 
every hour of the day.

GSS for Political Events

The multifaceted use of GSS is reflected in the dyna-
mism inherent in organizational structures. For instance, 
political risk associated with corporations’ decisions to 
expand internationally could be alleviated using GSS. 
This is because the key to analyzing political events is 
obtaining good information about these events. GSS 
thus provide higher reliability in accessing this needed 
information, through anonymity, simultaneity (may 
apply only to certain types of GSS), and documenta-
tion, features that are lacking in face-face interactions. 
Among other advantages, anonymity offers participants 
a greater degree of freedom in expressing their thoughts, 
and presents them with a greater sense of confidence 
to be more critical. Blanning and Reining (2005) sug-
gest a two-characteristic framework depending on 
whether analysis of the event under consideration is 
static or dynamic, as well as whether the analysis is 
one-dimensional or multidimensional.

FUTURE TRENDS

GDSS is transforming into GSS and the same ideol-
ogy used for enhancing group meetings is being used 
in other areas as well. The idea is not just to increase 
the effectiveness of decision making, but to incor-
porate the current improvements in communication 
technology to redefine collaboration. Anonymity is 
also becoming more and more widespread in this new 
Internet culture; its effects on collaboration are very 
interesting as discussed (e.g., allowing shy people to 
contribute and helping prevent aggressive individuals 
from driving the meeting). The findings presented in 
this article uncover the social effects that might affect 
group work. These findings can also be applied to other 
fields in which collaboration is experiencing growth 
as in education and social networking. By combing 
the Internet, emerging technologies, and the findings 
in social behavior as they relate to group work, with 
the exploding growth currently being experienced in 
communication, the results and the rate of introduc-
tion of new ways of collaborating will be absolutely 
amazing.

CONCLUSION

GSS, if implemented and used correctly, can improve 
the quality of group decision making significantly 
by minimizing the negative effects of group decision 
making and by maximizing the benefits of group col-
laboration and decision making. GSS have come a 
long way since their inception. Current and previous 
research efforts have made significant findings on the 
effects of the numerous criteria that affect the decision-
making process in a group setting while using GSS. 
The results show that while the Internet has made it 
easier and less costly to use GSS than ever before, the 
social effects of group decision making can have a 
significant effect on the quality of decisions made in a 
group setting using GSS. By manipulating things such 
as visual cues, group vs. individual-based incentives, 
anonymity, group size, feedback, leadership role, com-
munication mode, type of tools used, social presence, 
face-to-face vs. distant, shift work or nonshift work, 
the fit between facilitation style and agenda structure, 
and finally, a relationship vs. a task focus, it is possible 
to significantly improve the quality of decisions made 
by a HR group using GSS.
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KEY TERMS 

Distributed Group Decision Support Systems 
(DGDSS): Groups consisting of members who use a 
GDSS at the same time but at different places.

Face-to-Face Group Decision Support Systems 
(FGDSS): Groups consisting of members who use a 
GDSS at the same time and same place.

Group Polarization: The tendency of people to 
become more alike or extreme in their thinking fol-
lowing group discussion. It is also the phenomenon 
that is generally considered decision bias.

Group Support Systems (GSS): Can also be re-
ferred to as group decision support systems (GDSS). 
GSS is any combination of hardware and software 
that enhances group work. GSS is a generic term that 
includes all forms of collaborative computing.

Multicriteria Group Support Systems (MCGSS): 
GSS designed so that users can enter their preferences 
in an easily understood and user-friendly interface 
through a Web browser. Multicriteria is a linguistic 
term oriented fuzzy group decision making method 
which allows the group members to express their power, 
favor, and judgment in linguistic terms. See Lu et al. 
(2005) for reference of the model.

Social Presence: The degree to which people estab-
lish warm and personal connection with each other in a 
communication setting. Changes in the level of social 
presence can affect group communication.

Time/Place Framework: A framework for clas-
sifying IT communication support technologies. The 
matrix consists of four possibilities: same time/same 
place systems, same time/different place systems, 
different time/different place systems, and different 
time/same place systems.



��0 Topic: Present Concepts and Emerging Trends in HRIS and E-HRM

High Performance IT as Strategic Partner for 
HR Management
Ferdinando Pennarola
Bocconi University, Italy

Leonardo Caporarello
Bocconi University, Italy

Copyright © 2009, IGI Global, distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.

INTRODUCTION

The constant growth of the role that information 
technology (IT) is playing in business today has led 
to the development of new business models and new 
business processes (Cline & Guynes, 2001). In the 
modern business world, characterized by such things 
as internationalization and cooperation between organi-
zations from different industries, companies are faced 
with a great many challenges, including:

• The integration of data sources, applications, 
platforms, and businesses;

• The technological and organizational flexibility 
needed to respond efficiently to changes in the 
marketplace;

• The creation of systems that are reliable, robust, 
and flexible, and that are able to keep pace with 
the changing needs of their users;

• Product and service quality.

As such, companies are increasingly recognizing 
the importance of effective IT management (Broadbent 
& Weill, 1997).

As human resources management plays a critical 
role for an organization’s success (Jackson, Hitt, & 
DeNisi, 2003), all these mentioned challenges have 
implications for how human resources are managed. In 
particular, most of the human resources management 
has mainly focused on administrative aspects of HR 
(human resources) (Groe, Pyle, & Jamrog, 1996; Lawler 
& Mohrman, 2003). Moreover, although numerous stud-
ies have studied the potential for the human resource 
to be a strategic partner, human resources executives 
have not been strategic partners (Lawler, 1995; Lawler 
& Mohrman, 2000).The information technology offers 
the opportunity to free up HR from much of these 
administrative activities. Then, the human resource 

function could significantly focus on participating to 
build the organization’s strategy (Lawler et al., 2003). 
In fact, human resources information system (HRIS) 
allows, from one side, a self-service HR administra-
tive activities, and, from the other side, HR to gather 
strategic data and information in order to contribute 
to the business strategy formulation. The Lawler et 
al. study (2003) shows how HR is most likely to be 
a full strategic partner when an integrated HRIS ex-
ists. The globalization of business, the development 
of more flexible organization structures, the further 
development of information technology are some of 
the drivers of the necessity for HR information systems 
(Groe et al., 1996).

In light of the previous, the goal of managing infor-
mation technology resources is to be able to identify, 
select, and assess--and, when necessary, revise the initial 
decisions--a balanced, consistent set of IT products and 
services for both in-house users (employees and busi-
ness owners) and external users (customers, suppliers, 
partners, and the community).

BACKGROUND

Many organizations may be investing in IT to reduce 
transaction costs and reduce the size of HR function, 
instead of make it a strategic partner. However, as men-
tioned in the previous chapter, it is clear the potential 
contribution of HR function in the business strategy 
formulation. In order to increase the strategic value-add 
of HR function, the following considerations should be 
taken into account by both HR and Top management: 
human resource is an information-centered activity; IT 
supports to increase HR focus on and capacity of plan-
ning, organizational development and organizational 
designs; IT supports to turn data into strategically valu-
able information; IT supports to increase the business 
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knowledge of HR professionals (Groe et al., 1996; 
Lawler et al., 2003).

In order to create and manage IT resources, one 
must make certain decisions in terms of understanding 
the needs of the business, investing in and coordinat-
ing the various IT components, and being able to alter 
the composition of IT resources, as well as to manage 
and control these resources and their relationship to 
the business as a whole. It follows, then, that IT gov-
ernance does not limit itself to merely managing the 
current state of affairs, but also necessarily implies 
an ongoing analysis and revision of the needs, limita-
tions, and opportunities provided by IT in relation to 
general business objectives (Cegielsky, Reithel, & 
Rebman, 2005).

Therefore, it is important to have appropriate models 
for managing IT resources.

A number of authors (Brynjolfsson & Yang, 1996; 
Hitt & Brynjolfsson, 1995) have shown how invest-
ments in IT resources can be beneficial to productiv-
ity, which does not necessarily mean an increase in 
productivity for the entire organization.

Below, we shall put forth a six-part model1, based 
on the competitive forces model and applied to IT 
resources, which can be used as a general point of ref-
erence in managing IT resources in a manner that best 
supports a company’s business activities (Figure 1).

The first part of the model requires that we identify 
the products and services currently provided to the 

organization’s various stakeholders (both internal and 
external) in order to analyze any gaps between these 
and the users’ actual needs.

The second and third parts concern strategy:

• The strategy of the organization, the purpose of 
which includes determining which products and 
services are necessary in order to achieve general 
objectives;

• IT strategy, the purpose of which is to plan future 
needs in terms of IT products and services that are 
in line with the organization’s strategic goals.

The fourth part of the model highlights the impor-
tance of IT assessment in order to understand the level 
of the organization’s technology and the results of the 
use of IT resources. The two final parts then under-
score the importance of the IT products and services 
provided by the competition and of the related levels 
of spending and investment.

Finally, we want to focus on what we mean for “IT 
resource management”: it may be considered a critical 
success factor for any organization. It refers either to 
the infrastructural dimension of IT or to the strategical 
and tactical management of IT resources.

IT managers have the responsibility to ensure that 
the appropriate IT infrastructures and applications are 
available for different projects committed by the other 
business functions.

Figure 1. Competitive forces model for IT resources
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IT RESOURCE MANAGEMENT  
STRATEGIES

IT resource management is a complex activity that goes 
beyond the mere technical aspects to include the even 
more important strategic, organizational, and financial 
aspects. For this reason, it is important to involve all 
of an organization’s various levels of decision making, 
from analysis and definition of specifications to design 
and implementation. Everyone involved must also be 
clear on the elements needed to define IT resource 
management and on the effects of the various alterna-
tives over the short, medium, and long term.

At the strategy level, based on the observations of 
Coase (1937) with regard to transaction governance2, 
there are two possible forms of governance for an 
IT resource: turning to the market or using in-house 
resources.

Subsequently, the theory of transaction costs put 
forth by Williamson (1975, 1980), which integrates 
Coase’s observations, states that the choice between the 
market or in-house resources must be based on stan-
dards of organizational efficiency and on a comparative 
analysis of transaction costs and the following:

• Costs of information and decision-making;
• Costs of negotiation and distribution (Perrone, 

1990);
• Costs of execution;
• Costs of control;
• Costs of change;
• Economies of scale;
• Economies of specialization;
• Economies of communication, information, and 

control.

In essence, make-or-buy decisions (i.e., the choice 
between insourcing and outsourcing) are manage-
ment decisions characterized by a certain complex-
ity and uncertainty and are made under conditions 
of bounded rationality (Loh & Venkatraman, 1992; 
Simon, 1985).3

In information technology, such decisions have 
changed as technology evolved and as new models 
of organization and IT resource management were 
developed (Currie & Willcocks, 1998; Shupe & Be-
hling, 2006).

We can identify certain variables that impact on 
the make-or-buy decision, including: the importance 

Figure 2. Variables in the make-or-buy decision
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of the service; the uniqueness of the service; the ease 
with which the service’s characteristics and value can 
be defined; how often the transaction recurs; and the 
high performance of specialized firms as compared to 
in-house performance.

Figure 2 presents these variables in a matrix in 
order to demonstrate how they affect the make-or-buy 
decision. 

An organization may opt for a hybrid of the two 
options, which can be categorized based on two key 
aspects. The first is the level of competition in the 
marketplace, which can either be closed (in the case 
of a monopoly held by a single supplier) or open (i.e., 
multiple suppliers competing with each other for the 
services).

The second is the make-or-buy decision itself.
By combining these two aspects, we get the vari-

ous strategic orientations (Currie et al., 1998) for IT 
resource management as shown in Figure 3:

• In-house management, insourcing (Hirschheim 
& Lacity, 2000) and co-sourcing;

• Full or selective outsourcing (Subramanyam, 
2004);

• Joint ventures and consortia.

These strategies are described next.

In-House Management, Insourcing, and 
Co-Sourcing

The strategy shown in Figure 1 as “In-house IT unit” 
represents the situation in which the realization and 
management of IT services are assigned to a department 
within a company, acquiring only the equipment and 
infrastructures from outside the company.

We then move up to “insourcing” (in its more 
specific sense for our purposes herein), whereby the 
IT function is delegated to a service company which 
is separate from but owned by the company to which 
the IT services are provided.

“Co-sourcing,” in turn, is selective application of 
insourcing and outsourcing (which will be discussed in 
greater detail below) for individual system components. 
Take, for example, a company which:

• Defines user requirements and analyzes the project 
on an insourcing basis;

• Outsources the development and implementation 
of the application software using highly special-
ized service providers.

Full and Selective Outsourcing

The term “outsourcing,” which dates back to the 1970s, 
has established itself in the last decade and is used to 

Figure 3. IT management strategies
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indicate a situation in which a company delegates the 
management of one or more services (not just IT ser-
vices, but any category of an organization’s services) 
to an external vendor (i.e., shifting to outside sources 
that which was previously done in-house).

The various forms of this strategy can be categorized 
based on two key aspects: the type of activity outsourced 
and the number of activities outsourced.
For the former, we can distinguish between:

• The outsourcing of IT resources;
• Business process outsourcing (BPO), wherein IT 

resources are typically a key component in the 
provision of the services themselves.

For the latter, we can distinguish between:

• Full outsourcing, whereby the company entrusts 
a single outsourcer with the entirety of an area 
or unit based on a specific service contract;

• Selective outsourcing, where the company assigns 
certain IT or other services to one or more out-
sourcers, while keeping or more or less significant 
portion of the services in house.

The table 1 summarizes a number of the services 
that may be provided by an outsourcer.

Joint ventures and Consortia

The joint venture strategy applies to situations in which 
it is necessary to there needs to be a strong connec-
tion between company and supplier. Such a strategy 
involves a long-term contractual relationship concern-
ing specific projects that may be of critical importance 

to the company and for which the initial investment 
may be significant.

In this case, the IT function is delegated to a service 
company established by the company to receive the 
services together with an outsourcer (legally speaking, 
it is also possible to establish consortia or temporary 
groupings of companies).

The roles played by each of the parties vary: the 
company receiving the services, which may or may 
not hold a majority stake in the joint venture, is re-
sponsible for defining its own needs and guiding the 
implementation of new services by setting goals and 
priorities; the service provider, in turn, is responsible 
for managing operations related to design and delivery 
of the services themselves.

The IT service firm provides the company with its 
services based on formal contracts just as any other 
outsourcer would.

As opposed to insourcing, such a firm may also op-
erate freely in the marketplace in order to promote the 
reuse of the solutions and infrastructures implemented 
and managed for the initial customer and to generate 
its own profits.

SPECIFIC STRATEGIES OF  
APPLICATION MANAGEMENT

Strategies for managing application software are strictly 
correlated with and dependent upon the general strate-
gies for managing all IT resources.

In order to select the right strategy of application 
management, functional, technical, and financial 
analyses and comparison must be done right from the 
feasibility study phase and must take into account a 
great many factors, including: the total cost of owner-
ship4 of the individual solutions; the potential reuse by 
other companies; the technical skills available within 
the company; the portability and interoperability of 
the solutions; independence from a specific vendor 
or technology; specific need in terms of security and 
privacy; the availability of the source code of com-
mercially available solutions and of those that are 
purpose-built.

The main strategies of application management 
are as follows:

• The development of custom-designed software, 
which is the most appropriate strategy for cases 
in which the procedures and activities to be 

Type of service Description
Application management Including monitoring, mainte-

nance, and upgrading
Infrastructure management Including security, business con-

tinuity, and disaster recovery
Network management Connectivity and management of 

related hardware
Workstation management Including technical assistance, 

control, maintenance, and peri-
odic updating of hardware and 
software

Contact management User support
Systems integration manage-
ment

The integration of (or creation 
of interfaces for) hardware and 
software components

Table 1. Typical outsourcing services
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computerized are specific to a given company 
and the software cannot, therefore, be reused by 
other companies, as well as when a great deal of 
personalization and integration with other func-
tions and subsystems and extensive adaptation to 
the company’s specific organizational model are 
required;

• The reuse of custom-designed software that 
was previously developed for one or more other 
companies and which is able to handle similar 
processes. This type of solution is advantageous 
in cases in which the existing software meets the 
company’s primary needs, so it is deemed unnec-
essary to conduct analyses, define requirements, 
and develop software from scratch;

• Acquiring a license to use proprietary software. 
This strategy may be justified in cases in which 
the processes and functions concerned are com-
mon to a broad number of companies, so vendors 
have created commercial software solutions (e.g., 
software for accounting, production, and sales). 
The better the commercial product meets the needs 
of the processes to be computerized, the greater 
the benefits of such a solution;

• The purchase of open-source software. This 
strategy involves the use of software based on 
public domain source code that is open to all us-
ers (i.e., it can be viewed, altered, personalized, 
and redesigned to meet specific needs). It should 
be noted, however, that open-source software is 
not necessarily an “alternative” to commercial 
software;

• A strategy based on a combination of the any and 
all of the previous strategies.

Application Service Providers

Another strategy for IT resource management is the 
use of application service providers (ASPs), a form 
of IT management based on services provided over 
the Internet, rather than through possession of a full 
infrastructure or ownership of a software license.

As such, it is a sort of hybrid of other IT manage-
ment strategies. What sets this strategy apart from the 
others is the new way in which the services are both 
provided to and used by the company concerned.

The main difference between ASPs and traditional 
outsourcing lies in their respective business models. 
In the case of ASPs, the applications (which are more 
or less standard) and services are provided to as many 

businesses as possible, whereas a traditional outsourcer 
seeks to provide services that are personalized and 
specific to each company, such as managing applica-
tions that are owned by the customer.

IT RESOURCE LOCK-IN

The decisions made with regard to IT resources can 
result in limitations, or “lock-in,” when it comes time 
for the company to adopt other IT solutions. The costs 
that a company will need to incur in order to switch 
from one solution to another are known as switching 
costs.

Types of lock-in include the following:

• Database lock-in, where the cost of switching 
from one database architecture to another could 
be significant, in part due to the need to redesign 
and redefine data formats;

• Loyalty lock-in, where the switch to another 
vendor could lead to the loss of benefits gained 
with the previous one;

• Infrastructure lock-in, where the significant 
investment required for a certain infrastructure 
would make the cost of replacing it significant, 
as well.

FUTURE TRENDS

Nowadays, information technology is commonplace in 
nearly all areas of business (from orders management 
to production through to customer relationship manage-
ment, human resources management, and so on). For 
this reason, when speaking of IT resource management, 
we must also consider the aspects that characterize 
the given organization as a whole (industry, company 
size, products and services provided, corporate culture, 
organizational structure, etc.). As such, a contingency 
approach may be particularly useful.

For an example of how things are changing, we could 
look to the recent rethinking of IT service outsourcing 
decisions, as we are now seeing a number of organiza-
tions that are switching to insourcing the management 
of services that were previously outsourced. This may 
be happening because the outsourced service has be-
come a core activity for the organization or because 
the quality and the control of the outsourced service 
have been found to be unsatisfactory.
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This is just one example of how radically things 
continue to change in the world of information and 
communication technology.

CONCLUSION

The globalization of business, the development of more 
flexible organization structures, the further development 
of information technology are some of the drivers of 
the necessity for HR information systems. HRIS has the 
potential to be an enterprise-wide support system that 
helps achieve both strategic and operational objectives 
(Groe et al., 1996).

The IT resources management is a complex process 
that goes beyond the mere technical aspects to include 
the even more important strategic, organizational, and 
financial aspects, as well.

For example, in terms of strategy, there are two forms 
of governance for IT resources: turning to the market 
(outsourcing) or using in-house resources (insourcing). 
The decision between the two options is influenced by 
a number of variables, including: the importance of the 
service; the uniqueness of the service; the ease with 
which the service’s characteristics and value can be 
defined; how often the transaction recurs; the number 
of potential counterparties involved; competitive un-
certainty; and specific in-house know-how.

Taking all of these variables into account may 
lead to an orientation towards one of the two forms of 
governance, but not necessarily to an outright deci-
sion. Indeed, in many cases, a company may decide 
to adopt a sort of hybrid of a number of strategies, 
which include internal management, insourcing, and 
co-sourcing; full and selective outsourcing; and joint 
ventures and consortia.

Two additional aspects that are important to IT 
resource management are the lock-in effect (i.e., limita-
tions or barriers that arise when it comes time for the 
company to adopt other IT solutions) and an analysis 
of the total cost of ownership (TCO) of IT resources.
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KEY TERMS

Application or “Application Program”: A 
program designed to be used for a specific purpose 
directly by a user or, in certain cases, by another ap-
plication program. Examples include word processing 
programs, communication programs, and image editing 
programs.

Application Service Provider (ASP): For example, 
a firm that provides access over the Internet to (typically 
standard) applications and services that would normally 
have been located within the company.

Human Resources Information System (HRIS): 
A system that lets keep track of all employees and 
information about them.

Insourcing: The opposite of outsourcing (i.e., refer-
ring to a situation in which IT resources are managed by 
a “standalone” service entity that is separate from the 
company receiving the services, but is wholly owned 
by this company).

Lock-in (or the “Lock-in Effect”): Represents 
the costs that a company will need to incur in order 
to switch from one solution to another (also known as 
switching costs).

Open Source: Generally speaking, any program 
made available in such a way that it can be used or 
altered by all users or by other software developers. 
Open-source software is typically developed through a 
publicly cooperative effort and is freely available.

Outsourcing: The situation in which a company 
chooses to turn to an external provider for one or more 
(personalized and/or specific) services, rather than 
handling these services in-house.

TCO (Total Cost of Ownership): These costs can 
be classified in hardware, software, personnel, avail-
ability, productivity, restorability, application costs.

END NOTES
 
1 This model is a re-elaboration of the competitive 

forces model for IT infrastructure proposed by 
Laudon and Laudon (2005).

2 By transaction here, we mean the creation and 
acquisition of a good or service that is needed in 
the company’s business.

3 Information on future events is not always avail-
able when certain decisions need to be made. It 
follows, then, that decision makers are required 
to work with a certain level of uncertainty and do 
not always have all the information they need to 
select the “best” solutions. As such, they generally 
seek to select “satisfactory” solutions. These are, 
in short, the assumptions underlying the theory 
of bounded rationality.

4 The third part of the model shown in Figure 1 
refers to the significance of the IT management 
strategy that the organization should define and 
the related costs, which are known collectively 
as Total Cost of Ownership (TCO). These costs 
can be classified in hardware, software, personnel, 
availability, productivity, restorability, application 
costs.
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INTRODUCTION

The aim of this chapter is to present the coevolution of 
technology and human resource management, consider-
ing the role of enabler that information technology (IT) 
can play in the reconfiguration of the human resource 
(HR) function. This approach combines theories on 
activities, competences, and knowledge and follows 
the concept of intellectual capital (IC), composed by at 
least three forms of capital, that is, human, social, and 
organizational (Sullivan, 2000; Youndt, Subramaniam, 
& Snell, 2004). This chapter focuses on the value that 
relations have in the organization. For this reason we 
shift from the concept of human resource management 
to the concept of relational resource management that 
is focused on the management of relations among 
activities, people, competences, and knowledge as a 
way to increase and maintain the value of intellectual 
capital. We present the concepts of HR portal and 
intellectual capital as a way to leverage knowledge 
contributing to the development of the relational re-
source management. 

BACKGROUND

The HR Portal

The HR portal notion was officially born in 1998 when 
an American financial institution, Merril Lynch, used 
for the first time this word to describe an integrated 
access point to its corporate information (Kakumanu 
& Mezzacca, 2005). In this occasion, Shilakes and Tyl-
man (1998) define the HR portal as “an application that 
enables companies to unlock internally and externally 
stored information, and provides users with a single 
gateway to personalized information needed to make 
informed business decisions.” This definition under-
lines two basic characteristics of the HR portal: the fact 
that the portal aims at centralizing information which 

would otherwise remain dispersed anywhere outside 
and inside the organization, and the fact that it tries to 
provide the single user with aggregated personalized 
information, according to the user’s strategic needs for 
the organization performance and success. 

HR portals are aimed at accomplishing different 
and important functions, according to some basic 
characteristics they have (Bottazzo, 2005); first of all 
they represent an information pool for the user, ag-
gregating data from disparate sources which could be 
either external or internal. It is a common repository 
which consolidates information previously dispersed 
around the company.

Portals are then interactive instruments, which 
mean they enable bidirectional exchange flows; they 
allow users to question and share information. In this 
way, they differentiate from the simple Intranet, which 
previously operated as an electronic board, and was 
monodirectional (organization-to-employee). Top 
down communication is still possible now, but it is 
surrounded by many other bilateral transactions and 
an increased vertical and horizontal interaction. They 
also allow the user to personalize the use they make of 
the portal, tailoring ad hoc information, personalizing 
view on corporate information, and adapting the portal 
interface. This personalization process is extremely 
important, because it enables people to set the portal 
in accordance with their own needs and wishes. In this 
way the HR portal really replaces the worktable and 
becomes an inimitable tool for each employee.

Employees are now able to save time and effort, 
as information is now grouped and aggregated from 
different sources in a unique pool of data, which will 
not have the typical different architectures, different 
ownership, and duplicative content that various de-
partments single databases usually have (Voth, 2002). 
The whole organizational capital can now be explored 
and exploited through a unique effective tool which 
organizes existing information sources; information 
will be easier to locate and share. Search of pertinent 
information will be minimized and there will be an 
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increase of choice of portal software products. Fur-
thermore, personalization of interface and contents 
also helps get the individual user to set up the views 
for legacy information that are most valuable for the 
individual and avoid wading through all the other views 
and functionalities of the legacy system. Employees’ 
collaboration can also be fostered by implementing an 
HR portal; workers will have an efficient and effective 
instrument to get in contact more easily, alleviating 
corporate fragmentation issues.

On the other side, individual employees will now be 
responsible for uploading some kind of personal data 
(e.g., personal information, etc.) as well as directly 
and autonomously consult some areas of personal 
interest (e.g., compensations, benefits, working hours, 
holidays). This certainly translates into an increased 
efficiency in terms of time and costs as well as into a 
reduced (or eliminated) redundancy of data (often in-
consistent) within the organization, and the possibility 
of some real time information flows, making the whole 
organizational information system more dynamic and 
fast to adapt to new environments. 

The Intellectual Capital

Intellectual capital can be seen as the sum of the knowl-
edge an organization is able to leverage in the process 
of conducting business to gain competitive advantage. 
According to Youndt et al. (2004), two are the peculiari-
ties of this capital which have to be considered:

1. Knowledge exists and is created at numerous 
levels (i.e., individual, groups, and unit) within 
and outside the organization and all of it has to 
be considered intellectual capital.

2. Only the knowledge that is used and leveraged 
in order to create competitive advantage can be 
considered intellectual capital.

Intellectual capital can be seen as the synthesis 
of other three forms of capital: human capital, social 
capital, and organizational capital. 

Human capital is composed by the individual com-
petencies that employees within the organization have. 
Their competences (i.e., knowledge, ability, and skills) 
are part of the company’s knowledge treasure and are 
a unique source of innovation and strategic renewal. 
Human capital has been a highly discussed topic (Ed-

visson & Malone, 1997; Steward, 1997), gaining a 
general consensus about its conceptualisation. There 
are four individual factors which, combined, define 
human capital: the genetic inheritance, the education, 
the experience, and attitudes about life and business 
(Hudson, 1993). Recent studies also observed how 
this typology of capital does not naturally develop and 
evolve (Youndt et al., 2004). Rather, HRM, IT, and 
R&D investments are particularly important in order 
to really foster and exploit human capital.

A second expression of the intellectual capital is 
constituted by social capital, where we refer to the 
knowledge in groups and network of people (Brass, 
Galaskiewicz, Greve, & Tsai, 2004; Nahapiet & 
Ghoshal, 1998). The focus here is on the relations, 
the connections within different individuals and parts 
of the organization, and their ability to create and 
share knowledge as well on the potential resources, 
knowledge embedded within, available through, and 
derived from this network of relationships. Summing 
up, social capital comprises both the network and the 
assets that may be mobilized through that network (Burt, 
1992). Within this dimension, the extra-organizational 
aspect of intellectual capital promptly emerges; such 
relationships are not limited to the ones existing within 
organization’s boundaries but can extend to linkages 
with customers, suppliers, partners, and so on. It is 
worth to be mentioned that interaction is an essential 
precondition for the development and maintenance of 
high levels of social capital. Social capital has a ten-
dency to accumulate in networks structures in which 
linkages are strong, multidimensional, and reciprocal. 
Organizations can offer many opportunities for sus-
tained interaction and conversations, by intentional 
design or by chance, helping the emergence of many 
facets of social capital (Nahapiet, 1997).

The last component of intellectual capital com-
prehends a more extended and formalized kind of 
knowledge and it is called organizational capital. It 
includes all the knowledge within the company which 
has been institutionalized or codified through some in-
struments. Tools like databases, routines, manuals, and 
patents belong to this category. It has to be underlined 
how this is the only part constituting the intellectual 
capital which could be really considered as owned by 
the enterprise, as, once knowledge is externalized and 
stored, it becomes independent.
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FROM HUMAN RESOURCES  
MANAGEMENT TO RELATIONAL  
RESOURCES MANAGEMENT

The Contribution of Human Resource 
Management to Intellectual Capital 

Even though intellectual capital presents a mul-
tidimensional nature, each of those three categories 
(human, social, and organizational capital) can not be 
created, developed, and leveraged alone. There is a strict 
interconnection between them and a single action on 
one of those will surely impact on intellectual capital in 
its totality. According to Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998), 
intellectual capital can be created by two processes: 
combination and exchange. As far as combination is 
concerned, we could say that all knowledge creation 
naturally involves making new combinations, either 
by combining elements in new connections and as-
sociations or by recombining previously associated 
elements through new kind of combinations. Regarding 
exchange, we must say that it can be considered as a 
prerequisite for resource combination and therefore 
for intellectual capital creation. Relationships and 
linkages between different individuals and areas of 
the same organization could promote a process of 
combining the knowledge and the experience of those 
different parties, which could decide to exchange their 
resources in order to create new intellectual capital. 
So, as well as exchange contributes to the creation of 
social capital, social capital promotes the creation of 
exchange opportunities, therefore fostering the ability 
of individuals to combine knowledge in the creation 
of new intellectual capital. 

Exchange and combination between individuals 
requires also some preconditions, essential to the cre-
ation of new knowledge (Moran & Ghoshal, 1996). 
First of all, there must be an opportunity to make the 
combination or exchange. Different parties must have 
some tools to communicate and share their knowledge 
in order to create new intellectual capital. Recent de-
velopments in technology and their adoption in many 
organizations surely represent an improvement in 
this direction. Second, the parties must perceive such 
combination/exchange to create value and, thirdly, they 
must be adequately motivated to share their resources. 
Lastly, the individuals must possess some combination 
capabilities in order to make this creation of intellectual 
capital effectively possible. Summing up, social capital 

also facilitates the development of intellectual capital 
by affecting the conditions necessary for exchange and 
combination to occur (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998).

Human resources management (HRM) activities as 
well as other staff functions (e.g., R&D, IT) play a crucial 
role in the promotion of intellectual capital. In particular, 
intellectual capital can be considered as a mediating 
construct between human resource (HR) configuration 
and organizational performance; HR activities do not 
directly boost company’s performance, but rather they 
help the development of the three types of capital which, 
in turn, drive organizational and strategic performance 
(Youndt & Snell, 2004). In the two authors’ findings, 
HR configurations could boost either human capital 
(through intensive/extensive staffing, competitive pay, 
intensive/extensive training programs, and promotions), 
social capital (through team structure, socialization, and 
mentoring), and organizational capital (through soft 
management system to motivate employees to share 
and record their knowledge and experience and HRM 
policies that reinforced knowledge capture and access). 
But HRM’s role can not be limited to setting some self-
configurations which lead to an increase in intellectual 
capital. Given the importance of contingencies in order 
to define which is the optimum equilibrium between 
the three categories of capital, HR functions should 
also focus on understanding how to align company’s 
strategy and intellectual capital configurations. HR 
functions should therefore be able to create this unique 
set of interdependent practices which should primar-
ily respect a horizontal fit (internal consistency of 
the organization’s HRM policies and practices) and a 
vertical fit (congruence of the HRM system with other 
organizational characteristics, such as firm strategy) 
(Delery & Doty, 1996), also leveraging assets like an 
organization’s intellectual capital. 

The Relational Resource Management

Considering the relevance that relations have in the 
creation and development of the intellectual capital, it 
is important to understand how practices and technol-
ogy can actually support this focus. Portals containing 
multiple types of applications (i.e., blogs, wikis, and 
groupware) seem to be very popular words in contem-
porary enterprises. The current focus is increasingly 
moving toward a strategy where communication, col-
laboration, and information combination and exchange 
are gaining a primary role. Forward-looking companies 
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are considering a way to group their global intangible 
assets in a unique tool, where people can share their 
knowledge and experiences in order to increase the 
company global intellectual capital stock. To this extent, 
the HR portal can be considered both an instrument 
for the creation and the development of organizational 
capital (it helps the integration of existing formalized 
knowledge) and a relevant part itself of a company’s 
organizational capital in the way it digitalizes and stores 
a huge portion of the company’s intellectual capital.

The integration of activities, people, competences, 
and knowledge through relations (Monge & Contrac-
tor, 2003; Ruta, 2003) is able to see the organization 
in the following ways: 

• Organizational structures are based on “who does 
what.”

• Social structures are based on “who knows 
who.”

• Cognitive social structures are based on “who 
knows who knows who.” 

• Knowledge networks are based on “who knows 
what.”

• Cognitive knowledge networks are based on “who 
knows who knows what.”

We synthesize the organizational approach to the 
management of relations,\ as relational resources man-
agement. One of the main results of this approach is the 
convergence of data, information, and knowledge on 
performance gaps, developmental needs, best practice, 
expertise, lack of execution, and so forth. 

Technology allows the design of such a system 
where people, activities, knowledge, and so forth 
are collected and linked in order to give managers a 
strategic view of the firm. For example, this approach 
allows the integration of knowledge management and 
learning management processes.

• Knowledge management processes focused on the 
collection of knowledge in a short term, in order 
to support decision-making processes during daily 
activities. 

• Learning management processes focused on 
individual and organizational development on 
specific competences in a medium-long view.

In this way the HR function is able to design the 
right learning objects, the learning packages of specific 

competences composed by different elements, such as 
contents, case studies, references, simulations, tests, 
videos, and so forth, in order to support development 
processes and organizational performance. 

Considering the amount of data to be processed, the 
relational resource management approach cannot be 
conceived without an IT infrastructure able to manage 
relations among data. Moreover, in our view, the HR 
portal is the IT application that is able collect updated 
and reliable data through an appropriate design of the 
portal. 

The HR function will fix the different components 
(IT applications) and the configuration of the HR portal 
will intrinsically communicate the users, the employ-
ees, on which dimension of the intellectual capital the 
company’s strategy relies on the most and which one 
it is more appropriate to foster. Different areas in fact 
have a different impact on the expansion of human, 
social, or organizational capital; different IT applica-
tions can be declined according to their contribution 
to the development of the different components of 
intellectual capital. For example, personal development 
actions increase human capital, exchange and transfer 
of knowledge among people and units increase social 
capital, and formalization increases organizational 
capital. One application can contribute to more than 
one form of capital.

In synthesis, the portal enables the relational resource 
view of the firm and can be management strategically 
in order to contribute to human, social, and organiza-
tional capitals that are built based on the concepts of 
knowledge exchange and combination.

FUTURE TRENDS

From a theoretical standpoint, the current research 
extends the HR portals literature highlighting the 
critical role of a relational resource management. HR 
portals are here revealed to offer some advantages to 
the development and alignment of intellectual capital 
and its components, that is, the development of a clear 
relational strategy for HR. However, future research 
will be helpful in order to better understand: 1) how 
HR portals can help a more efficient and effective 
management of a company’s relational resources man-
agement, providing some metrics in order to monitor 
and stock the development of the whole capital stock 
and providing an individual evaluations for employees 
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about their personal contribution to that stock; and 2) 
how the HR portal own configuration reflects company 
strategy in its way of needing and combining a unique 
mix of relations in order to improve human, social, 
and organizational capital, according to the company 
strategic orientation and objectives. 

CONCLUSION

HR portals, through their easy access to a substantial 
amount of data and through their characteristics of 
integration, personalization, and interaction, could be 
a strategic tool for HR in order to perform their role in 
a more effective and efficient way. HR portals are an 
extremely important tool for the development of the 
relational resources management because they 

1. provide some effective measures for intellectual 
capital and its different dimensions; 

2. communicate, through their own configuration, 
which optimal mix of human, social, and orga-
nizational capital best answers the company’s 
strategy, and therefore leverage this mix; and

3. help build relations by increasing quality and 
quantity of relations among actors aligning or-
ganization and employees’ expectations about 
their contribution to intellectual capital creation 
and maintenance.

Those findings, together with the previous literature on 
HR portals, underline the strategic role of this IT tool 
and the necessity of its management in order to achieve 
superior competitive advantage and performance.
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KEY TERMS

Combination Process: Combination involves 
making new combinations of knowledge, either by 
combining elements in new connections and associa-
tions or by recombining previously associated elements 
through new kind of combinations.

HR Portal: An application that enables companies 
to unlock internally and externally stored information, 
and provides users with a single gateway to personal-
ized information needed to make informed business 
decisions.

Human Capital: There are four individual factors 
which, combined, define human capital: the genetic 
inheritance, the education, the experience, and attitudes 
about life and business. 

Intellectual Capital: The sum of the knowledge 
an organization is able to leverage in the process of 
conducting business to gain competitive advantage.

Learning Object: The learning package of specific 
competences composed by different elements, such as 
contents, case studies, references, simulations, tests, 
videos, and so forth.

Organizational Capital: All the knowledge within 
the company which has been institutionalized or codi-
fied through some instruments, like databases, routines, 
manuals, patents, and so forth. 

Relational Resource Management: The manage-
ment of relations among activities, people, competences, 
knowledge, as a way to increase and maintain the value 
of intellectual capital.

Social Capital: The connections at an organiza-
tional level, within different individuals and parts of 
the organization, and at interorganizational level and 
their ability to create and share knowledge.
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INTRODUCTION

Many studies have shown that total quality manage-
ment (TQM) represents an up-to-date approach to the 
management of companies in a complex, turbulent, 
and global environment. In fact, TQM, as a multidi-
mensional concept, offers the most advanced approach 
and a wider perspective on quality management that 
analyzes in depth its impact on strategic manage-
ment, human resource, and information systems areas 
(Dale & Cooper, 1994; Wilkinson, Redman, Snape, & 
Marchington, 1998).

In this article, TQM application in human resource 
management (HRM) (in terms of practices and implica-
tions for the company) and the role that technology and 
information systems could play as drivers in reaching 
HRM policy objectives are studied. To do this, TQM 
philosophy is introduced and, subsequently, the three 
main elements related to TQM implementation in HRM 
are discussed: the definition of the “success cycle”; 
the concept of “inverted pyramid,” an organizational 
structure designed to satisfy client needs, and where 
employees stay “at the top”; and the essential role that 
human resource information systems (HRIS) could 
play in the application of TQM to HRM, increasing 
employee satisfaction and enhancing customer needs 
satisfaction and loyalty.

BACKGROUND

TQM is a process that was applied successfully in in-
dustries in the USA in the 1980s. By using this process, 
many firms such as Xerox, IBM, and Motorola were 
able to improve their business positions by overcom-
ing threats from global competition and other changes 
in the environment (Lozier & Teeter, 1996; Kanji & 
Bami, 1995).

HRIS as Drivers to Introduce Total Quality in 
HRM
Miguel Blanco Callejo
Rey Juan Carlos University, Spain
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There are many definitions of TQM (British Stan-
dard Institution, 1991; Evans, 1992; Lau & Anderson, 
1998), but one of the most outstanding can be seen in 
the report from the Total Quality Leadership Steering 
Committee and Working Councils (Evans, 1992). This 
committee is sponsored by Procter & Gamble and is the 
result of a joint effort by many CEOs from important 
corporations and academics. The definition has been 
accepted by some academic papers (Becker, 1993, p. 
32; Handfield, Gosh, & Fawcett, 1998; Larson & Sinha, 
1995); it is as follows: 

Total Quality (TQ) is a people-focused management 
system that aims at continual increase of customer 
satisfaction at continually lower real cost. TQ is a total 
system approach (not a separate area or program) and 
an integral part of high-level strategy; it works hori-
zontally across functions and departments, involves all 
employees, top to bottom, and extends backwards and 
forwards to include the supply chain and the customer 
chain. TQ stresses learning and adaptation to continual 
change as keys to organizational success. 

Taking the established definition as a starting point, 
it is possible to discern the basic elements of the TQM 
approach: stakeholder satisfaction (including custom-
ers, employees, and society), management leadership, 
strategic integration, people-focused approach, com-
petitive advantage, global and horizontal organizational 
design, cooperation throughout the whole value chain, 
and continuous improvement and learning.

To conclude, the belief that organizations can gain 
a competitive advantage in the market by focusing on 
customer needs, continuously improving product and 
service quality, measuring improvements, and develop-
ing employees to their fullest potential is the core of 
TQM (Blackburn & Rosen, 1995).
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TOTAL QUALITY MANAGEMENT AND 
HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT:  
A PEOPLE-FOCUSED APPROACH

Moving from business as usual to a TQM culture 
demands a great deal from an organization. Human 
resource must play a key role in building a TQM 
culture. Nowhere in the company is the demand more 
apparent or more important than in the HRM function 
(Blackburn & Rosen, 1993, 1995). The introduction of 
TQM implies radical changes in organizational idiosyn-
crasy (Glover, 1993) and cultural changes (Abraham, 
Crawford, & Fisher, 1999; Caldwell, 1995). Related to 
HRM, it covers integration in an organizational structure 
and the design of processes that result in efficient and 
satisfactory jobs. 

To begin with, HRM practices from a quality man-
agement approach differ from the traditional practices 
in the area (Blackburn & Rosen, 1993; O’Dell, 1996). 
Table 1 illustrates differences between the approaches. 
Both cultures are archetypes, while in practice orga-
nizational behavior is somewhere between the two 
positions.

Therefore, TQM could be conceived as an integral 
application of management that consists of a group 
of programs in which all the employees take part. So, 
people-focused orientation is one of the pillars of TQM 
(Belohlav, 1993; Blackburn & Rosen, 1993; Bowen & 
Lawler, 1992; Collard, 1992; Briggs & Keoggh, 1999). 
This principle established that effective implementation 
of TQM requires the company to deploy its knowledge, 
abilities, responsibility, and compromise throughout 
the whole organization in order to generate “quality 
awareness.” TQM assumes that quality is something 
made “with persons” instead of “to persons.” 

Aligning human resource practices with quality 
initiatives requires revolutionary changes in the way 
organizations train, empower, evaluate, and reward 
individuals and teams (Blackburn & Rosen, 1993). 
The TQM organization needs two main aspects: to be 
redesigned so that the human resource itself practices 
what is known about quality management, and to in-
stitute HRM practices that support TQM effectiveness 
throughout the organization. Five themes emerge in 
the quality-oriented human resource practices: focus 
on the organization rather than the job; support for 

Table 1. Traditional HRM vs. HRM oriented to quality (Source: Adapted from Blackburn and Rosen (1993) and 
O’Dell (1996))

Criteria HRM oriented to quality Traditional HRM

Philosophy To pay tangible and intangible rewards to quality 
management contributions

To pay a salary as lower as possible for a work 
schedule

Approach Results and learning
Shared compromise

Production and control
Individual orientation

Vision Teamwork, job enrichment, polyvalence Job position

Compromise System/Team
Development of more efficient organizational 
routines 

Individual
Development of individual objectives

Structure Decentralized
Horizontal (processes)

Centralized 
Vertical

Rewards Teamwork and results in quality programs. Man-
aged by managers and employees

Individual performance incentives
Managed by managers

Training Wide, favoring knowledge development polyva-
lence and learning

Fragmented, favoring specific knowledge for the 
job
Specialization

Promotion Based on cooperation Based on competition

Health and Safety Prevent problems, safety programs, wellness, 
programs, employee assistance

Treat problems

Attitude toward Problems To prevent errors and seek continuous improve-
ment through cooperation, self-control, self-re-
sponsibility, and self-improvement

To reject responsibility and pass it on

Organizational Climate Confidence
Satisfaction

Distrust
Frustration
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group performance rather than individual performance; 
egalitarianism rather than hierarchy; change rather than 
stability; and participation rather than command and 
control (Bowen & Lawler, 1992).

One of the main objectives of all the quality initia-
tives and practices applied in a TQM framework is to 
enhance employee satisfaction and the service quality 
they provide (Magjuka, 1993). Highly involved staff 
contributes to fostering customer loyalty and to enhanc-
ing customer satisfaction, breaking the “failure cycle” 
in businesses and transforming it into the “cycle of suc-
cess” (Shlesinger & Heskett, 1991). Consequently, the 
company that establishes a good service ethic among 
their employees can get incredible results by way of a 
positive cycle. When the customer is satisfied and the 
employee is also satisfied, the employee serves new 
clients better, so employee turnover is reduced and 
company’s productivity is enhanced. Empirical studies 
have shown that the chain reaction that leads to quality 
and productivity improvement, client satisfaction, and 
sales started with the satisfaction of the person who 
served the client (Heskett, 1987; Larson & Sinha, 1995; 
Schlesinger & Heskett, 1991). The cycle also works 
reversely. Indifferent attitudes toward customers and 
poor service translate into poor perceptions of service 
by the customer and lower sales. Customer dissatisfac-
tion fuels further decreases in employee satisfaction, 
thus encouraging turnover. High turnover rates further 

deteriorate productivity (Schlesinger & Heskett, 1991, 
p. 18). The “cycle of success” was fed by instilling in 
employees a culture of “excellent quality in service.”

Many companies that have adopted a TQM philoso-
phy have defined their main objective as delighting the 
customer. Therefore, the client is the crux and the whole 
company is focused on rendering excellent service to 
the customer. This conception put the customer at the 
top of the organizational pyramid and created the idea 
of the inverted pyramid, where employees, the people 
who are on the front lines and in direct contact with 
customers, stay at the first level in the pyramid and 
the company is focused on serving the client (Hunter, 
1998, p. 66).

In order to reach that objective, employee satisfac-
tion is essential. Managers have designed many initia-
tives to enhance employee satisfaction that will create 
higher standards of service to the client and better re-
sults. Although individual policies and practices varied 
across organizations, collectively the HRM policies 
must work to accomplish these goals: communicate 
the importance of each employee’s contribution to 
TQ; stress quality-related synergies available through 
teamwork; empower employees to “make a differ-
ence,”; and reinforce individual and team commitment 
to quality with a range of rewards and reinforcements 
(Blackburn & Rosen, 1993, p. 50).

“The failure cycle”

Customer 
Dissatisfaction

High Customer 
Turnover

Low profit Margin
Employees 
Dissatisfaction

High Employee 
Turnover, poor service 
quality

“The success cycle”

Customer 
Satisfaction

Low Customer Turnover

Higher profit Margins
Employees
Satisfaction

Lowered Employee 
Turnover, High service 
quality

Figure 1. The failure cycle and the cycle of success (Source: Adapted from Schlesinger and Heskett (1991))
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The information system function plays a key role 

in the TQM initiative by its incorporation in strategic, 
human resource, and technological areas. Consequently, 
information technology systems lay the foundation for 
the initiative. To support TQM, the right information 
must travel up to management for decision making, and 
down to employees for action. The information system 
function clearly has the potential to be at the forefront 
of an organization’s TQM initiative, and may, in fact, 
lead it by piloting the TQM effort. To be successful, 
TQM goals must be in sync with the corporate-wide 
and information technology goals (Zadrozny & Fer-
ratti, 1992).

Focusing on the human resource area, informa-
tion communications and technology could play a 
decisive role in enhancing employee satisfaction in 
the workplace. The HRIS have evolved from the 
automated employee recordkeeping of the 1960s into 
complex reporting and decision systems (Broderick & 
Boudreaus, 1992; De Sanctis, 1986; Kovach, Hughes, 
Fagan, & Maggitti, 2002; Magnus & Grossman, 1985; 
Mathys & LaVan, 1982). The HRIS could be defined 
as “the composite of databases, computer applications, 
and hardware and software necessary to collect/record, 
store, manage, deliver, present, and manipulate data for 
human resources” (Broderick & Boudreu, 1992). At the 
beginning of their development, HRIS were designed to 
support the planning of administration, decision making, 
and control activities of HRM, which included applica-
tions such as employee selection and placement, payroll, 
pension and benefits management, intake and training 
projections, career planning, equity monitoring, and 
productivity evaluation. In fact, a 1998 survey (Balls, 
2001) showed that 60% of Fortune 500 companies use 
HRIS to support daily HRM operations. Nevertheless, 
HRIS are now used not only for administrative purposes, 
but also for strategic and decision-making purposes 
(Broderick & Boudreaus, 1992; Kossek, Young, Gash, 
& Nichol, 1994; Kovach et al., 2002). In addition to 
this, Sadri and Chatterjee (2003) state that HRIS can 
strengthen an organization’s character. Following 
that line, the following paragraphs are focused on the 
idea that HRIS could align employees’ behavior with 
organizational values and TQM principles.

HRIS can be designed to either empower or control 
employees. By making real-time data available at the 
lower levels of the organization, HRIS can provide 
information that permits empowered employees to 
make well-informed decisions. On the other hand, 

HRIS can be used to disseminate orders, create con-
trols, and monitor employee behavior. HRIS design and 
implementation could therefore play an essential role 
in achieving TQM objectives. There are some recent 
and relevant human resource technological initiatives 
that are contributing to the achievement of that aim. 
The development of advanced Intranets and the use of 
mobile devices (Laptops, PDAs) are developing better 
and more efficient communication in the companies 
among employees, as well as communication from 
the company to employees. The use of software that 
allows defining of employees’ work schedules con-
tributes decisively to improve the quality of work and 
reconcile personal and professional life. In addition to 
this, technology is being used in the health and safety 
area to reduce over-effort and to establish preventative 
safety and wellness programs and improve employee 
assistance (Blackburn & Rosen, 1993; Black & Porter, 
1996; Ngai & Francis, 2006; Roberts, 2006; Hussain, 
Wallace, & Cornelius, 2007).

All of these initiatives are contributing decisively 
to optimize HRM, increase personal satisfaction, and 
enhance the commitment of employees in companies 
that have developed a TQM culture to achieve business 
excellence (Briggs & Keogg, 1999). Through these ini-
tiatives, managers show that there are tangible benefits 
to their employees applying information technology in 
a TQM framework.

FUTURE TRENDS

The objective of aligning human resource practices 
with quality initiatives requires revolutionary changes 
in the way organizations design their HRM policies. 
However, the revolution is far from over. Even among 
organizations recognized for their TQM achievements, 
there is still a need for continuous improvement with 
respect to practices governing selection, promotion, and 
development of their employees; in this aspect, HRIS 
and information communications and technology could 
play an essential role in achieving this objective. 

In fact, many managers want to create corporate 
cultures that combine employee involvement with con-
tinuous improvement. The solution is to explicitly link 
the design and administration of involvement programs 
to the attainment of their continuous improvement or 
TQM objectives. To achieve that, information systems 
and technology could play a decisive role. In addition 
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to this, much of the HRM literature, particularly in the 
TQM area, is developed from studies grounded in large 
firms culture (Blackburn & Rosen, 1993; 1995), so a 
new focus is needed in order to extend research to small 
and medium firms. Both initiatives are recognized as 
strategic issues in the pursuit of business development 
(McElwee & Warren, 2000).

CONCLUSION

TQM affects all employee-related issues, from produc-
tivity, loyalty, and work ethic to overall “well-being.” 
HRIS provide services that greatly impact those ele-
ments that directly influence a company’s success or 
failure. Weaving TQM into human resource demands 
taking full advantage of today’s computer technology. 
Automation has made it easier to be more effective and 
efficient. With HRM systems, managers can provide 
more prompt and reliable services in their companies. 
From timely and accurate government reports to speedy 
applicant screening and tracking, using technology to 
its fullest extent moves the company one step closer to 
achieving maximum quality (Harrigan, 1993).

Information systems technology and software pro-
vide human resource with information, but it is the wise 
use of information that determines the role of HRIS 
in decision support. To help facilitate this changing 
role, technological companies are offering integrated 
products that provide comprehensive information on 
employees, budgets, payroll, and position control. Ef-
fectively managing this information in terms of TQM 
brings human resource into the long-term plans of an 
organization and could play a key role in the achieve-
ment of competitive advantages in the market resulting 
from a more satisfied staff.

In the information society, the adoption of a TQM ap-
proach could help human resource and human resource 
information managers to rethink ways to deploy and 
mobilize their human capital as wisely as possible.
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KEY TERMS

Delight the Customer: Delight means being the 
best of the aspects that are essential to customers and 
these aspects change over time. Being in touch with 
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these changes and delighting the customer now and in 
the future are an integral part of TQM.

Employee Empowerment Approach: Allowing 
employees to attend to and solve business situations 
at their level in the company, qualifying, and training 
them.

Inverted Pyramid: Represents a way to conceive or-
ganizational structure. In the traditional organizational 
pyramid, managers are situated at the top and employees 
at the bottom of the pyramid. In the inverted pyramid, 
the customer is located at the top of the structure and 
the first level is occupied by employees, people who are 
in direct contact with the client. All the organizational 
structure is designed to satisfy customer needs.

People-based Management: One of the fundamen-
tal pillars of TQM consists of knowing what to do, how 
to do it, and getting feedback on performance in a way 
that encourages people to take responsibility for the 
quality of their work. Involvement and commitment to 
customer satisfaction are ways to generate this.

Success Cycle in Businesses: TQM implemen-
tation in the human resource area creates a more 
satisfied staff, which contributes to the enhancement 
of customer satisfaction, increasing sales as well as 
loyalty to the company by both employees and clients. 
Human resources commitment is essential to achieve 
this objective, which in turn will generate higher profit 
margins, a lower turnover rate, and a higher productiv-
ity rate in the firm. 

Total Quality Management: Multidimensional 
quality-based management approach focused on cus-
tomer needs that spreads throughout the company with 
the main objective of aligning the whole organization 
with quality initiatives.

Total Quality Management Culture in HRM: 
TQM company culture is characterized by values 
such as trust, empowerment, openness, participation, 
harmony, and group affiliation and must be shared by 
the whole company (i.e., managers, employees, and 
union leaders).
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INTRODUCTION

The critical role of human capital (HC) in creating and 
sustaining the competitive edge at organizational and 
national levels is recognized by researchers and prac-
titioners. Human resource (HR) is the major driver of 
organizational success and the principal element that 
makes a business. Financial resources and technol-
ogy are essential but people are the primary means by 
which progress is made. Leveraging, therefore, the 
HC to gain and sustain competitive advantage in an 
environment of accelerated pace of change is highly 
imperative. The purpose of this article is to discuss the 
significance and leveraging of human capital (HC) for 
sustainable competitive advantage (SCA) in the new 
economy. It gives an overview of the human capital 
management (HCM) concept, distinguishing it from 
personnel management and human resource manage-
ment (HRM) and discusses HCM’s significant role as 
key differentiator for organizational SCA. 

BACKGROUND

The competitive business climate of the 21st century 
puts pressure on organizations to take a more proactive 
posture regarding people management for the survival, 
sustainable growth, and development of organiza-
tions. The current economic landscape, according to 
Ulrich (1997), is characterized by challenges such as 
globalization, responsiveness to customers, increasing 
revenue and decreasing costs, building organizational 
capability, change, and transformation, implementing 
technology, attracting and developing HC, and ensuring 
fundamental and long-lasting change. This dynamic 
business landscape has produced volatile business 
environment as well as unique business opportunities 
with highly intense competitive pressures. Modern 
organizations, therefore, face the formidable chal-

lenges of growth and sustainability in the face of new 
technologies, mergers, acquisitions, consolidations, 
downsizing, restructuring, delayering, and diminished 
budgets. Increasingly, researchers and practitioners are 
coming to terms with the salient fact that HC is the 
only active source of organizational transformation, 
sustainable economic growth and development, creativ-
ity, innovation, and knowledge. Only the organizations 
that are apt to effectively leverage their HC to create 
value would have long-term relevance. What then is 
HC and how does it relate to a company’s long-term 
economic sustainability?

The term “human capital” was first used by Schultz 
(1961). This concept, at the firm level, is understood as 
the education, skills, competence, on-the-job training, 
and work experience of the labor force. Definitions of 
this concept abound, underscoring its popularity and 
recognition among researchers and practitioners. The 
OECD (2001) defines it as “The knowledge, skills, 
competencies, and attributes embodied in individuals 
that facilitate the creation of personal, social, and 
economic well-being.” 

It is the value that people bring to their work in 
the form of knowledge and skills (Lipnack & Stamps, 
2000) and the aggregate of all resources: physical, 
knowledge, social, and reputational directly contrib-
uted by individuals to an organization (DeNisi, Hitt, 
& Jackson, 2003). It entails “individual education, 
know-how, competence, ability to act in a variety of 
situations, experience, judgment, wisdom, knowledge, 
skill, motivation, and attitude” (Wilson, 2005). Under-
scoring the importance of HC, Davenport (1999) in his 
definition states that it “comprises all the intangible 
assets that people bring to their jobs. It is the currency 
of work, the specie that workers trade for financial and 
other reward” and the collective capability of one firm 
to extract the best solutions from the knowledge of its 
individuals (Bontis, 1998). 
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Weatherly (2003) emphasizes that HC “is not the 
people of an organization per se. That’s because people 
exercise control over their human capital and are free 
to invest it as they see fit in different aspects of their 
lives: family, community interest groups, observance of 
religious beliefs, physical fitness pursuits, other outside 
interests, and work.” According to him, “a company’s 
human capital asset is the collective sum of the attributes, 
life experience, knowledge, inventiveness, energy, and 
enthusiasm that its people choose to invest in their 
work.” In the same vein, Bontis (2000) refers to HC 
as “the combined knowledge, skill, innovativeness, 
and ability of the company’s individual employees to 
meet the task at hand. It also includes the company’s 
values, culture, and philosophy. Human capital cannot 
be owned by the company.” 

HC is a component of intangible assets. Organiza-
tions depend on a combination of tangible (physical) and 
intangible assets to function effectively. The 20th century 
has witnessed a transition from a manufacturing-based 
economy to a global services- and knowledge-driven 
economy. While the manufacturing-based economy 
thrives on tangible assets (money, machineries, and 
land), the knowledge economy thrives on intellectual 
capital. Supporting this view, Bassi, Lev, Low, McMur-
rer, and Sissfield (2001) found that non-financial insights 
make up a large proportion of investment decisions. 
Yet, other forms of intangible capital such as structural, 
social, and organizational capitals are as important as 
well. These different types of intangible capital are 
distinguished by Weatherly (2003). (See Table 1)

While both tangible or (buildings, machinery, access 
to capital) and intangible (brands, technology, reputa-

tion, e-commerce, human capital, etc.) resources have 
been identified as sources of SCA, intangible resources 
are the most important sources of SCA as they are 
valuable, rare, imitable, and non-substitutable (VRIN). 
These resources are also classified into non-strategic 
and strategic resources. They are socially complex 
and difficult to imitate (Barney, 1991). Among the in-
tangible capitals, however, HC is the most critical for 
creating and sustaining competitive advantage because 
when linked with strategy it impacts firm performance 
(Hitt, Bierman, Shimizu, & Kochhar, 2001). It is ev-
ery organization’s greatest asset and a major source 
of SCA. Buttressing this, Laprade (2005) posits that 
“the competitive advantage of today and tomorrow lies 
less and less in infrastructure, and more and more in 
the knowledge and skill of the workforce–the human 
capital advantage.” Boudreau and Ramstad (1997) 
noted that human knowledge, human expertise, in 
effect, HC is considered by modern organizations as 
the constrained resource in today’s business economy. 
The Watson Wyatt Worldwide Research (2002) indi-
cates that superior HC is a leading indicator of future 
financial success. 

The importance of HC is also underscored by the 
fact that the new millennium organizations thrive on 
knowledge. In the contemporary knowledge-based 
economy, the knowledge worker has emerged as key 
drivers of organizational success and sustainability. 
Knowledge is indispensable and it is produced by hu-
mans, not machineries, financial, or natural resources. 
Transforming HC into desired organizational output 
is, therefore, a major challenge facing managers and 
organizations of the future. In the contemporary business 

Table 1. Types of intangible capital (Source: Weatherly, 2003)

Types of Intangible Capital Description Examples

Human Capital The collective knowledge, experience, and at-
tributes of employees that they choose to invest 
in their workplace

Tacit Knowledge
Education
Work-related know-how
Work-related competencies

Structural Capital The codified knowledge that resides within an 
origination

Intellectual property

Social Capital The relationships within the organization to 
facilitate the transfer of knowledge

Mentor-mentee relationship 
Collegial networks
Team relationships
Know-who
Culture

Organizational Capital The company’s external relationships License agreements
Distribution channels
Customers
Brand credibility
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landscape, only the companies that are able to maximize 
HC for workforce performance employee contribution 
and commitment can create the conditions for seamless 
change. The strategic resource that gives a company an 
edge over competitors is the quality of its employees 
(Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1993; Firer & Mitchell, 2003; 
Garavan, Morley, Gunnigle, & Collins, 2001). This 
assertion is also underscored by Chambers, Foulon, 
Handfield-Jones, Hankin, and Michaels (1998) who 
state that “in the new economy, competition is global, 
capital is abundant, ideas are developed quickly and 
cheaply, and people are willing to change jobs often. 
In that kind of environment… all that matters is tal-
ent… superior talent will be tomorrow’s prime source 
of competitive advantage.”

Competitive advantage, as a concept, does not have 
a consensus definition. It has been defined as a firm 
consistently earning higher rate of return than its com-
petitors (Schoemaker, 1990). A firm has competitive 
advantage when it succeeds over others in defending 
against competitive forces securing customers. Hoff-
man (2000) offered a formal conceptual definition of 
SCA as “the prolonged benefit of implementing some 
unique value-creating strategy not simultaneously being 
implemented by any current or potential competitors 
along with the inability to duplicate the benefits of this 
strategy.” Porter (1985) defined it as “above-average 
performance in the long run.” SCA is a benefit or value 
provided by a product or service often unique to the 
concerned company, that gives it positional superiority 
based on some combination of differentiation and/cost 
superiority or through operating in a protected niche 
(Day, 1984). 

Porter (1985) identified two basic types of competi-
tive advantage, viz: (a) cost advantage, and (b) dif-
ferentiation advantage. Cost advantage occurs when a 
firm is able to deliver the same benefits as competitors 
but at a lower cost. It is about creating value on the 
cost side relative to peer competitors. There is differ-
entiation advantage when a firm delivers benefits that 
exceed those of competing products. With competitive 
advantage, a firm is able to create superior value on 
the demand side for its customers and superior profits 
for itself creating value relative to competitors’. A 
competitive advantage, according to Beal, (2001) is 
manifested if a competitive strategy yields above-
average financial performance in two or more stages 
of industry life cycle. Various sources of SCA have 
been identified by different writers and at different 

times. These distinctive capabilities, which consist 
of both tangible and intangible resources, cannot be 
easily replicated by competitors. Tangible capabilities 
include intellectual property rights, exclusive licenses, 
and statutory monopolies while intangible capabilities 
include strong brands, leadership, tacit knowledge and 
skills, teamwork, organizational culture, and business 
processes and partnerships. Irwin (1995) credited 
successful companies with aggressive investment in 
creating SCA, being their single most dependable con-
tributor to above average return on investment. A better 
understanding of the competitive dynamics is possible 
through the resource-based view (RBV) of the firm, 
which forms the basis of our next discussion.

The resource-based view (RBV) regards the firm 
as a bundle of assets and capabilities and that gaining 
and preserving SCA is a function of the core resources 
and capabilities (e.g., know-how, culture, strategy, etc.), 
which each organization brings to the competition in a 
given environment (Barney, 1995). A firm’s resources 
(e.g., assets, capabilities, competencies, processes) are 
considered the source of both competitive advantage 
and sustained competitive advantage. A firm possesses 
a competitive advantage if it has resources that are rare 
(i.e., are not possessed by many firms) and valuable 
(i.e., permit the firm to respond effectively or efficiently 
to environmental conditions). The competitive advan-
tage is considered sustainable if those resources are 
also non-imitable (i.e., cannot be easily duplicated by 
competitors), non-substitutable (i.e., other resources 
cannot perform the same function), and non-transfer-
able (i.e., cannot be acquired in the marketplace). While 
the traditional view focuses on external forces (i.e., 
the industry), the RBV shifts the locus of competitive 
advantage to internal factors (i.e., a firm’s resources) 
(Beal, 2000). The RBV’s emphasis is on strategic choice 
of charging the firm’s management with the important 
tasks of identifying, developing, and deploying key 
resources to maximize returns.

A review of literature shows different sources of SCA 
that have been identified by various authors. Hoffman 
(2000) explores various concepts in strategy theory as 
they relate to SCA. These concepts are identified as 
relating to SCA (See Table 2):

While firms may have the capacity of possess-
ing multiple resources in a bid to gain and sustain 
competitive advantage, it is only those resources that 
fulfill the stringent conditions of being rare, valuable, 
and not easily imitated that engender SCA (Barney, 
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1991; Schoenecker & Cooper, 1998). The fact that HC 
comprise of an individual’s know-how, information, 
relationships, and general capabilities (Galunic & An-
derson, 2000); and the collective capability of one firm 
to extract the best solutions from the knowledge of its 
individuals (Bontis, 1998) places HC above other forms 
of capital as a source of SCA. According to Phillips 
(2005), “intangible assets are critical to achieve and 
sustain a competitive advantage in the knowledge era. 
For organizations—including knowledge-based orga-
nizations—intangible assets are often far greater than 
tangible assets. The bottom line: This is the knowledge 
era, and knowledge comes from humans—not machines 
or financial or natural resources.” 

In essence, it is an organization’s HC that forms 
the bedrock of its long-term competitive edge because 
people are the key differentiation factor, “the most 
important component in value creation” and one that 
“embodies the key success factors that provide competi-
tive edge in the past, present, and the future” (Malhotra, 
2000). Furthermore, Weber (1993) succinctly affirmed 
that the human mind, not the technology, be it the mi-
crochip or the global telecommunications network, is 
the location of the new economy (OECD, 1999). Most 
competing organizations have access to the latest tech-
nology, financial capital, and physical resources what 
matters most is the HC with which SCA is possible in 

today’s global marketplace. It is therefore imperative 
for organizations to strategically seek to leverage HC 
to maximize output. In view of this, we shall now 
discuss strategic HC management as a viable means 
of achieving organizational sustainability.

MANAGING HUMAN CAPITAL FOR SCA 

Human capital management (HCM) is the process 
of acquiring, developing, engaging, and managing 
organization’s employees to reach their full poten-
tials through formal and informal modes of learning 
and utilize their knowledge, skills, and abilities for 
organizational success. The classical personnel man-
agement, human resource management, and human 
capital management are different approaches in people 
management. For instance, Marrewijk and Timmers 
(2003) clearly point out their differences as shown in 
slightly modified Table 3.

HCM is considered as a more advanced stage of 
development in personnel management, incorporating 
the features of HRM and also providing additional 
value (Marrewijk et al., 2003). A paradigm shift from 
HRM—that treats people as costs/overheads that 
should be accordingly managed—HCM regards 
people as value adding assets that must be nurtured 

Table 2. The relationship of SCA to various concepts in strategy theory (Source: Hoffman,2000)

Concept Contributing Authors Relationship to SCA

Branding Aaker (1991), Gardner and Levy (1955), Keller 
(1993)

Branding is what differentiates a product from competitors; 
brand equity is a potential SCA

Market  
Orientation

Day (1994), Hunt and Morgan (1995, 1996), Ja-
worlki and Kohli (1996), Kohli and Jaworski (1990), 
Narver and Slater (1993), Slater and Narver (1995) 

Market orientation is an intangible resource which involves 
a dual focus on both customers and competitors and can 
contribute to SCA

Organizational 
Learning

Day (1994b), Fiol and Lyles (1985), deGeus (1988), 
Ghoshal and Westney (1991), Glazer (1991), Slater 
and Narver (1995)

The management of information is an asset and used to gain 
SCA; SCA lies in the ability to learn faster than competitors

Innovation Foxall (1984), Gatignon and Xuereb (1997), Rogers 
(1995), Wolfe (1994) 

CA may result from those innovations which are consistent 
with the firm, both socially and technologically, and provide 
some distinct value to customers, either directly or indirectly

Customer  
Value

Day and Fahey (1988), Parasuraman (1997), Slater 
(1997), Woodruff (1997)

The provision of customer value is a source of SCA; cus-
tomers’ desired value changes, firms should monitor these 
changes via continuous learning about customers

Relationship 
Marketing

Morgan and Hunt (1994, 1996) The building of trust and commitment make relationship 
marketing rare and difficult to imitate, thus rendering it a 
potential source of SCA

Networks Anderson, Häkansson and Johanson (1994), Hopkins 
(1992), Iacobucci and Gulati (1998), Jarillo (1988), 
Thorelli (1986)

Networks involve technology transfer and informational ex-
change; trust fosters network relationships; networks allow 
for core competencies to be strengthened, resulting in SCA; 
network relationships should be a part of strategic planning
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(Kearns, 2005; Mayo, 2001). Distinguishing between 
the HR and HCM function, “Kearns expressed that 
in HRM ‘the HR team is seen as a support service 
to the line’--HR is based around the function and the 
HR team performs ‘a distinct and separate role from 
other functions.’ Conversely, ‘HCM is clearly seen and 
respected as an equal business partner at senior levels’ 
and is ‘holistic, organization-wide, and systems-based’ 
as well as being strategic and concerned with adding 
value” (Armstrong, 2006). 

As the global marketplace continues to witness 
fierce competition and economic conditions continue to 
change the sustainability of organizational competitive 
advantage is even more dependent on how companies 
develop and manage their HC. The survival of firms, in 
view of today’s uncertain and highly dynamic competi-
tive landscape requires innovation (Hamel, 2000). An 
organization’s powerful strategic advantage, therefore, 
is in its ability to attract and recruit the skilled, skillable, 
committed, and innovative personnel to fill appropriate 
positions, at the right time, and with the right incen-
tives to perform effectively expected functions within 
the organization. 

Although organizations seem to have equal access 
to men, money and materials, acquisition in itself 
does not guarantee success unless acquired resources 
are effectively “managed to maximize the return on 

investment in the human capital of the organization” 
(Phillips, 2005). The strategic management of HC for 
transformation into organizational value is a critical 
challenge for HR practitioners in the new economy. 
Strategic HCM is the best concept for maximizing HC 
potentials. It is essential to understand what people 
actually seek for in the workplace as this could help in 
understanding and identify effective HCM practices. 
Pfeffer (2001) enumerates four fundamental dimen-
sions of what people seek for. These are: (1) interesting 
work that permits them to learn, develop, and have a 
sense of competence and mastery, (2) meaningful work 
that provides some feeling of purpose, (3) a sense of 
connection and positive social relations with their co-
workers, and (4) the ability to live an integrated life, so 
that one’s work role and other roles are not inherently 
in conflict and so that a person’s work role does not 
conflict with his or her essential nature and who the 
person is as a human being.

For effectiveness, human capital management needs 
to be more proactive, agile, and cost-effective to recruit, 
develop, empower, engage, and retain. In a study of 
nine private sector (GAO, 2000) organizations that 
are innovative and effective in strategically managing 
their HC revealed that ten common underlying and 
interrelated principles of human capital management 
were identified (see Table 4):

Table 3. Differences between classical personnel management, HRM, and HCM (Source: Adapted from Mar-
rewijk et al., 2003)

Personnel Management Human Resource Management Human Capital Management 

Control-Centered Participatory-Centered

Authoritarian, command Carrot and Stick (Incentives) Alignment

Top-down communication Communication in all sorts of directions Dialogue: interactive communication

Controlled information Open communication Dialogue

Standardized tasks and job descriptions Individualized tasks and job descriptions, 
global indication of responsibilities

Individualized description of roles, tasks, and 
responsibilities

Training aimed at function Training aimed at multi-availability Training aimed at personal development and 
fulfillment of Personal Training Development 
Plan (PTDP)

Employees are overheads Employees are still overheads but optimal 
output needs to be generated

Employees are value adding partners, with 
whom a professional discussion about costs 
and output can be held

Selection on the basis of the job de-
scription

Selection on the basis of personal (especially 
professional) competence

Selection on the basis of personal competencies 
and values

Interventions on the basis of operational 
problems

Interventions on the basis of tactical problems Interventions on the basis of strategic problems

Instrumental orientation Functional orientation Strategic orientation
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The previous principles reflect tested effective ideas 
about people management and show that these organiza-
tions regard HC management as critical differentiator 
for business success. Pfeffer (1998) identified seven 
effective human resource management practices as: 
employment security, selective hiring of new personnel, 
self-management teams and decentralization of deci-
sion making as the basic principles of organizational 
design, comparatively high compensation contingent 
on organizational performance, extensive training, re-
duced status distinctions and barriers, including dress, 
language, office arrangements, and wage differences 
across levels, and extensive sharing of financial and per-
formance information throughout the organization. 

A landmark 2005 IBM Human Capital Study 
involving 300 organizations on leveraging HC to 
improve workforce improvement and organizational 
performance identified four major challenges: the dif-
ficulty of retaining the HC focus when organizations 
are maturing or in decline; the trade-off inherent in 
building vs. buying talent in order to achieve flexibility 
and growth; how to retain talent in a fast-moving world 
when employees have less commitment and loyalty to 
organizations; and the general difficulty with making 

the impact of HRM on business results tangible and 
visible. Companies in different regions were found to 
meet these challenges in different ways: “no one size 
fits all.” This message sets a high hurdle for strategy 
formulation by global corporations (Sako, 2005). 

Synthesizing the various strategies advocated by 
different authors it is observed that a strategic, proac-
tive, and effective human capital management approach 
that anchors on the principle of reciprocity, win-win, 
or mutual satisfaction is imperative. Individuals who 
are possessors of HC are attracted and recruited to join 
organizations with the expectation of high performance 
from employers. On the other hand, the workers have 
sets of unwritten expectations or obligations (psycho-
logical contract) from employers. The extent to which 
an employee is satisfied not only has impact on his 
behavior and attitude but also determines the level of 
performance and possibility of retention. Organiza-
tions should, therefore, strategically and effectively 
align individual values with organizational values, 
objectives, and goals through proactive recruitment, 
induction, development and motivation. These efforts 
would aid a voluntarily or willing utilization of skill, 
knowledge and the maximum development of poten-

Table 4. Interrelated principles of human capital management (Source: GAO, 2000)

1. Treat human capital management as being fundamental to strategic business management. Integrate human capital considerations when 
identifying the mission, strategic goals, and core values of the organization as well as when designing and implementing operational policies 
and practices.

2. Integrate human capital functional staff into management teams. Include human capital leaders as full members of the top management team 
rather than isolating them to provide after-the-fact support. Expand the strategic role of human capital staff beyond providing traditional personnel 
administration services.

3. Leverage the internal human capital function with external expertise. Supplement internal human capital staff’s knowledge and skills by 
seeking outside expertise from consultants, professional associations, and other organizations, as needed.

4. Hire, develop, and sustain leaders according to leadership characteristics identified as essential to achieving specific missions and goals. 
Identify the leadership traits needed to achieve high performance of mission and goals, and build and sustain the organization’s pool of lead-
ers through recruiting, hiring, development, retention, and succession policies and practices targeted at producing leaders with the identified 
characteristics.

5. Communicate a shared vision that all employees, working as one team, can strive to accomplish. Promote a common understanding of the 
mission, strategic goals, and core values toward which all employees are directed to work as a team to achieve. Create a line-of-sight between 
individual contributions and the organization’s performance and results. 

6. Hire, develop, and retain employees according to competencies. Identify the competencies—knowledge, skills, abilities, and behaviors—needed 
to achieve high performance of mission and goals, and build and sustain the organization’s talent pool through recruiting, hiring, development, 
and retention policies and practices targeted at building and sustaining those competencies.

7. Use performance management systems, including pay and other meaningful incentives, to link performance to results. Provide incen-
tives and hold employees accountable for contributing to the achievement of mission and goals. Reward those employees who meet or exceed 
clearly defined and transparent standards of high performance.

8. Support and reward teams to achieve high performance. Foster a culture in which individuals interact and support and learn from each 
other as a means of contributing to the high performance of their peers, units, and the organization as a whole. Bring together the right people 
with the right competencies to achieve high performance as a result of, rather than in spite of, the organizational structure.

9. Integrate employee input into the design and implementation of human capital policies and practices. Incorporate the first-hand knowledge 
and insights of employees and employee groups to develop responsive human capital policies and practices. Empower employees by making 
them stakeholders in the development of solutions and new methods of promoting and achieving high performance of organizational missions 
and goals.

10. Measure the effectiveness of human capital policies and practices. Evaluate and make fact-based decisions on whether human capital poli-
cies and practices support high performance of mission and goals. Identify the performance return on human capital investments.
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tials. This, no doubt, still poses a formidable challenge 
to human resource managers who must evolve such 
strategies aimed at unlocking human potentials. In these 
circumstances, the HR profession is transforming from 
its usual routine-based role of administrative activities 
to that of strategic partnership. 

FUTURE TRENDS

A 1999 SHRM/CCH-sponsored Futures Study identifies 
six major business trends that are capable of having 
tremendous impact on our workplaces in the 21st century. 
These are: (a) changing technology, (b) increasing glo-
balization, (c) continuing cost containment, (d) increas-
ing speed in market change, (e) growing importance of 
knowledge capital, and (f) increasing rate and magnitude 
of change (Rothwell & Kolb, 1999). These challenges 
are requiring companies to place an increasingly higher 
priority on improving workforce productivity. To meet 
the challenges it is imperative to reinvent the HR func-
tion from that of administration and “fire-fighting” to 
becoming a strategic partner. Furthermore, physical 
resources, technology and financial acumen now fall 
short of the enabling powers they once possessed as 
critical success factors for SCA because of transition 
into the new economy where human knowledge, skill, 
and capabilities are key success factors. HC will defi-
nitely continue to be the unique source of SCA and the 
distinguishing factor between organizations in terms of 
relevance, stability, and success. Inter-organizational 
war for talents in recruitment and retention would 
tend not to abate but escalate thereby engendering the 
survival of the fittest. 

CONCLUSION

The subject of human capital management’s role in 
organizational sustainability has attracted enormous 
attention from both human resource researchers and 
practitioners. It is a generally held that HC is central 
to organizational sustainability as it is the engine or 
powerhouse of any organization defining organization’s 
character, drives its capacity to perform and constitutes 
its largest budgetary expense. Human capital manage-
ment approach views organization’s employees “as 
a resource to be maximized rather than a cost to be 
minimized” thereby facilitating “the successful imple-

mentation of a firm’s strategies. The implementation 
of such strategies also is more effective when strategic 
leaders approach layoffs in a manner that employees 
believe is fair and equitable” (David, 2001) cited in 
Hoskisson, Hitt, and Ireland (2004).

To compete effectively in today’s business envi-
ronment companies must focus on building a more 
responsive, flexible and resilient workforce. They must 
do a more effective job of sourcing talent, allocating 
resources across competing initiatives, measuring 
performance and building key capabilities and skills 
(Lesser & DeMarco, 2006). The human resources (HR) 
function should go beyond the delivery of cost-effective 
administrative services and provide expertise on how 
to leverage HC to create true marketplace differen-
tiation. Strategic human capital management concept 
promises transformation of HC into organizational 
value. Through this it is possible to evolve strategies 
that win each employee’s heart in order to gain their 
trust, unlock and tap their potentials. “Only when the 
right employees are on board and are provided the 
training, tools, structures, incentives, and accountability 
to work effectively is organizational success possible” 
(GAO, 1999).
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KEY TERMS

Differentiation: Uniqueness of a firm in its indus-
try along some dimensions that are widely valued by 
buyers. 

Human Capital Management: Human capital 
management is the process of acquiring, developing, 
engaging and managing organization’s employees to 
reach their full potentials through formal and informal 
modes of learning and utilize their knowledge, skills 
and abilities for organizational success.

Human Resource Management: The formal 
structure within an organization responsible for all the 
decisions, strategies, factors, principles, operations, 
practices, functions, activities and methods related to 
the management of people.
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Intangible Asset: These are organizational com-
prising of human, social, structural, and organizational 
capitals.

Knowledge Economy: An economy in which the 
generation and exploitation of knowledge play the 
predominant part in the creation of wealth.

Leverage: This is the degree to which an organiza-
tion is creating value out of its human capital.

Personnel Management: Attracting, developing, 
organizing organization’s employees and maintaining 
proper records from their point of recruitment to their 
leaving the organization.

Resourced-Based View: This view states that SCA 
is the outcome of unique bundles of resources that are 
not available to competitors because they are cannot 
be easily imitated.

Sustainable Competitive Advantage (SCA): The 
unique value creating strategy of an organization, which 
gives it a long term edge over competitors.
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INTRODUCTION

Although emerging computer technologies impact 
every aspect of human resource management, there is 
a considerable gap between research focusing on the 
technological aspects of computer technologies, and 
the human resource impacts. This chapter focuses on 
emerging trends in computer technologies, and the 
human resource management implications of these 
technologies.

BACKGROUND

While this chapter cannot address all of the current 
research in computer technologies and their impact on 
the human resource functions, some broad categories 
of research are discussed in the following sections: 
extended reality, ubiquitous computing, input/output 
devices, and intelligent agents. 

Extended Reality

Extended reality includes augmented reality, in which 
physical reality is supplemented by computer-generated 
images; and virtual reality, in which computer images 
replace physical reality. Augmented reality has been 
used in the medical field by providing visual “overlays” 
on patients’ bodies for doctors to use during biopsies, 
in aircraft maintenance, where workers are provided 
with goggles that can reproduce three dimensional 
drawings of aircraft components and diagnostic pro-
cedures during maintenance, and to augment objects in 
the real world through the use of graphical tags, such 

as bar codes or glyphs (Dimaio, Archip, Hata, Talos, 
Warfield, Majumdar, et al., 2006; Kerawalla, Luckin, 
Seljeflot, & Woolard, 2006; O’Donnell & Westin, 2005; 
Wiedenmaier, Oehme, Schmidt, & Luczak, 2003). 

Virtual reality, once the stuff of science fiction, is 
now routinely used in training devices that simulate 
everything from hand-to-hand combat to submarine 
docking. Virtual reality is also found in distributed 
video-conferencing systems that embed live video and 
audio conferencing in a virtual space, in the classroom, 
where it is used to help students learn dynamic spatial 
relationships, in collaborative art exhibits, and in entire 
virtual cross cultural worlds with cross cultural agents 
(Allbeck & Badler, 2004; Dolisnky, Anstey, Pape, Agu-
ilera, Kostis, & Tsoupikova, 2005; Shelton, 2004). 

Ubiquitous Computing

Ubiquitous computing, also known as pervasive com-
puting, calm technology, and everyware, is based on 
the idea that users will need to be connected to their 
computer at all times (Coovert & Thompson, 2001; 
Greenfield, 2006). This ubiquitous connection might 
be through embedded computing, where computers 
are integrated into everyday life in an invisible way, 
or through mobile devices that the user can take ev-
erywhere (Feldman, Tapia, Sadi, Maes, & Schmandt, 
2005; Merrill & Maes, 2005).

Mobile computing uses wireless technology to allow 
users to compute any place at any time, leading to the 
explosive development of mobile computing devices 
like personal digital assistants (PDAs). In 2007, de Sa, 
Carrico, and Antunes used a PDA-like device to develop 
supporting cognition outlines on psychological evalu-



���  

The Human Resource Implications of Computers 

ation (SCOPE), which allows patients to accomplish 
their cognitive behavioral therapy tasks using mobile 
devices, and get assistance from the device whenever 
needed. Costanza, Inverso, Pavlov, Allen, and Maes 
(2006) recently developed a wearable display embed-
ded in eyeglasses. The display delivers unobtrusive 
cues in wearers’ periphery without disrupting their 
immediate environment.

Input/Output

Input and output devices can range from the familiar 
keyboard to the concept of the entire physical envi-
ronment as an interface. IBM describes a workspace 
of the future called BlueSpace. In BlueSpace, sensor 
data connect team members and broadcasts availability 
awareness. “One-touch” communication opens the 
preferred communication channel (i.e., phone, e-mail, 
or instant message) (IBM, 2007).

Other research on input devices has focused on: 
SenToy, a tangible doll with sensors that allows a user 
to influence the emotions of a synthetic character in a 
game (Paiva, Costa, Chaves, Piedade, Mourao, Sobral, 
et al., 2003); the SlideBar, consisting of a physical slider 
with a graspable knob positioned near the keyboard 
(Chipman, Bederson, & Golbeck, 2004); light pen input 
devices (Charness, Holley, Feddon, & Jastrzembski, 
2004); and a tongue-operated switch array (Kim, Tyler, 
& Beebe, 2005).

Research on outputs has focused on a broad range 
of issues as well. These include the force feedback 
joystick, which provides realistic physical sensations of 
force as system output (He & Agah, 2001), the electric 
wheelchair, which responds to user head movements 
(Cohen, 2003), and vocal output devices that can be 
used to replace monitors (Lancioni, Singh, O’Reilly, 
Sigafoos, Oliva, Baccani, et al., 2006).

Intelligent Agents

Intelligent agents are software programs that are capable 
of autonomous action without human input, and that 
apply some degree of intelligence to their task. The 
intelligence may be minimal, but will often include 
some degree of learning from past experience. Research 
into the use of intelligent agents has focused on such 
topics as “Knowbots” for use in telemedicine (Ferrante, 
2005), agents who provide students with feedback on 

their documents (Kutay & Ho, 2005), and agents used 
for workflow monitoring in business processes (Wang, 
Wang, & Xu, 2005). 

THE HUMAN RESOURCE 
IMPLICATIONS OF COMPUTERS

Noe, Hollenbeck, Gerhart, and Wright (2007) define 
human resource management as the “policies, prac-
tices, and systems that influence employee’s behavior, 
attitudes, and performance,” (p. 2) adding that the hu-
man resource functions include analysis and design of 
work, recruiting, selecting, training, and performance 
measurement. In the following sections, we examine 
the impact of computers on these human resource func-
tions, beginning with job design and analysis.

Job Design and Analysis   

Part of a typical job analysis consists of identifying the 
work environment, the knowledge and skills necessary 
to perform the job, and the coworkers. Extended real-
ity and mobile computing will impact our definition 
of the “work environment.” The skills and knowledge 
needed to perform tasks will be changed as a result of 
augmented reality and intelligent agents, and a coworker 
who is an artificial agent is a concept most job analy-
sis techniques are not prepared for. In general, three 
major areas of job design will be greatly influenced 
by computers: teams, cognitive labor, and the need 
for redesign. In the case of teams, computers have 
made it possible for teams to work together without 
being colocated. This use of virtual teams leads to an 
increased demand for team job analysis, but there are 
currently no job analysis methods for team work, let 
alone virtual teamwork. 

Traditional methods of job analysis may also have 
to be reevaluated due to the increasing amounts of 
cognitive labor brought about by the computer. Some 
have suggested that job analysis will need to focus on 
behaviors, not tasks, and focus more on the “other” 
and less on the “knowledge, skills and abilities” in 
KSAOs, or focus on cognitive task analysis rather 
than job analysis (Landy, Shankster-Cawley, & Mo-
ran, 1995; Reynolds & Brannick, 2001; Reynolds & 
Neville, 2002). 
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In addition, jobs may need to be redesigned specifi-

cally to encourage some of the side-effects of computer 
use. For example, as we learn more about the effects of 
collaboration within a virtual environment on overall 
learning processes (Jackson, Taylor, & Winn, 1999), 
organizations may want to redesign jobs to encourage 
such effects. Or, since there are indications that com-
puter-mediated communication is capable of improving 
the interpersonal aspect of information integration (Lim 
& Benbasat, 1997), it is possible that organizations 
might want to integrate such communications into jobs 
that, strictly speaking, do not require them. 

One area that holds exciting potential is job redesign 
for people with disabilities. Vision becomes less of an 
issue with input devices that are speech activated, arti-
ficial environments are always wheelchair accessible, 
and speech output devices give the mute voice.

Recruiting 

The use of paper resumes and newspaper listings of job 
openings is becoming obsolete as resumes are giving 
way to sophisticated e-portfolios. Recent statistics show 
that 51% of new hires in 2005 came about through the 
Internet, and only 5% through newspapers (On-line 
Recruitment, 2007). 

Online recruiting can come via a company’s Web 
site or job boards such as Monster.com, eRecruiting, 
and eFinancialCareers.com. Monster.com, one of the 
largest job search sites, provides job listings for both 
national and international jobs. In addition, Monster.
com provides company research, resume writing tips, 
interview skills, job fairs, comparative salary analysis, 
online psychological-testing, and a job-search agent. 

Selection

Augmented reality tools mean there will be less em-
phasis on specific skill acquisition, and more emphasis 
on employees with flexibility, problem analysis, and 
cognitive skills. This increased emphasis on cognitive 
abilities means organizations will increasingly rely on 
personality and integrity testing (Hunter & Hunter, 
1984). New selection criterion may be developed as 
well, such as the ability to tolerate ambiguity, the sus-
ceptibility to virtual reality, attitudes toward technology, 
and predisposition to carpal tunnel syndrome.

Not only the content, but also the method in which 
these tests are administered will change. Selection 

tests will be increasingly administered online, with 
automated scoring, screening, and reporting func-
tions. Such systems will change the recruiting process 
dramatically. Meade (2001), for example, notes that 
when the state of Michigan converted to an electronic 
recruiting system, a process that formerly took 4 to 6 
weeks instead took 22 minutes to complete. 

Another exciting possibility is computerized job 
interviews conducted by intelligent agents, as they can 
eliminate such problems as first impressions, nonverbal 
cues, and stereotypes, all of which plague the human 
interview process. Additionally, intelligent agents make 
it possible to have highly structured interviews, which 
have a mean validity comparable to that of ability tests, 
without the adverse impact (Cascio, 1998; Huffcutt & 
Arthur, 1994). 

Training

Computers have altered both the way organizations 
train, and the content of the training. Self-paced and 
just-in-time computerized instruction, agent-guided 
training, and distributed team training are just some of 
the methods that are being used today (Ramesh & An-
drews, 1999; Schaafstal, Lyons, & Reynolds, 2001).

Training content will have to change as well. As or-
ganizations flatten, employees need training in handling 
organizational responsibilities, optimizing technology, 
creating business value, and meeting strategic goals. 
Computer-based training will therefore need to address 
both technical skills and inter and intrapersonal skill 
(Carnerdale, 1995).  

Reynolds and Williams (2007) researched the appli-
cation of computer technology to mentoring, and found 
no difference in effectiveness of “virtual” mentors vs. 
face-to-face mentors. Virtual environments will allow 
for team training both with and without other team 
members, and with the possible addition of agents as 
trainers (Schaafstal et al., 2001). This use of agents as 
team members raises interesting training requirements 
as well, as there is evidence that team members tend to 
defer to artificial members, even when the evidence is 
fairly clear that the agent is wrong (Foster & Coovert, 
2000).

Performance Measurement 

Input/output devices and ubiquitous computing will 
alter the way that work is performed, requiring new 
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criteria for evaluating work. Intelligent agents and 
extended reality will provide new methods of perform-
ing evaluations by making it possible to evaluate work 
samples in a simulated environment, or by providing 
the capabilities for the electronic monitoring of work. 
Electronic monitoring is an increasing trend; a recent 
survey of 2,100 major U.S. firms reported that 73% 
engaged in electronic monitoring (Hovorka-Mead, 
Ross, Whipple, & Brenchin, 2002). 

FUTURE TRENDS

This chapter began with a brief review of some emerging 
trends in computer technologies, and then discussed the 
potential impact of computers on job design, recruiting, 
selection, training, and performance measurement. This 
discussion highlighted several areas in which further 
research is needed. 

A particularly challenging area for further research 
in job design is incorporating computers into jobs in 
order to encourage some of the positive benefits of 
human-computer interaction. Utilizing the computer 
to make more jobs accessible to those with disabilities 
is an area rich with rewarding possibilities. Cognitive 
labor and team work will require new methods of job 
analysis, while extended reality and mobile computing 
will change our definitions of the “workplace.”

As more and more recruiting shifts onto the Internet, 
research is required on integrating the noncomputer 
savvy into the recruitment process. The line between 
recruiting and selection may become harder to define 
as Internet-based recruitment tools mechanize the pre-
screening of applicants. New selection criterion must be 
developed as well, such as the susceptibility to virtual 
reality and attitudes toward technology.

New ways of working demand new training content, 
that is, training that emphasizes flexibility, team work, 
self-directed behavior, and working with artificial 
agents. New methods of training are required as well; 
for example, virtual reality would allow trainees to 
practice their teamwork skills with virtual teammates 
(Schaafstal et al., 2001).

In the areas of performance evaluation, more re-
search is needed on evaluating virtual teams, as well 
as how to evaluate new performance dimensions such 
as self-motivation and contextual performance.

CONCLUSION

Shinn (2007) of BizEd Magazine presented a hands-on 
example of the new human resources environment in an 
editorial entitled “Remote Control.” Shinn works for a 
magazine that is headquartered in Tampa, Florida. She 
works out of St. Louis, Missouri, 900 miles away. The 
magazine’s art director works out of Washington, D.C, 
while the printer is located in Little Rock, Arkansas. 
Shinn goes onto explain that many of today’s busi-
ness people function under similar conditions. They 
might live in L.A., report to bosses stationed in New 
York, be paid by a multinational corporation based 
in Munich, and consult with team members scattered 
from London to Shanghai. They have to develop good 
working relationships with people they have never 
met as they strive to get their products out on time and 
without defects. 

While Shinn provided a global example of the ef-
fects of new technologies on work, computer technol-
ogy is also changing the way we recruit, select, train, 
and evaluate employees, the employees who do that 
work. Every area of human resource management will 
be impacted by computer technology, including the 
human resource function itself. 
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KEY TERMS

Augmented Reality: Computer programs that 
augment reality rather than replacing it. Users are still 
aware of their surroundings. 

Embedded Computing: Very limited application 
computers that are contained within an object, such 
as a refrigerator.

E-Portfolio: An electronic portfolio consisting of 
samples of an individual’s creations and work.

Haptic: Having to do with touch or sensation. Haptic 
devices such as a data glove allow the user to experience 
the feeling of touching a virtual object, or in the case 
of force fields and flight simulators, to experience the 
sensation of increased gravitational forces.

Intelligent Agents: Software programs that are 
capable of autonomous action without human input, 
and apply some degree of intelligence and learning 
to the task. 

Ubiquitous Computing: A concept of computing in 
which it is assumed the computer will be everywhere, 
whether through the use of small portable devices or 
through embedded computers. 

Virtual Reality: Computer programs that create 
an immersive alternative reality.
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INTRODUCTION

Knowledge is the currency of the new economy and 
consequently information is power. For this reason, it 
is a business imperative to grow and shape intellectual 
capital. Human resource management (HRM) plays a 
pivotal role in creating and growing intellectual capital 
and embedding it within organizational systems. Previ-
ous studies in HRM have demonstrated the connection 
between technological innovation and HRM in two 
conspicuously different ways. Specifically, some have 
illustrated how HR strategies can enhance technological 
innovation in organizations (Gloet & Terziovski, 2004; 
Jiménez-Jiménez & Sanz-Valle, 2005) while others have 
shown ways in which HR functions can be aligned and 
made more efficient by the effective use of technology 
(Ashbaugh & Miranda, 2002; Broderick & Boudreau, 
1992; Bussler & Davis, 2001/2002). In this article, a 
more holistic approach is taken in viewing technology 
as both an input and an outcome of effective HRM. 
To this end, the aim here is to provide a description 
of some of the key ways in which HRM can enhance 
the development, implementation, and success of new 
technologies as well as how HRM can enhance its own 
value through the use of new technologies. 

BACKGROUND

A retrospective analysis of modern day organizations 
reveals that there has been an operational move away 
from being capital or labor intensive and to being more 
knowledge-intensive. Starbuck’s (1992) notion of a 
knowledge intensive firm underpins the reality that in 
certain organizations knowledge has more importance 
than other inputs. Such a viewpoint is further supported 
when recognizing that knowledge is viewed by many 
as a lasting source of competitive advantage (Nonaka, 
1991; Pfefer, 1994), which, if effectively managed, 
can be the ultimate determinant of organizational 
performance (Reich, 1990). Considering HRM as the 

fundamental function through which human capital and 
knowledge is managed in an organization, it is evident 
that it plays a significant part in ensuring an organization 
is technologically innovative and up to date.

HRM’s Role in Technological Innovation 
and Adaptation

The implications of HRM for knowledge management 
(KM) and innovation are profound. There is a plethora 
of research, which has linked technical innovation to a 
range of HR functions such as recruitment and selection 
(Grandori & Sonda, 1995), training (Beatty & Schneier, 
1997), and performance appraisal (Gupta & Singhal 
1993; Mumford, 2000). According to the behavioral 
perspective (Schuler & Jackson 1987), the link between 
HRM and technological innovation results from HR 
practices eliciting and controlling attitudes and behav-
iors of employees to create sufficient conditions in which 
innovations can occur. For example, Scarbrough (2003) 
identified three HRM functions capable of impacting 
the innovative capacity of an organization by mediat-
ing its flows of knowledge. These were (1) selection 
methods, (2) compensation strategies, and (3) career 
systems. He argued that where HRM is intrinsically 
linked to a firm’s business strategy, it can serve as a 
tool, which aligns employee skills and behavior with 
the flow of knowledge needed to develop innovations. 
Similarly, Schuler and Jackson (1987) established a 
connection between HRM practices and three types 
of strategy, namely (1) cost reduction, (2) quality 
enhancement, and (3) innovation. Accordingly, they 
proposed a model where each strategy is underpinned 
by a distinct set of HR practices that serve to adjust 
employees’ behavior. 

The results of the longitudinal research of Shipton, 
Fay, West, Patterson, and Birdi (2005) further highlight 
the role that HRM plays in technological innovation and 
adaptation, showing that the incorporation of sophisti-
cated recruitment and selection, induction, appraisal and 
training techniques predict organizational innovation 
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in products and production technology. These findings 
are consistent with those of Guthrie (2001), who argued 
that employee reward systems such as knowledge or 
skill based pay, can encourage knowledge creation, 
and thereby enhance an organization’s technical in-
novativeness. Further attesting to the relationship 
between HRM and innovation (including technological 
innovation) is a study conducted by Jiménez-Jiménez 
and Sanz-Valle. (2005). The authors found that HRM 
practices stipulate an organization’s orientation toward 
innovation, with a “bundle” of internally consistent 
HR practices being a better predictor of innovation 
than isolated HR practices. A similar study conducted 
by Liao (2006) found a relationship between HRM 
control (i.e., behavior, output, and input) and product 
innovation. The findings of these studies clearly indicate 
that there is a relationship between HRM, knowledge 
management, and technological innovation in organiza-
tions, which can be exploited to capture the knowledge 
of employees and leave an imprint in the organization 
in the long run. 

It is important to acknowledge that the notion that 
managing knowledge and innovation is primarily an HR 
function is not universally held. Rather it is considered 
by some as being a function of information technol-
ogy (IT). Highlighting this point, Hansen, Nohria, and 
Tierney (1999) argue that organizations follow two 
distinctly divergent strategies of KM: (1) a codification 
strategy driven by IT resources; and (2) a personalization 
strategy, centered on HR. Sveiby (1997) also highlights 
this differentiation, in his observation that certain KM 
strategies focus more on people while others focus more 
on technology. It could be said that the divergence in 
these two paradigms lies in the fact that the “hard” IT 
paradigm focuses more on codifying explicit knowl-
edge into organizational systems, whereas the “soft” 
HR paradigm aims to capture the tacit knowledge that 
gets transferred via human interaction, metaphors, and 
symbols (Nonaka, 1991). In light of this argument, a 
study by Gloet and Terziovski. (2004) found the pre-
dictive power of an organization’s HRM focus to be 
stronger than the IT focus when product and process 
innovation are the desired outcomes. This finding is 
supported by Sellers (2003), who demonstrates from 
a case study example of a UK based oil company that 
“it is HR not IT who hold the key to unlocking busi-
ness value from technology” (p. 9). However, Gloet 
et al. conclude that ideally knowledge management 
best contributes to technical innovativeness when a 

simultaneous approach of “soft HRM practices” and 
“hard IT practices” are implemented. 

It is evident from the previous discussion that the 
development and implementation of successful tech-
nology in organizations requires effective and comple-
mentary management of human resources. As such, HR 
strategy can serve a precursory role when evaluating an 
organization’s technological innovativeness and adapta-
tion. However, keeping in mind that the management 
of knowledge and innovation is viewed by some as an 
IT rather than an HR function, the existing literature 
should also be looked at from another angle--essentially 
how technology has transformed HRM itself. 

The Role that Technology Plays in 
Transforming HRM

Schön (1973) argued that technological change has 
grown exponentially in the past few decades such that 
society and all of its institutions are in a continuous 
process of transformation. This argument is still relevant 
and, as such, it is evident that technology has trans-
formed the way work gets done. Today, more people 
have the opportunity to influence decisions and pro-
cesses through faster communication and, many work 
processes are assisted or assumed by technology. In the 
context of HRM, Ruël, Bondarouk, and Looise (2004) 
distinguish between two ways in which technology 
has impacted on HRM: (1) Electronic-HRM (e-HRM) 
and (2) Human resource information systems (HRIS). 
According to Ruël et al. (2004), e-HRM “is a way of 
implementing HR strategies, policies, and practices in 
organizations through a conscious and directed support 
of and/or with the full use of Web-technology-based 
channels” (p. 365-366). HRIS, on the other hand, is the 
use of information systems to gather, store, integrate, 
and transform HR data into useable information that 
can be utilized in HR decision-making. The difference 
between e-HRM and HRIS lies in the fact that e-HRM 
is targeted at employees and management outside the 
HR department, whilst HRIS is targeted at improving 
the quality and efficiency of the HR department itself. 
Given the scope of this article, the central focus here 
will be on HRIS. 

Patrickson and Hartmann (2001) state that a funda-
mental use of HRIS is efficient information manage-
ment. Supporting this notion are the findings from an 
interview study conducted with HRIS groups of ten 
Fortune 500 firms in the U.S., which found that the 
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majority of these firms had invested in computer ap-
plications that help manage employee records, payroll, 
compensation, and benefits administration (Broderick 
& Boudreau, 1992). Furthermore, Patrickson and Hart-
mann (2001) suggest that HRIS is especially important 
in the input of information where staff surveys are 
conducted through computer applications to decrease 
the downtime between information gathering and 
subsequent action. A second documented advantage 
of HRIS is simplification. HRIS software can track 
core-competencies of employees and trends within 
departments and inform managers about the areas of 
expertise that require attention or improvement (Bussler 
& Davis, 2001/2002). Thirdly, HRIS is useful in manag-
ing intellectual capital and skills. The use of electronic 
resumes and skill databases provide HR managers with 
an instant snapshot of organizational expertise. Deci-
sion-making is another area where HR software has 
also proven useful. For instance, e-recruitment systems 
can track demographics and select potential recruits 
according to a predefined criteria through applicant 
tracking systems or, alternatively, use job boards and 
corporate Websites to select the most compatible recruit 
for a specified job through hiring management systems 
(HMS) (Bussler & Davis, 2001/2002). A final distinc-
tive advantage of HRIS is integration. As Broderick 
and Boudreau (1992) point out, restructuring in most 
organizations has left HR with a smaller workgroup, 
yet with equal or greater demands. In such contexts 
HRIS becomes a crucial tool to integrate and execute 
HR tasks as it requires less staff and time. 

HR AS AN INPUT AND OUTPUT OF 
TECHNOLOGICAL INNOvATION

Although not explicitly stated in the literature on HRM 
and information technology, the forgoing evaluation 
of these two different perspectives indicates a need to 
conceptualize the relationship between HRM and tech-
nology as a two-way relationship. HRM plays a role in 
the design and the implementation of new technology 
as well as in managing the changes associated with 
introducing new technologies. What is more, HRM 
needs new technologies to streamline and innovate. In 
practice, the two roles display reciprocity as one role 
feeds into the other. 

Practical implications of an interactional relation-
ship between HRM and technology include the need 

for HR to develop and maintain effective partnerships 
with IT as well as to understand human-machine in-
terface issues. Consequently, it is important for HR 
practitioners to be technology literate so they are able 
to evaluate the HR implications of new technologies, 
able to match technology solutions to HR needs, able 
to use new technologies in their own activities, able 
to manage deployment of new technologies, and able 
to incorporate human issues into the design of new 
technologies. This is evident in the following statement 
made by Broderick and Boudreau (1992):

…achieving innovative strategies in HR require at-
tracting creative people, and supporting their time for 
research and risk taking. User analytic and computer 
skills are critical to effective use of decision support 
systems applications, but the applications themselves 
also represent powerful exploratory tool for such users. 
These systems can step up the pace of organizational 
discovery and learning. They can help attract creative, 
analytic talent, support innovative work, and the fruits 
of innovation more readily available to HR and the 
firm. (p. 15)

In addition to understanding the complementary 
relationship between HR and technology, it is also vital 
to consider potential repercussions of disregarding this 
relationship. Sellers (2003) states that, although IT 
was held in high regard as a single handed optimizer 
of productivity, a McKinsey study in the U.S. over 
the period 1995-2000 revealed that 70% of industries 
showed no growth, despite heavy investment in IT. The 
reason for such low return on IT investment, accord-
ing to Sellers, is the misalignment between employee 
behavior and the new technology. In contrast to well 
planned, developed or implemented IT applications 
which can improve performance, poorly planned, 
developed or implemented IT applications can “retard 
individual and/or group performance” (Martinsons & 
Chong, 1999, p. 124). For this reason, it is important to 
understand what can lead to the failure of information 
systems. Martinsons and Chong (1999) suggest that 
information systems tend to fail when (a) their primary 
purpose is to redirect information flow or redistribute 
power, (b) political issues and conflicts related to 
information are not resolved, (c) job involvement, 
organizational commitment, and satisfaction are low, 
and (d) the organizational culture does not support the 
change. HRM can play a significant role in preventing 
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these issues from arising. Specifically, HRM specialists 
can provide input on the behavioral appropriateness of 
different technologies; how to introduce, integrate and 
institutionalize them; and what incentives, performance 
management and cultural supports will facilitate effec-
tive uptake (Martinsons & Chong, 1999). 

What has been previously discussed clearly indicates 
that managing the change associated with new technol-
ogy uptake is one of the most significant challenges HR 
practitioners are faced with in the contemporary busi-
ness environment. As Bussler and Davis (2001/2002) 
argue: “Most organizations greatly underestimate the 
cultural impact of the technology on their employees. 
HR needs to spend as much time with employees on 
‘change’ as they do on the training and implementa-
tion of software” (p. 19). Consequently, IT improves 
performance only when people “are willing to use the 
technology” and are effective users (Martinsons & 
Chong, 1999, p. 124). To this end, the human element is 
the critical element in information systems’ success.

One tool, which may help HR practitioners to ensure 
that the IT applications introduced in their organizations 
are successful is the SHRM application tool (Härtel, 
Fujimoto, Strybosch, & Fitzpatrick, 2007). This tool 
provides practitioners with guidance on how to think 
about and analyze an organization, its environment 
and issues as a whole so that they can formulate and 
implement effective HRM strategies. Use of the SHRM 
application tool ensures continuous learning where 
analysis of issues, actions and outcomes allows for 
fine-tuning according to any changes occurring in the 
system, including changes in skill sets, technologies, 
competitor actions, and regulatory frameworks. When 
used in the context of HRIS, the SHRM application 
tool can assist practitioners to ensure that technology 
is integrated with every aspect of HRM in ways that 
facilitate organizational objectives while addressing 
environmental issues and constraints. An example of 
how following the six step process identified in the 
SHRM application tool can assist in integrating new 
technology follows. 

First, the HR practitioner needs to undertake an 
analysis of environmental factors including both the 
internal and external environment as well as HR is-
sues including the monitoring and analysis of data. 
For this issue, an environmental analysis may reveal, 
for example, that an organization needs to capitalize 
on the implementation of new technology in order to 
remain competitive. The next step is to undertake a 

gap analysis to detect potential opportunities that the 
implementation of new technologies may create while 
also identifying any problems that may arise. The HR 
practitioner then needs to verify or falsify the potential 
opportunities or problems that they identified in the 
previous step. This allows for the identification of HR 
issues that will need to be managed at this point in 
time. Once this has been completed the next step in the 
process is to devise a plan to address the problem or 
opportunity identified and to develop success criteria. 
The aim of this step is to identify the functional activi-
ties that need to be implemented in order to ensure that 
the implementation of the new technology is successful 
and employees are fully prepared to take advantage 
of them. Following this, the plan developed in step 
four is implemented with precision to ensure the new 
technology is adopted by employees. The final step of 
the process is to evaluate the plan against the success 
criteria that were developed in step four to ensure that 
the implementation has brought about a positive result. 
If the SHRM Application Tool has been used correctly, 
this evaluation should reveal that the organization has 
properly prepared its culture and people to take full 
advantage of any new technologies introduced into 
the organization and that their implementation has 
been a success.

FUTURE TRENDS

Today’s HRM needs to be transformational. To do this 
in an e-age means preparing leadership on the use and 
misuse of technology, developing a “vision” about the 
use of technology that fits with the organization’s needs 
and HR strategies, and being clear about why a technol-
ogy is being used as well as its limitations. As businesses 
move towards novel organizational structures and 
designs such as network structures and e-businesses, 
conventional HRM practices may require rethinking. 
For instance, businesses that exist as virtual companies 
may necessitate the need for virtual HRM. 

 A second challenge that HR is faced with is the 
increasing rate of change in the internal and external 
business environment. As organizations go through 
continuous change, HR managers are faced with the 
challenge of managing under the competing demands 
of change and stability. In such a context, the time 
between planning and doing could be minimal if not 
negligible. It is for this reason that HR needs to rely 
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on the latest HRIS available to make critical personnel 
decisions with accuracy and efficiency in accordance 
with the rate of change. In this respect, the future HR 
manager is not only faced with managing the techno-
logical evolution within the HR department to better 
serve the organization, s/he may also need to oversee 
the innovation and adaptation of technology in the 
organization as a whole. 

Third, globalization and rapid internationalization 
of companies has had a massive impact on the way 
organizations are managed. From an HR perspective, 
increased access to international labor markets means 
HR has a larger skill base to select and recruit from whilst 
the level of diversity among organizational employees 
could be very high. The value adding of information 
systems to HR practices such as e-recruitment and the 
ability to store and convert information into several 
languages can become outstanding in such globally 
focused companies (Bussler & Davis, 2001/2002). 
Therefore, as globalization becomes more omnipres-
ent, the fit between HR and information systems will 
become even more evident in organizations.   

CONCLUSION

This chapter has examined the relationship between 
HRM and technology. A review of previous literature 
showed that the relationship between HRM and tech-
nology has been studied from two perspectives: (1) in 
relation to HRM’s contribution to effective innovation 
and uptake of technology; and (2) technology’s role 
in the effective provision of HR services. A closer 
examination of these two roles reveals that they are 
in fact intrinsically linked in a reciprocal manner. In 
a theoretical sense, this means that the link between 
HRM and technology is interactional and should be 
studied in a more holistic way. 

The practical implications of understanding the 
complexities associated with technology and HR are 
evidenced in instances where similar technologies have 
granted supremacy to certain organizations over others. 
The reason for such differences in outcomes lies not 
in the technology itself, but in the fit between human 
elements and technology. HR practitioners can use the 
SHRM application tool (Härtel et al., 2007) prior to 
the implementation of new technologies to determine 
that this fit will be achieved and to ensure the effective 
implementation of HRIS systems. It is important to note, 

however, that technology being an easily transferable 
competitive advantage may erode as competitors try to 
copy one another. However, while competitors may be 
able to copy the technology used by an organization, it 
is much harder for them to copy the relational attributes 
and the way in which the technology implemented and 
used. Clearly then, understanding the link between 
HR and IT in this context is a critical success factor 
to any organization. If an organization is able to get 
this right they will be able to capture the knowledge 
of their employees and ensure their imprint is left on 
the organization for generations to come.
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KEY TERMS

Applicant Tracking Systems: A type of e-recruit-
ment system that tracks demographics and selects 
potential recruits according to a predefined criterion 
of skills and qualifications.

Electronic Human Resource Management (E-
HRM): A way of implementing HR strategies, policies, 
and practices in organizations through a conscious and 
directed support of and/or with the full use of webWeb-
technology-based channels. 

E-Recruitment Systems: A subset of a HRIS system 
that consists of applications for employee selection, 
recruitment, and hiring functions. E-recruitment sys-
tems can be two fold: (1) applicant tracking systems 
(2) hiring management systems. 

Explicit Knowledge: Knowledge that is formal 
and systematic, which can be easily communicated and 
shared as product specifications, a working manual, 
scientific formula or a computer program.

Hiring Management Systems (HMS): A type of 
e-recruitment system that uses job boards and corporate 
Web sites to select the most compatible recruit for a 
specified job.
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Human Resources Information Systems (HRIS): 

The use of information systems to gather, store, inte-
grate, and transform HR data into useable information 
that can be utilized in HR decision making.

Knowledge Intensive Firm: Organizations that 
consider knowledge is more important for its success 
than other inputs such as capital and labor.

Knowledge Management (KM): Concerns the 
formalization of experience, knowledge, and expertise 
that create new capabilities, enable superior perfor-
mance, encourage innovation, and enhance customer 
value. It entails functions such as knowledge creation, 
knowledge valuation, and metrics; knowledge mapping 
and indexing, knowledge storage, knowledge dissemi-
nation, sharing and implementation.

Tacit Knowledge: Knowledge that is highly per-
sonal and hard to formalize, communicate, or transfer 
to others. Tacit knowledge is highly context specific and 
deeply rooted in action. It is the “know-how” that people 
develop after years of experience and practice.
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INTRODUCTION  

Strategic planning is a matter of mapping the route 
between the perceived present circumstances and the 
desired future situation. Strategic management adapts 
higher education institutions (HEI) to their environ-
ment including educational policy, local demand for 
skilled labor, and other factors. The purpose of HEIs 
is to positively affect the development of society and 
the local community.

The balanced scorecard approach developed by 
Kaplan and Norton (2001, 2004, 2006) is a framework 
for the communication and implementation of the strat-
egy. The approach creates a shared understanding of 
the strategic plan by describing the plan using strategy 
maps, strategic objectives, measures and target values 
for the planning period (Niven, 2005). The balanced 
scorecard approach can be combined with other ap-
proaches and management tools.

The purpose of this article is to report on a develop-
ment project where the balanced scorecard approach 
was applied in the management information system 
(MIS) of an HEI. The MIS integrates the different ap-
proaches of management into human resources (HR) 
planning. It is important that the balanced scorecard 
approach is supported by the MIS. This is especially 
critical in large organizations. Many administrative units 
and organizational levels emphasize the importance of 
automation enabling management to consistently ag-
gregate the scorecards of lower organizational levels 
to the overall scorecard. The MIS with a portal is a 
valuable communication channel, information pro-
cessor, management tool and the joint memory of the 
organization. 

The empirical part of the article describes the MIS 
of the Turku University of Applied Sciences (TUAS), 
where the MIS is based on strategic management and 
the balanced scorecard approach. The system integrates 
budgeting, action plans, HR planning and quality 
management. The data warehouse approach is used to 
capture data from the diverse source systems and to 

store the data in an integrated database. An MIS portal 
was developed to support the management process and 
be open to the personnel of the institution. The portal 
supports the dialogue and commitment of the personnel 
to the strategic outlines. The portal is open to manage-
ment and the personnel of the institution.

BACKGROUND 

Balanced Scorecard Translates the  
Strategy into Action

The autonomy of HEIs has increased. The autonomy 
emphasizes stronger management and the increasing 
accountability of institutions to society and other stake-
holders. The management of HEIs is acquiring more 
integrated and strict but at the same time loose forms 
(Meyer, 2002). Analyzes of autonomy and self-regula-
tion in higher education do not, however, provide any 
specific tools for the management of HEI (Maassen 
& Stensaker, 2003). Strategic management is widely 
used in the Finnish HEIs (Kettunen & Kantola, 2006) 
and is also a strong candidate for the framework of the 
management system also in other countries (Bush & 
Coleman, 2000; Middlewood & Lumby, 1998). 

The balanced scorecard has been designed as a 
mechanism to make the strategic plan more understand-
able to management and personnel. The approach has 
been widely used in the private and public sectors. The 
experiences of many studies testify that the balanced 
scorecard approach is well suited to a higher education 
setting and allows the alignment of a wide variety of 
measures with the unique mission and strategy (Ket-
tunen, 2004, 2006; Papenhause & Einstein, 2006; Self, 
2003). The balanced scorecard is a useful tool, because it 
can be used to align the HR and many other management 
tools with strategic planning (Mouritsen, Thorsgaard 
Larsen, & Lumby, 2005; Rampersad, 2005).
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The balanced scorecard of the TUAS includes five 

perspectives: 

• Societal impact: The societal impact perspec-
tive includes an objective which describes the 
institution’s outreach and engagement in society 
and the local community.

• Customer: The customer perspective includes the 
objectives of student and employer satisfaction. 
Customer satisfaction is what essentially all the 
organizations try to achieve.

• Finance: The financial perspective describes 
the objectives of public funding and external 
income. 

• Internal processes: The internal processes per-
spective typically describes the sequential internal 
processes of an organization. 

• Learning: The learning perspective describes 
the objectives of HR that are drivers for future 
performance. The achievement of these objectives 
is required to reach the objectives of the internal 
processes.

In many other organizations the societal impact 
and customer perspectives have been combined into 
one perspective.

The balanced scorecard helps management to com-
municate the important objectives to the personnel. The 
objectives are described by measures. Typically, the 
management of the organization sets the target values 
of the measures for the planning period. The HR must 
be aligned with all the strategic objectives. When the 
scorecards are planned for all the organizational units 
the personnel is able to understand the strategic plan 
and their own role in contributing to the plan. 

MAIN FOCUS OF THE CHAPTER 

Balanced Scorecard in Higher Education

Figure 1 describes the strategy map of the TUAS. The 
concept of the strategy map was introduced by Kaplan 
and Norton (2004). The societal impact perspective 
of the TUAS includes the objectives of regional de-
velopment and the customer perspective includes the 

FinanceFinance

InternalInternal
processesprocesses

LearningLearning

SocietalSocietal
impactimpact

CustomerCustomer

• Regional development

• Customer satisfaction

	• Funding from central government
	• External funding

Learning process
• Education

Support processes
• Support services

Innovation process
• R&D

• Capabilities for R&D • Teacher capabilities

Human resources

Figure 1. Strategy map of the TUAS
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objectives of customer satisfaction. These objectives 
can be achieved as a result of the internal processes 
including research and development, support services 
and education. The financial perspective includes fund-
ing from central government and external funding for 
research and development and continuing education. 
The financial objectives are aligned with the internal 
processes and structures in the budget of an organiza-
tion. The learning perspective includes the objectives of 
capabilities for research and development and teacher 
capabilities. The linkages of the strategy map describe 
the relationships between the perspectives and strategic 
objectives.

Table 1 describes the learning perspective of the 
balanced scorecard of the TUAS. The learning per-
spective includes two objectives describing the core 
capabilities of the personnel. The objective of the 
“capabilities for R&D” is described by the number of 
licentiate degrees and doctorates which are important 
for high quality research and education. The objective 
of “teacher capabilities” includes the measure describ-
ing the share of teachers having the required teacher 
education. The target values have been set for each 
year of the planning period. Even though there are 

many other important characteristics of HR, the bal-
anced scorecard cannot include every important aspect, 
because the attention must be focused on achieving the 
most important targets. 

Table 2 describes the HR plan of the TUAS. It de-
scribes the actual and planned development of the labor 
force, vacancies and labor costs, which are aligned with 
the internal processes in the budgeting process. The 
HR plan has also been prepared for each administra-
tive unit of the institution. The HR plan also includes 
information on the share of absence hours, measures 
to maintain working ability and the resources and days 
of in-house training. The HR plan also includes the 
timetable and plans for how permanent jobs will be 
created for temporary workers. Detailed plans includ-
ing personnel development and qualitative indicators 
are made in the different administrative units. The HR 
plan includes diagnostic measures, which are vital for 
success, but are not drivers of strategic success. Diag-
nostic measures are necessary in the same way as the 
body temperature and blood pressure of individuals, 
but they are not the right ones to manage the transfor-
mations needed.

Objectives Measures
Actual figures Target values

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

R&D capabilities No. of licentiate’s degrees 43 49 60 58 60 60

No. of doctorates 32 36 50 55 60 65

Education capabilities Share of teachers with teacher education, % 77 78 80 82 85 86

Table 1. Leaning perspective of the balanced scorecard at the TUAS 

Measures Actual figures Target values

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Labor force:
• Labor force at work
• Labor force, person-years
• Permanent employees
• Temporary employees
• Substitute employees 
Vacancies:
• Number of vacancies
• Open vacancies
Labor costs:
• Labor cost / total cost, %

173
173
128
27
18

139
3

59,3

175
198
119
38
18

143
3

59,7

175
206
126
30
19

145
3

61,7

178
185
122
54
9

126
4

64,7

172
172
136
27
9

127
1

52,4

172
173
139
24
9

130
1

52,4

172
173
141
23
9

134
1

52,4

172
173
141
23
9

134
0

52,4

172
173
141
23
9

134
0

52,4

172
173
141
23
9

134
0

52,4

171
173
141
21
9

134
0

52,4

171
173
141
21
9

134
0

52,4

Table 2. HR plan of the TUAS
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Development of the Management  
Information System 

The balanced scorecard approach was introduced at 
the TUAS in 2002. The maintenance of the balanced 
scorecards in the different administrative units turned 
out to be troublesome. The consistent aggregation of 
the balanced scorecards to the upper organizational 
levels and data collection needed automation. In large 
organizations automation of data processing is neces-
sary. 

The planning of the MIS started in 2004 with the 
modeling of the entire management process. About 700 
concepts were defined at the different organizational 
levels and a lot of process documents were written. It 
was obvious that the planned system would provide 
clear benefits as required generally for development 
projects of this kind (Galliers, Swatman, & Swatman, 
1995). It is important that there is a rigorous planning 
methodology such as the balanced scorecard to com-
municate and implement the strategic plans as a basis 
of the management process, because an outstanding 
strategy is not a random collection of unit strategies but 
a carefully constructed system of interdependent plans 
(Collis & Montgomery, 1998). It is also important that 
the management process is developed and described 
in detail before the planning of the information system 
(Kettunen & Kantola, 2005).

The management process includes a sequence of 
management activities, which includes the objectives, 
operations, resources and results. The strategic plan-
ning produces the objectives, which are placed in the 
different perspectives of the balanced scorecard. The 
operations of the internal processes are planned to 
achieve the desired objectives. The financial resources 
are allocated in the budgeting process for the operations 
of the internal processes. The achievement of results is 
monitored and ensured so that the desired objectives 
can be achieved within an agreed time and budget.

The data warehouse approach proved to be useful 
to capture data from existing data sources and direct 
them to an integrated database (Inmon, 1996, Guan, 
Nunez & Welsh, 2002). The essential data that sup-
ports the management process are no longer acquired 
arduously from separate data sources or personal files. 
Before the introduction of the data warehouse, data col-
lection was scattered, unreliable and to a large extent 
manual. A lot of overlapping data were collected on 
an ad hoc basis without the documentation of the data 
collection processes.

A new MIS portal was developed to support the 
management process and for the use of different people 
in the organization. The portal takes advantage of data 
warehousing that makes efficient use of the data ob-
tained from the various data systems. The members of 
the institution have diverse user rights and roles in the 
interactive tool, which allows different organizational 
units to draft their strategic plans, action plans, budgets, 
and HR plans. The action plan also integrates strategic 
and quality management. The portal is also a com-
munication tool that is used to make the strategic plan 
understandable to the personnel of the institution.

The MIS Integrates Different Approaches 
of Management  

The MIS is an electronic platform, which includes 
strategic plans, action plans, budgeting tools, and HR 
plans. The MIS also includes information on feedback 
from students and employers. The TUAS regularly 
collects course feedback from students and employers 
represented in the 26 advisory boards of the institution. 
The MIS also includes information on the internal 
evaluations of the institutions and the suggestions of 
external evaluation by the Finnish Higher Education 
Evaluation Council. The open MIS enables the ad-
ministrators and the members of the personnel to see 
how the institution is implementing its strategy and 
continuously improving its operations.

Budgeting is the primary management process in 
most organizations. The budget has traditionally helped 
managers with short-term tactical planning and opera-
tional details. Managers typically review the operating 
performance against the budget and take corrective 
action if necessary during the budget year. The budget 
should allocate resources to the strategic initiatives to 
achieve long-term strategic objectives. Operational 
management is not, however, divorced from strategic 
management, because the budget is aligned with the 
strategic objectives of the balanced scorecard.

The action plan must identify the strategic initiatives, 
the units and individuals responsible for the implemen-
tation and timetable. The individuals responsible must 
drill the unit action plan down into more detailed plans 
and include the actions in their personal workload plans. 
Typically the workload plans are finalized with the line 
manager in Finnish educational institutions. The action 
plans of the operational units and the individual work-
load plans must be aligned with the internal processes 
perspective of the balanced scorecard.
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The HR plan should direct an increasing amount of 
investments in human capital, because the HR is critical 
to organizational success in a knowledge economy. If 
resources are not directed towards the drivers in the 
learning perspective of the balanced scorecard, the 
other objectives will remain distant goals to which 
the organization is not committed. The advantage of 
the balanced scorecard approach is that the personnel 
can see how investments in human capital can help the 
organization to achieve its strategic objectives. 

FUTURE TRENDS 

The monitoring of the action plans and the budget is 
part of the periodic review process of management. 
The administrative units of the TUAS report on the 
achievements of the measures and targets three times a 
year. The TUAS has six educational departments, a con-
tinuing education centre and ten shared support units. 
All the administrative units have their own balanced 
scorecards, which directly contribute to the overall 
balanced scorecard of the institution. The achievement 
of the target values can be monitored using the MIS. 
The objectives include 37 measures with target values 
for the planning period. The measures and targets are 
updated annually and agreed on in the internal target 
discussions.

Obvious future trends are that the number of data 
sources will increase in the data warehouse and more 
data will be collected from outside the organization. 
The information environments of the knowledge society 
will be open and dynamic. Networking with other orga-
nizations requires dynamic information environments 
which provide two-way access to shared information. 
Weak and strong signals are derived from the changes 
of the environment. The organization must match the 
resources of the organization to the changing environ-
ment in the strategic planning. 

CONCLUSION 

This article shows that a MIS with a portal can be 
used to integrate the different approaches and tools 
of management. An advantage of the electronic plat-
form is that it supports the management process at 
all organizational levels and provides a framework 
for consistent future planning. HR planning can be 

aligned with strategic management, budgeting, action 
plans and quality management. It also turned out that 
the balanced scorecard approach is a useful tool when 
the different approaches of management are integrated 
into an information system.

Management in a knowledge intensive organization 
requires software and controlled IT architecture. The 
data warehouse approach collects data from various 
data systems such as student administration, person-
nel management and financial management systems. 
The data warehouse provides a centralized database 
that integrates data from the diverse data sources. It 
integrates large amounts of data needed in the manage-
ment process and statistical purposes. 

The integrated approaches of management and 
the open MIS create strategic awareness among the 
members of the organization and align the strategic 
objectives of the different administrative units. The 
integration and alignment of plans help management 
to create a shared understanding among the personnel 
about the efforts and steps needed for change. The MIS 
provides a system for the exchange of knowledge within 
the organization. It also stimulates dialogue encourag-
ing innovations and reciprocal open discussion about 
strategic objectives.
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KEY TERMS

Balanced Scorecard: A framework for the com-
munication and implementation of the strategy. The 
balanced scorecard approach translates the strategy 
of an organization into tangible objectives and mea-
sures and balances them typically into four different 
perspectives: customers, financial outcomes, internal 
processes, and learning.

Data Warehousing: The process of capturing 
data contained in the various operational systems of 
an organization. The data from external sources can 
optionally be added to the data warehouse and utilized 
for analysis and decision-making purposes.

Diagnostic Measure: Signals about organizational 
health and represent the important dimensions of per-
formance in the same way as body temperature and 
blood pressure of individuals. They are not strategic 
measures used to manage the transformations to achieve 
strategic objectives.

Management Information System: A proper 
management information system presupposes model-
ing the entire management process and tailoring all the 
necessary components of the information technology 
support system to meet the needs of the organization. 
The management information system should include 
a description and measures as to how the strategic 
objectives will be achieved.
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Management Portal: The management portal is 
a management tool to be used by managers and other 
members of the organization. Other stakeholders can 
have reports produced in the portal.

Strategic Management: Strategic management is a 
matter of bridge building between the perceived present 
situation and the desired future situation. Strategy im-
plies the movement of an organization from its present 
position, described by the mission, to a desirable but 
uncertain future position, described by the vision.

Strategy Map: The concept of the strategy map 
is used to describe the strategy. The strategy map is a 
visual representation of the cause-and-effect relation-
ships among the objectives of an organization’s strategy 
and a great insight for executives and stakeholders in 
understanding the strategy.
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Topic: Staffing the Organization: E-Recruitment and Selection Processes

INTRODUCTION

Compliance with the Sarbanes-Oxley Act (SOX) has 
become a new indispensable standard operating pro-
cedure for public companies competing in the busi-
ness world of the 21st century. The SOX compliance 
is crucial for capital market stakeholders that want to 
ensure transparent insights into the companies’ busi-
ness operations and financials following the revelation 
of significant fraud in financial reporting by Enron, 
HealthSouth, WorldCom, and Global Crossing. From 
the onset the demands of SOX compliance have re-
sulted in increased responsibilities from companies’ 
finance and accounting departments. For more effective 
compliance and monitoring, the human resource (HR) 
and information technology (IT) departments need to 
be more strategically involved (Deloitte & Touche, 
2003). One tool that may ease the companies’ burden 
of SOX compliance is the human resource information 
system (HRIS), provided its role is expanded beyond 
the traditional scope of ensuring Equal Employment 
Opportunity (EEO) compliance and supporting payroll 
systems (Fletcher, 2005). 

BACKGROUND ON THE 
SARBANES-OXLEY ACT

The Sarbanes-Oxley Act was enacted in 2002 as a 
legislative response to a string of major corporate 
scandals. The SOX legislation was structured to restore 
the post-Enron public trust in corporate accountability 
and independence of auditing (Dailey & Brookmire, 
2005). In particular, SOX was passed to raise standards 
for financial reporting by public companies, increase 

accountability of boards of directors as a mechanism 
of corporate governance, insure external audit indepen-
dence, and prescribe penalties to corporations for SOX 
violations and criminal penalties to CEO’s or CFO’s 
for noncompliance (Dailey et al., 2005). See Table 1 
for a brief overview of SOX provisions.

The main part of SOX is Section 404 (management 
assessment of internal controls) that is designed to 
ensure that internal control processes are in place so 
that the company can effectively control its processes 
and outcomes. The SOX Section 404 is relevant to 
the HR function of a company because the line item, 
for which most employers spend nearly half of their 
budgets, includes people-related costs, such as salaries, 
benefits, incentives, and training. Control processes 
are needed in the HR department to prevent any oc-
currence of financial problems that might later require 
corrections by restatement of earnings, or problems 
that could surprisingly surface during an audit. Also, 
compliance with Section 404 requires that HR per-
sonnel evaluate whether (a) worker’s compensation 
claims are reasonable; (b) stock options to employees 
are calculated accurately and all pertinent informa-
tion about them is disclosed to the employees; (c) the 
companies, to which the HR function is outsourced, are 
operating in compliance with SOX and have internal 
controls meeting proper standards; (d) timekeeping 
for hourly employees is accurate; and (e) all necessary 
documentation for employee disciplinary and termi-
nation procedures are in place, as well as candidates 
are screened adequately before hiring; and employee 
information is only accessible to those who absolutely 
need it (Grossman, 2005b).

The process of establishing and maintaining internal 
controls in the HR department can be implemented 

Human Resources Information Systems Role 
in Sarbanes-Oxley (SOX) Compliance
Kathryn J. Ready
Winona State University, USA

Milorad Novicevic
University of Mississippi, USA

Monica Evans 
University of Mississippi, USA

Copyright © 2009, IGI Global, distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.



���  

Human Resources Information Systems Role in Sarbanes-Oxley (SOX) Compliance

effectively through process analysis (Schwarzkopf & 
Miller, 2005). Process analysis involves the develop-
ment of the steps through which a decision must pass 
before its approval. A major challenge for HR in this 
process is to determine the path of decisions that must 
go outside the HR department. Typically, these decisions 
are related to compensation and benefits because their 
paths often involve both payroll and IT departments 
(Grossman, 2005b).

Other Sections of SOX, besides Section 404, also 
impact the HR function because they may affect HR 
practices of the company. In particular, Section 402 
(enhanced conflict of interest provisions) stipulates 
the way in which the company’s executives and board 
members can or cannot be compensated. This provision 
focuses on consumer credit companies making home 
improvement and consumer credit loans or issuing credit 
cards to directors and executive officers in the ordinary 
course of business with the same terms and conditions 
as to the general public (AICPA, 2007). Based on this 
Section, a “fire wall” needs to be erected between 
these executives’ business and home expenses so that 
members of the corporate top management team are 
strongly discouraged from using their company credit 
cards for anything that is not directly related to the 
company business. In addition, Section 306 (insider 
trades during pension fund blackout periods) of SOX 
is intended to insure that a “blackout period,” during 
which employees cannot exercise their stock options, 
applies to both executives and non-executives alike. 
Employees have the right to receive 30 days’ advance 
notice, explaining the reasons and expected dates for 
the blackout, as well as the need for beneficiaries to 

evaluate their current investment decisions because 
they will not be able to change investments during 
the blackout. According to Section 406 (code of ethics 
for senior financial officers) of SOX, a code of ethics 
must be supplanted with “suitable training” so that 
employees no longer have the excuse of ignorance. 
The responsibility of HR management is to ensure all 
of these requirements are properly implemented and 
evidenced (Grossman, 2005a).

Another section of SOX, Section 301 (public com-
pany audit committees), deals with the grievance system 
that must be open to current and former employees, 
customers, and public interest groups so that they may 
anonymously provide information about compliance 
issues. The SOX-related complaints should be treated 
with discretion and without fear of retaliation. This 
protection against retaliation is covered in Title VIII 
(corporate and criminal fraud accountability), Section 
806—and applies even if whistleblowers are wrong 
(Grossman, 2005a). Human resource personnel would 
be well-advised to retain all documentation pertaining 
to any SOX-related claims, according to Section 802 
(Criminal penalties for altering documents) of the 
Act, because Section 802 prohibits any destruction of 
relevant documentation (McLean & Elkind, 2005).

SIGNIFICANCE OF HRIS FOR SOX 
COMPLIANCE 

One effective means that HR personnel can use to 
comply with the requirements of the SOX is a well 
developed HRIS. An HRIS is a software application 

• Establishes an independent public company accounting board to oversee audits of public companies.
• Requires one member of the audit committee to be an expert in finance.
• Requires full disclosure to stockholders of complex financial transactions.
• Requires CEOs and CFOs to certify in writing the validity of their companies’ financial statements. If they knowingly certify false statements, 

prison sentences of 20 years and fines of $5 million are possible.
• Prohibits accounting firms from offering other services, like consulting, while also performing audits, which constitute a conflict of interest.
• Requires ethics codes, registered with the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), for financial officers.
• Provides a 10-year penalty for wire and mail fraud. 
• Provides whistle-blower protection for individuals who report wrongful activities to authorities.
• Requires attorneys of companies to disclose wrongdoing to senior officers and to the board of directors, if necessary.
• Mandates a felony for knowingly destroying or creating documents to impede, obstruct or influence any existing or contemplated federal 

investigation. 
• Makes it a crime for tampering with a record or otherwise impeding any official proceeding. 
• Makes it a crime for any person to corruptly alter, destroy, mutilate, or conceal any document with the intent to impair the object’s integrity or 

availability for use in an official proceeding. 

Table 1. Brief overview of Sarbanes-Oxley Act (Source: AICPA, 2007; Weiss, 2006; U.S Congress, 2002)
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that integrates several HR sub-functions. The imple-
mentation of an HRIS establishes an effective internal 
control system that provides information timely to both 
managers and employees (Fletcher, 2005).

An HRIS, as a part of an Enterprise Resource Plan-
ning (ERP) system, supports the integration of personnel 
data, payroll applications and financial controlling sys-
tems into the automated controls of corporate processes. 
The integrated HRIS/ERP system allows the company 
to increase control over its operating expenditures and 
timeliness of its decisions. Moreover, the automated 
controls of corporate processes can decrease the levels 
of fines and the likelihood of litigation, which might 
occur when the company does not possess up-to-date 
information for recruiting and workforce development 
skills (Fletcher, 2005). 

For compliance with SOX, an HRIS should ensure 
an efficient automation of HR processes that influ-
ence the company’s financial statements (HRFocus, 
2005). Once this automation is well-estab¬lished, an 
HRIS can prevent incon¬sistencies in financial report-
ing policies, mitigate problems with procedures for 
transaction authorization, and remove ambiguities in 
manage¬ment objectives for financial and operational 
goals (HRFocus, 2005).

The primary challenge to the HR management and 
personnel is how to design and implement an effective 
mix of practices and policies that could ensure high 
reliability of HRIS. A high-reliability design of HRIS 
contributes to a significant decrease to the system 
errors, while maintaining its proper functioning. The 
reliability consideration of HRIS operations should be 
balanced however with a complementary efficiency 
consideration. The acceptable trade-offs between the 
HRIS efficiency and reliability requires adequate fund-
ing, shared mission, specialized training, pre-designed 
duplication and redundancy of activities, incentives for 
error discovery and flexible decision making (Sher-
man, 2005).

A highly reliable and efficient design of HRIS will 
benefit the company’s compliance with the SOX only if 
strict protocols are developed. The HR management and 
personnel should particularly design protocols to detect 
control deficiencies in places where internal checks and 
balances against fraud are weak (Bureau of National 
Affairs, 2006). Any failure to detect control deficiencies 
could lead to problems ranging from preferential hiring 
and promotion to embezzlement and fraud. To avoid 
such failures, HR personnel should review internal 

processes in terms of the HRIS reliability for security, 
notification, editing, routing and reporting. The review 
should be conducted by steering committees composed 
of staff from different functions and internal IT special-
ists (Schwarzkopf & Miller, 2005).

Companies that minimize control deficiencies 
and act to prevent unethical and criminal acts would 
be given special consideration by judges when fined 
or sentenced. Actions that HR departments can take 
to help avoid further litigation include: (1) establish 
standards and procedures that would aid in the reduc-
tion of criminal conduct, (2) appoint compliance of-
ficers to oversee plans, (3) practice due diligence by 
not delegating substantial discretionary authority to 
individuals likely to engage in criminal conduct, (4) 
effectively communicate the organization’s standards 
and procedures to all personnel, (5) utilize consistent 
disciplinary measures, and (6) develop controls, so that 
if a problem occurs, modifications to the plan can be 
quickly adopted (Lies, 2004).

An effective HRIS not only can protect from liti-
gation but also can aid in the development of internal 
control measures to ensure that reporting is consistent. 
Internal controls must be expanded to “encompass any-
one who can perform actions that could affect financial 
results and reporting” (Sherman, 2005, p. 97). It is the 
responsibility of HR to examine job duties in terms 
of conflicts of interest to determine if any need to be 
separated from each other and ensure that necessary 
staff is available. This can be a problem particularly 
with the IT department, where system programming 
and maintenance will need to be separated in order to 
prevent a combination program¬mer-maintainer from 
deliberately inserting (and later exploiting) vulner-
abilities in the system. Another area that requires a 
clear segregation of duties is the one between those 
who have the authority to sign off on salary increases 
and those who issue the paychecks. Failure to separate 
these responsibilities could permit a person with non-
segregated duties to increase his or her pay without 
due control (HR Focus, 2005).

The HRIS should not only ensure proper organi-
zational reporting, but also prevent people from ac-
cessing restricted data. For example, a problem arises 
if a person transfers across departments or leaves 
the company, but still has permission to retrieve the 
same data that he or she could have accessed in the 
previous position. This problem is exacerbated if that 
person left on bad terms with the company and could 
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use that access to embarrass or damage the firm. To 
prevent the occurrence of these problems, the HRIS 
can automatically notify other departments, including 
IT, and security. Notification provides a control check 
for access privileges when individuals transfer across 
departments or exit the organization. The HRIS can also 
warn automatically employees leaving the company to 
respect their signed confidentiality agreement. The lack 
of this warning procedures could signal improper due 
diligence to a SOX auditor (Sherman, 2005).

From an HR perspective, SOX provides protection 
from discrimination, intimidation or loss of employ-
ment to potential whistleblowers. An employee need 
only reasonably believe the company is in violation to 
bring a complaint. Under this provision, SOX holds 
execu¬tives and supervisors personally liable for re-
taliation (Dailey et al., 2005). 

FUTURE TRENDS

While SOX applies to public companies, a number of 
states including California, Colorado, Illinois, Ken-
tucky, Maryland, Montana, New Jersey, New Mexico, 
New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, and 
Texas have adopted or are considering adopting SOX 
provisions to private companies within their states 
(Dalton & Dalton, 2005). “In a PricewaterhouseCoopers 
survey released in January 2006, one in four CEOs of 
fast-growing private companies said they are voluntarily 
adopting SOX best practices” (BNA, 2006). Not-for-
profit organizations have also chosen to follow some 
SOX provisions (BNA, 2006). Analyzing benefits of 
SOX for private and not-for-profit organizations is a 
much needed area of research. 

Evaluations of SOX compliance costs as a result 
of modification to the HRIS and the extent of HR in-
volvement are needed. A few cost studies have been 
conducted, but tend to focus on financial compliance. 
One estimate from a survey by Financial Executives 
International stated that firms with $5 billion in rev-
enue could expect to spend on average $4.7 million 
implementing the internal controls required, then $1.5 
million annually to maintain compliance (Volker & 
Levitt, 2004). 

The short-term cost of compliance, particularly ways 
to improve internal control and corporate governance 
over financial reporting should be examined (Marden & 
Edwards, 2005). When complying with SOX, firms may 

adopt a more conservative or risk-averse strategy result-
ing in decreasing potential shareholder wealth (Fox, 
2005). Evaluations of firm’s risk management strategies 
as a result of SOX compliance is warranted.

CONCLUSION

The difficulties that the HR function is likely to en-
counter in attempting to comply with the new SOX-
related duties may be made somewhat easier by fully 
utilizing the potential of the company’s HRIS systems. 
More importantly, some of the database maintenance 
and reporting the company is already conducting to 
satisfy EEO requirements may be a significant part 
of the HR compliance process in meeting the require-
ments of SOX. 

Ignorance is not a defense if the new reporting re-
quirements become too burdensome for the company 
to perform internally, and HR personnel decide to 
outsource some HR functions. The HR management 
should be aware that outsourcing any SOX-related 
functions does not absolve the company of the respon-
sibility for ensuring that its suppliers/providers are in 
compliance. “The outsourcer must produce a document 
(SAS 70) that certifies that [their] internal controls are 
operational. The SAS 70 must be personalized to each 
client” (Grossman, 2005, p. 56). If the outsourcer is 
not maintaining their controls as it should, then the 
company will fail the audit right along with them. 
Therefore, risk management is critical in preventing 
SOX violations. Employment practices, organizational 
liability prevention, directors and officers liability pre-
vention, and internal risk audit procedures should also 
be considered within the context of an organization’s 
HRIS. HR management must exercise due diligence in 
HRIS integration and work closely in compliance with 
other organizational units because the firm’s ethical 
responsibility is to all of its stakeholders.
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KEY TERMS

Audit Committee: Group within the board of direc-
tors responsible for ensuring the accuracy of accounting 
and organizational financial statements.

Board of Directors: Group of individuals that 
represent the organization’s shareholders and oversee 
the work of top executives.

Code of Ethics: Document that addresses the 
expected and desired behavior of its employees. The 
code may include sections such as potential conflicts 
of interest, transactions that should never occur, situ-
ations requiring authorization of the ethics committee, 
or situations where actions must be taken by executives 
of the company.

Corporate Governance: System in organizations 
where the owners direct and control the affairs of the 
firm.

Ethics: Standards of conduct and moral judgments 
that help to determine right and wrong behavior.

Human Resource Information System: Com-
puterized software system that provides current and 
accurate data for purposes of control and decision 
making. Systems are possible for HR areas such as 
benefits administration, tax, accounting, budgeting 
and planning, labor management analysis, training, 
corporate performance, corporate governance, infor-
mation security, budgeting, employee self-service, 
management self-service, and recruiting.
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Incentive Alignment: The structuring of incentive 
arrangements whereby managers are rewarded for doing 
what is in the shareholder’s best interest.

Management Control System: Formal and infor-
mal mechanisms to ensure that managers are acting 
in ways that are consistent with the organization’s 
strategies.

Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002: Sought to reform 
corporate governance practices in public companies 
as a response to major business failures, such as Tyco, 
Enron, and WorldCom. Its purpose was to reinforce 
investment confidence and protect investors by improv-
ing corporate disclosure practices. Major provisions 
of the act included accountability for fraud, account-
ing oversight, auditor independence, disclosure, and 
conflict of interest.

Stakeholders: All groups and individuals who have 
an interest in how an organization performs.

Whistleblowers: Employees that complain to 
governmental agencies about their employers’ illegal 
or immoral practices.
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Topic: Staffing the Organization: E-Recruitment and Selection Processes

INTRODUCTION 

Often, organizations externalize work activities and 
use employment intermediaries (consulting firms, tem-
porary help agencies, contract companies (Nesheim, 
Olsen, & Kalleberg 2007). At a functional level, firms 
tend to externalize business as well so that boundaries 
of firms are extended. Historically production function, 
catering, cleaning, security, IT functions have been 
outsourced for several years. HR outsourcing is far 
more recent. Several elements will be discussed: HR 
outsourcing definition, typology, process management, 
and research perspectives on performance. 

BACKGROUND

Outsourcing can be defined as a phenomenon in which 
a company delegates a part of its in-house operations 
to a third party. It includes a contractual relationship 
for HR services with an external provider. Wahrenburg, 
Hackethal, Friedrich, and Gellrich (2006) find that out-
sourcing is a major international trend for companies 
from all types of industries and for most organizational 
business units and level. Different activities can be 
externalized: payroll and benefits, training, HRIS, 
compensation, recruiting, and/or relocation.  

HR Outsourcing Typology

Practitioners subsidize RH externalization in differ-
ent categories: application service provides (ASP), 
application outsourcing, business process outsourcing 
(BPO), and professional employer organization (PEO) 
(Guilloux & Kalika, 2008).

Different terms exist for application service pro-
vider: On-demand software or software as a service 
can be also found. It offers online human resources 
management tool and it is often used by SME. 

External hosting of HR application: the firm’s 
application is “taken” and is hosted by the service 
provider

Third-party maintenance applicative concerns 
operational and functional maintenance of a software 
application. A service level agreement is determined: 
overall service description, service delivery financing 
aspect, including penalties, contract terms and condi-
tions, and specific performance metrics governing 
compliant service delivery (system availability, incident 
resolution time…).

Application outsourcing is a computing resources 
management (materials and networks) which can be 
localized in the provider.

For a firm HR processing services consists in 
entrusting a whole HR process to the provider (legal 
monitoring, social reporting, functional aid, compu-
tation…). The vendor’s resources are mutualized on 
several clients. The vendor commits himself to reach-
ing results. 

Business process outsourcing (BPO) consists in 
entrusting whole business process to provider (Gyeung-
Min & Hyun, 2007). The firm keeps its managerial and 
strategic decisions. 

BPO can be offshore outsourcing (contracted out-
side a company’s own country), nearshore outsourcing 
(contracted to a company’s neighboring country), or 
onshore outsourcing.

Move on rationalization of key business leads 
some US firms to go further in externalizing working 
contract, recruitment, remuneration with “professional 
employer organization.” A professional employer orga-
nization assumes full responsibility for the company’s 
HR administration. It becomes a co-employer of the 
company’s workers by taking full legal responsibility 
of the employees (hiring, firing, pay…). This is only set 
for small firms and is only running in the USA (Klaas, 
Gainey, McClendon, & Yang 2005)
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HR Outsourcing Underlying Processes

Two perspectives can be analyzed: the intensity of the 
relationship and the stage based model.

Intensity of the Relationship

If we retain the concept on developmental processes of 
cooperative interoganizational relationships, each cat-
egory of externalization can be visualized as a repetitive 
sequence of negotiation, commitment, and execution 
stages. In negotiations stage, parties develop joint ex-
pectations about their motivations, possible investments 
and perceived uncertainties of a business deal which is 
explored to undertake jointly. In commitments stage, 
wills of the parties meet together, when they reach an 
agreement on the obligations and rules for future action 
in the relationship. In executions stage, commitments 
and rules of action are carried into effect. According 
to Byham and Riddle (1999), the intensity of the out-
sourcing relationship is tied with a continuum from 
the Table 1 first level (vendor-customer relationship 
or supplier relationship management) where in house 
staff continue to retain responsibility to the fifth level 
strategic (partners) where the line between the firm and 
the third party have become practically indistinguish-
able . At the second stage (supplier customer relation-
ship) the outsourcing firm provides services in specific 
topics as determined by the organization. In the third 
level (strategic supplier-customer relationships), the 
outside firm is responsible for more activities. Then for 
the fourth level, a few in-house staff is used as liaisons 
between the provider and the firm.

Of course the total continuum could be uncovered. 
For example, Lievens and De Corte (2008) examine the 
HR manager’s commitment reasons to continue existing 
HR outsourcing relationships or not. They eliminate 
the case of total HR function outsourcing, they focus 
only on recruitment activities therefore HR managers 
could frequently change among HR vendors.

Stage-Based Model 

At first, a firm can centralize HR services in shared 
service center (Horan & Vernon, 2003; Redman, 
Snape, Wass, & Hamilton 2007). Then when the re-
organization is effective, a joint venture between the 
contractors and the providers can be created in order to 
smooth the transition to outsourcing. Some employees 
of the firm are transferred in the ad hoc entity. The 
purpose of this structure is not to endure. In the long 
run, this special purpose company will be outsourced 
(Guilloux et al., 2008). A firm, which outsources HR 
applications could search to mutualize them with other 
function applications. Multi-tower, or multi-process 
outsourcing contracts concern several functions of 
the firm. For example, a multinational can outsource 
pay (human resource function) and CRM (marketing 
function). Finally as contract includes a reversibility 
clause, “backsourcing” or “reverse sourcing” can be 
set in motion. But it is easy to imagine that this king 
of strategy is expensive and is not often used.

OUTSOURCING AND HR  
PERFORMANCE

The most common reasons in favor of outsourcing are 
oriented on reducing costs, building flexibility, focus-
ing on the core competency, obtaining access to best 
practices. Several empirical studies tend to legitimate 
the HR externalization. 

Using a contingent perspective, Lilly, Gray, and 
Virick (2005), analyze when and under what circum-
stances does HR outsourcing contribute to value the 
firm. They attempt to identify environmental and or-
ganizational characteristics that affect HR department 
performance. The show how HR outsourcing mediates 
that relationship. For Shih, Chiang, and Hsu (2005) four 
variables, namely environmental dynamism, company 

Table 1. Outsourcing relationship stages

Stage 1
Vendor customer 

relationship

Stage 2
Supplier-customer 

relationship

Stage 3
Strategic supplier-cus-

tomer relationships

Stage 4
partners

Stage 5 Strategic 
partners

Negotiations Contract negotiation Auditing Spot control Discussion Joint developing

Commitments Contract realization Performance Quality Progress Plan Long term

Execution 
based on Strict execution  Expertise Responsibility Trust Total transparency

Osmosis
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strategy, HR involvement in the company’s strategy 
process, and contractor relationship were employed 
to test the moderating effect between HR outsourcing 
and its effectiveness

In a more institutional perspective, Galanaki and 
Papalexandris (2007) stress that multinationals are 
important disseminators of human resource practices, 
innovations in work organization and more specifically 
of HR outsourcing methods. Foreign MNCs subsidiar-
ies duplicate headquarters management style and then 
participate in spreading in this king of methods in the 
entire world (mimetic phenomenon).

Working on the basis of a Flemish Panel Survey of 
Organizations, Delmotte and Sels (2005) stress that HR 
outsourcing is not always an instrument of costs reduc-
tion, but can be also dictated by a strategic vision of the 
HR function role. They observe that the internalization 
(delegation of HR responsibilities with the hierarchical 
line) and the externalization are strongly correlated, 
without emptying out HR department attributions. 
Combining Internalization and externalization makes 
it possible for the HR function to move towards a role 
of “strategic business partner.” 

For Linder (2004) and Mani, Barua, and Whinston 
(2006) it seems useful to analyze this set of themes to 
distinguish two types of externalization: transactional 
and transformational externalization. Falguni and Mi-
chael (2006) speak about knowledge process outsourc-
ing (KPO) and underline links between outsourcing 
and organizational learning. 

Shen (2005) reminds us that a good management 
to the externalization relationship is a vital condition 
for collaboration. In that way, Schlosser, Templer, and 
Chanam (2006) suggest that managers can possibly 
influence the relationship between outsourcing and 
social capital through marketing tactics and enriched 
psychological contracts. Even though we possess 
limited knowledge concerning the effectiveness of 
outsourcing and HR duties, we can realize how IT 
could affect BPO. Advance Internet technology furthers 
a seamless relationship between external vendors and 
client companies. That’s why, investment and innova-
tions in integrated HR information technology are often  
a selling point of the HR specialized service providers. 
This could enhance “cross fertilization” between the 
two firms and perhaps by-pass the resistance to change 
syndrome existing in-house. Companies may learn latest 
techniques and benefit from benchmarking. They may 
capitalize on other’s expertise and raise organizational 

memory with IT. However firms must not forget that 
IT is not a miracle. A real HR thought is needed.

Meanwhile, Hesketh and Fleetwood (2006) are 
skeptical in front of “scientific approach” demonstrating 
empirical association between HR outsourcing and in-
creased organizational performance. They underline the 
shortcomings of quantifying this link. They rather rec-
ommend to understand reflexive performance through 
the discursive penetration of HR professionals’ internal 
conversations. Relying on critical realism, the authors 
explain that it is not valuable to analyze the theme of 
HR outsourcing as the “end game.” Academics should 
rather understand the HR in its complexity rather than 
thinking in an abrupt way that HR costs will decline 
of x% with outsourcing. As Belcourt (2006) shows it, 
outsourcing can lead to advantages and rewards but 
also to big risks.

FUTURE TRENDS

Human resource tends to be considered as a compo-
nent of value chain (Kosnik, Wong-MingJi, & Hoover, 
2006). As a result, HR supply chain based on outsourc-
ing generates new business models. As BPO redefines 
shapes of the firm, the effective management of hu-
man resource outsourcing hardly relies on managing 
good relationships with the providers (Enlow & Ertel 
2006). HR department is invited to create new sorts of 
governance between different stakeholders (company, 
global service providers…) in order to achieve a real 
seamless interfirms coordination.

CONCLUSION

This article doesn't show outsourcing only as a cost 
reduction instrument but also as a transformational 
outsourcing and as a process of organizational and 
strategic change. With greater emphasis being placed 
on the links between outsourcing and performance, 
new business models will be developed (Osterwalder, 
Pigneur, & Tucci, 2005). New skills will be imagined 
to set up effective relationships management (Cooke, 
Shen, & McBride, 2005).
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KEY TERMS

Business Model: First concept is generally un-
derstood as a view of the firm’s logic for creating 
and commercializing value. Second, business model 
implementation contains its translation into concrete 
things, such as a business structure, business processes, 
and infrastructure. Business models are subject to ex-
ternal pressure and thus constantly subject to change 
(Osterwalder et al., 2005).

Core Competency: An area of specialized expertise 
that is the result of harmonizing complex streams of 
technology and work activity. Atkinson distinguishes 
core and peripheral activities. The organisation’s core 
is tied with employees who are most vital for the 
enterprise.

Extended Enterprise: A concept that includes the 
firms as well as the stakeholders (suppliers, distributors, 
partners and so on)

Internalization-Externalization: To make (captive 
sourcing) or buy strategy (outsourcing). These two 
strategic choices are not considered as a dichotomy 
but rather as a continuum from “hierarchy” mode to 
market governance (spot contract).

Multi-Tower BPO or Multi-Process Outsourcing: 
Service providers build multi-tower capability into 
their business process outsourcing (BPO) portfolios 
across human resources, finance and accounting and 
procurement functions.

Shared Service Center: A back office optimization 
of process and support activities. It can be internalized 
or externalized.

Supplier Relationships Management: A com-
prehensive approach to managing an enterprise’s in-
teractions with the organizations that supply the goods 
and services it uses. The goal of supplier relationship 
management (SRM) is to streamline and make more 
effective the processes between an enterprise and its 
suppliers. It is like customer relationship management 
(CRM) which is intended to streamline and make more 
effective the processes between an enterprise and its 
customers.

Supply Chain Management: Encompasses the 
planning and management of all activities involved in 
sourcing and procurement. It also includes coordination 
and collaboration with channel partners, which can be 
third-party service providers. Supply chain management 
integrates supply and demand management within and 
across firms.

Transformational Outsourcing: The intelligent 
mixing of different skills and competence that, through 
an outsourcing relationship, leads to innovation and 
significant business change to the firm. 
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INTRODUCTION

Historically, people have an expectation of being 
treated fairly, particularly in the workplace. A variety 
of laws exist in the U.S. to encourage organizations to 
comply with fair hiring procedures. U.S. organizations 
are challenged by laws that mandate compliance to 
fair hiring procedures while maximizing on potential 
utility of selection tests. Organizations outside of the 
U.S. could also suffer organizational and societal con-
sequences as a result of hiring procedures perceived as 
unfair. Some very valid selection tests and procedures, 
which result in high test utility, may not be considered 
fair by society or law. This chapter presents possible 
solutions for human resource managers to insure they 
are complying with fair selection while maximizing on 
the usefulness of the selection procedure.

BACKGROUND

Fairness in the workplace encompasses many arenas. 
An individual’s belief of the extent to which he or she 
is being treated fairly can influence the emotional and 
behavioral reactions of that individual in the work-
place. The concept of organizational justice relates to 
an individual’s beliefs of fair or unfair treatment in the 
workplace and has been identified to come in at least 
two forms, distributive, and procedural (Colquitt, Con-
lon, Wesson, Porter, & Ng, 2001). Distributive justice 
regards the perception of fairness in the allocation of 
outcomes or rewards to the members of the organiza-
tion. Procedural justice concerns the perception of fair-
ness with regard to the process or procedure by which 
rewards are allocated. Justice perceptions have been 
found to affect employee attitudes and behaviors such 
as organizational citizenship, trust in the organization, 
respect for leaders, intentions to quit, job satisfaction, 
and job performance (e.g., McFarlin & Sweeney, 1992). 
In addition to justice perceptions affecting current 
employees, they can also affect those individuals ap-

plying for the job. If the testing and selection process 
and the allocation of job offers result in perceptions of 
unfairness, costly litigation, and other negative societal 
outcomes can ensue.

Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 is a U.S. 
federal legislation that prohibits employment dis-
crimination on the basis of race, color, religion, sex, 
or national origin, and defines what are known as pro-
tected classes (subgroups). This legislation prohibits 
practices that result in intentional and unintentional 
discrimination. The Uniform Guidelines on Employee 
Selection Procedures (1978) set forth guidelines that 
incorporated a single set of principles designed to assist 
employers, labor organizations, employment agencies, 
and licensing and certification boards to comply with 
requirements of U.S. Federal law prohibiting employ-
ment practices which discriminate on grounds of race, 
color, religion, sex, and national origin.

To comply with the spirit of U.S. Federal law 
prohibiting unfair hiring practices, human resource 
managers should, when feasible, investigate differences 
in prediction systems for racial, ethnic, or gender sub-
groups. Such investigations have traditionally examined 
possible differences in subgroup validity coefficients 
(differential validity) (Boehm, 1977). Differential va-
lidity exists when a selection test is more valid for one 
group than another (e.g., valid for majority group but 
invalid for minority group). However, examinations of 
possible differences in standard errors of estimates and 
in slopes and intercepts of subgroup regression lines 
(differential prediction) may provide a more complete 
assessment of fairness (Hartigan & Wigdor, 1989). With 
these examinations, one can determine if one group’s 
predicted performance is different than the predicted 
performance of another group (e.g., using a single 
regression line for predicting performance outcomes 
results in the under prediction of majority performance 
and the over prediction of minority performance) (Cas-
cio & Aguinis, 2005). 

Even when unfair discrimination does not ex-
ist, however, differences in mean test scores among 
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subgroups can produce adverse impact (unintentional 
discrimination). Subgroup differences happen when a 
minority group scores, on average, significantly lower 
on a selection test than the majority group does. Tests 
that produce subgroup differences (i.e., cognitive ability 
tests) coupled with a strict top-down selection proce-
dure, (top scorer selected first, second highest scorer 
selected next, and so on) will result in adverse impact. 
Adverse impact is the case when an organization selects 
majority and minority applicants out of proportion to the 
applicant pool. Thus reducing potential adverse impact 
is an important consideration in using tests. A variety of 
test-score banding procedures have been suggested to 
balance a trade-off between adverse impact and societal 
considerations. This chapter outlines traditional (dif-
ferential validity) and modern (differential prediction) 
approaches to investigating differences in prediction 
systems for racial, ethnic, or gender subgroups; as well, 
suggests procedures for balancing the societal and ad-
verse impact trade-off in human resource management 
in employment decisions. 

USING DIFFERENTIAL vALIDITY  
AND DIFFERENTIAL PREDICTION  
TO ASSESS TEST BIAS

Differential Validity. Fair selection practices have 
traditionally been assessed by examining differential 
validity, or the extent to which a selection test relates 
to a criterion of performance dissimilarly for majority 
and non-majority subgroups (Cascio et al., 2005). Dif-
ferential validity exists when a selection test produces 
differences in validity coefficients across subgroups. 
Differences in validity coefficients across subgroups 
could possibly emerge in a couple of forms. When 
contrasting majority and minority groups, a test could 
(a) produce equal predictor means but be valid only 
for one group (e.g., predicts performance for majority 
but does not predict for minority) or (b) have unequal 
criterion means but be valid for only one group (e.g., 
minority performs lower on the job and test is not valid 
for minority). However, a variety of cases could exist 
where the validity is the same for both the majority and 
minority groups but other differences exist. A test could 
have (c) equal validity but unequal criterion means (e.g., 
majority performs higher on the job), (d) equal validity 
but unequal predictor means (e.g., majority performs 
higher on the selection test), (e) validity for the entire 

group as a whole but no validity for either group when 
analyzed separately, or (f) validity for both groups with 
both groups falling along the same regression line, but 
unequal predictor and criterion means (e.g., minority 
performs lower on the selection test and on the job). 
Adverse impact results in cases that produce differences 
in predictor means (i.e., cases d & f). 

Assessing adverse impact is an important consider-
ation in determining differential validity. The Uniform 
Guidelines (1978) state that when a “selection rate 
for any race, sex, or ethnic group which is less than 
4/5ths of the rate of the group with the highest rate 
will generally be regarded… [as]…adverse impact” 
(p. 123). With adverse impact, members of one group 
are being selected at substantially higher rates than 
another group. To determine if a test produces adverse 
impact, the selection ratio (percent of those hired out 
of the applicant pool) of the minority group is divided 
into the selection ratio of the majority group. If the 
minority selection ratio is less than 4/5ths (80%) of 
the majority group, adverse impact exists. 

Adverse impact is not necessarily illegal. In the 
case where the same regression line exists but there 
are unequal predictor scores for both groups (i.e., case 
f), the differential predictor-criterion relationship is 
legal and appropriate. However, even with this case, 
government regulatory agencies may want evidence 
that the criterion was relevant, essential, and not sub-
ject to bias itself. Additionally, alternative criteria that 
result in less adverse impact should be considered (i.e., 
Casio et al., 2005). 

Differential Prediction. Because the overall regres-
sion line determines how a test is used for prediction, 
analyses of possible differences in slopes or intercepts 
in subgroup regression lines will result in a more thor-
ough analysis of predictive bias than an analysis of 
differential validity alone. As Aguinis (2004b) points 
out, a lack of differential validity does not necessarily 
insure a lack of predictive bias. Thus, using grouping 
variables (i.e., gender or ethnicity) as statistical modera-
tors are suggested as a means for assessing differential 
prediction (Aguinis, 2004b). When a grouping variable 
moderates the statistical relationship between a predic-
tor and a criterion of performance, the grouping variable 
is called a moderator. Both the Uniform Guidelines 
(1978) and the principles for the validation and use of 
personnel selection procedures (SIOP, 2003) suggest 
that moderated multiple regression (MMR) analysis 
be used when determining predictive bias. 
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MMR analysis regresses the criterion measure on to 
the predictor score, subgroup membership (e.g., male or 
female; minority or non-minority), and the interaction 
term between predictor score and subgroup member-
ship. This model is expressed symbolically as:

Y = β0 + β1X + β2Z + β3XZ  + ε

Where, Y is the value of a performance criterion, β0 
is the intercept of the regression line, β1 is the regression 
coefficient for predictor score X, β2 is the regression 
coefficient for the grouping variable Z (male or female; 
majority or minority), β3 is the regression coefficient 
for the product term of the interaction between X and 
Z, and ε is a normally distributed random error term 
(Aguinis, 2004b). 

When β3 is statistically significant (grouping variable 
acts as a moderator), the predictor test has test bias, 
thus different slopes for majority vs. minority or males 
vs. females. In other words, the test will differentially 
predict the criterion for these subgroups when β3 is 
significant (e.g., Manley, Benavidez, & Dunn, 2007). 
Regression lines are not parallel when there is test bias. 
When this happens, the predicted performance scores 
(Y) differ for individuals with identical predictor test 
scores (X). Thus, the same predictor score has a differ-
ent predictive meaning for the two groups (Z). 

Likewise, a test for the equivalence of intercepts 
can be conducted on the same MMR model. When β2 
is statistically significant, the groups differ with regard 
to the intercept. If β2 is significant but β3 is not, then 
the slopes are parallel but the intercepts differ (i.e., 
cases c & d). In these cases, subgroup differences 
could exist in predictor test means or criterion score 
means. Finally, if β2 and β3 are both significant, then 
subgroup differences exist for both the slope and the 
intercept across groups. 

The bulk of the research examining differential pre-
diction for regression line intercept and slope subgroup 
differences indicates an overall lack of differential 
prediction based on ethnicity and gender for cognitive 
abilities and other types of tests (Hunter & Schmidt, 
2000). When prediction systems are compared and 
subgroup differences are found, most results indicate 
intercept but not slope differences across groups. In 
these cases, women and ethnic minorities are usually 
the groups whose performance is over-predicted when 
a single regression line is used for prediction (Hunter et 
al., 2000). However, as Casio et al. (2005) pointed out, 

MMR analyses are typically conducted at low levels 
of statistical power making detection of slope and in-
tercept differences more difficult. Thus, past research 
findings that conclude few problems exist with regard 
to differential prediction may not be warranted. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Improving Accuracy of Differential Prediction Assess-
ment. When assessing differential prediction, inadequate 
total sample size is the single most adverse contributor 
to the problem of low statistical power in detecting 
slope and intercept differences. Thus, researchers and 
practitioners should plan their validation designs so that 
the sample size is large enough to sufficiently detect 
the expected effect size. In order to avoid conducting 
studies with unnecessarily large samples, Aguinis 
(2004b) describes power analysis computer programs 
that compute necessary power under various sample 
size scenarios. With these programs, the sample size 
(which influences power to detect small effects) is 
determined by the desired effect size. 

Aguinis (2004b) outlines other factors that affect 
power and strategies to improve accuracy, as well. First, 
low preset Type I error. One should not feel obligated 
to use conventional levels of alpha (i.e., .05 or .01). 
Instead, balance the trade-off between making a Type 
I error (concluding an effect erroneously) and Type 
II error (not detecting a true effect). Setting the alpha 
level to a higher amount (increasing the likelihood of 
committing a Type I error) can increase the chance of 
detecting a small effect. Second, one should use sound 
theory to guide predictions about moderating effects. 
A theoretical approach can increase the likelihood of 
detecting significant effects when the moderating effect 
size is small. Third, range restriction on the predictor 
variable can affect power. This happens when predic-
tor data in only available for those who were hired. 
Research designs that draw random samples from the 
population can address this issue. Forth, measurement 
error can affect power, so reliable measures of predic-
tors and criteria should be developed and used. Fifth, 
scale coarseness has been found to affect power. Rus-
sell and Bobko (1992) suggested using a continuous 
performance criterion scale. Recording responses on a 
graphic line segment and measuring the distance from 
one end point to the recorded response can accomplish 
this. The response can either be measured manually 



  ���

Human Resources Strategies for Fair and Legal Employee Selection

H
or by using a computer program. Sixth, sample sizes 
across the subgroups being examined should be equal. 
By over-sampling from the smaller groups (to equal-
ize the group sizes), the significance test will be more 
accurate, but the effect size will not. Seventh, small 
validity coefficients will affect power to detect mod-
erators. Use sound theory to identify predictors that 
are strongly related to the criterion because statistical 
power is positively related to the strength of the validity 
coefficient. Finally, Aguinis (2004b) recommends that 
researchers and practitioners check for compliance with 
the assumption of error variance homogeneity. If the 
assumption is violated (error variance is different across 
subgroups), alternative statistics should be used. In light 
of these factors that affect power to detect moderator 
effects in MMR analyses, human resource managers 
should carefully plan a validation study so to insure 
that a test of differential prediction is practical, with 
results that are credible. 

Using Test-Score Banding to Minimize Adverse 
Impact. Test-score banding has been suggested as an 
alternative to a strict top-down selection strategy as a 
means to avoid selection that results in adverse impact. 
Unlike the top-down method of selecting applicants, 
banding involves grouping scores within ranges and 
treating them as equivalent (much like school percent-
age scores are converted to letter grades). This practice 
is based on the idea that small score differences may 
not be meaningful because they fall within the range 
of values in which differences may be due to measure-
ment error. Banding can reduce adverse impact when 
the bands are wide enough to include lower-scoring 
group members and selection within the band is based 
on factors that do not show subgroup differences (i.e., 
seniority, experience, affirmative action, or random 
selection) (Campion et al., 2001). This approach views 
selection as a trade-off between maximizing test utility 
and minimizing adverse impact. 

The practice of score banding has been very contro-
versial in the selection literature, with arguments made 
for and against its use along the lines of statistical, 
scientific, practical, legal, moral, and ethical reasoning 
(i.e., Campion et al., 2001). Nonetheless, score banding 
in its various forms has been suggested as a viable means 
to minimize adverse impact while maintaining practical 
levels of test utility. There are two basic approaches to 
score banding that will be presented here: sliding band 
method and criterion-referenced banding.

The sliding-band method was proposed by Cascio, 
Outtz, Zedeck, and Goldstein (1991) as a way to maxi-
mize test utility while minimizing adverse impact. This 
method assumes that no test has perfect reliability, thus, 
all tests have some amount of measurement error. Here, 
the standard error of measurement (SEM) is used to 
establish the range of possible true scores for an indi-
vidual based on the observed score for that individual. 
Likewise, the standard error of difference (SED) is 
used to determine if the true scores of two individuals 
differ from one another. Cascio et al. (1991) proposed 
a model to compute bandwidths based on the reliability 
of the test, the SEM of the test, the SED between two 
scores on the test, and the desired confidence level (as 
a function of the probability of committing Type I or 
Type II errors). Investigators can adjust the confidence 
interval of any desired width depending on their level 
of comfort with the relative risk of committing a Type I 
or Type II error. Confidence levels (in standard scores) 
are multiplied by the SED to determine bandwidths. 
This model makes use of the reliability of the test to 
set a cut score. If the difference between an observed 
score and the top score is within the bandwidth, then 
the two scores are considered indistinguishable. 

The sliding-band method is used by identifying the 
top score among applicants and calculating a given band 
width that determines all of the applicants who scored 
within that band. These scores are not considered to 
be statistically different from one another. Within the 
band, secondary criteria are used for selection (e.g., 
experience, training, diversity-based considerations). 
If the top scorer within a band is selected and more ap-
plicants are needed, then the top reference for the band 
slides to the next highest scorer and the bandwidth is 
referenced from that score, and so on. When the top 
score within a band is not chosen, the band cannot 
slide, so additional selections will be made within the 
band according to secondary criteria. With this strategy, 
employers can minimize adverse impact while still 
maximize selection utility. 

The criterion-referenced banding model (Aguinis, 
Cortina, & Goldberg, 1998) was proposed as an exten-
sion of Casio’s et al. (1991) sliding band procedure. 
This method is for situations in which criterion data 
are available. This is a three step procedure in which 
(1) a bandwidth of statistically indistinguishable scores 
on a performance measure is computed (involving the 
procedure outlined above for the sliding band model 
but used for the criterion measure), (2) the upper and 
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lower bounds on the band for the criterion measure 
are determined, and (3) the two scores on the predictor 
tests that produce the predicted scores for the criterion 
measure that correspond to the upper and lower bounds 
on the band for the criterion measure established in step 
2 are then computed. In other words, step 3 involves 
determining the band of predictor scores that correspond 
to the band of criterion scores. With this approach, two 
scores on the predictor test are generated that are as-
sociated with a range of statistically indistinguishable 
scores on the predicted value of the criterion (Aguinis 
et al., 1998).

This criterion-referenced banding method is ad-
vocated as an improvement over previous banding 
procedures because it takes into account the relation-
ship between the predictor and criterion. The sliding 
band model previously described does not explicitly 
consider the precision of the predictor-criterion rela-
tion, and assumes that there is an acceptable level of 
criterion-related validity (Aguinis et al., 1998). Under 
this premise, equivalence in predictor scores is equated 
to equivalence in criterion scores. However, most 
predictor tests explain between 5% and 25% of the 
total variance of performance on a criterion measure 
(Campion et al., 2001); meaning that there is between 
75% and 95% of performance variance left unac-
counted for. Therefore, two applicants deemed to be 
indistinguishable on a predictor measure may indeed be 
distinguishable on a measure of criterion performance. 
As Aguinis et al. (1998) pointed out; human resource 
specialists need to estimate the degree to which ap-
plicants are likely to differ in practically meaningful 
ways on a performance criterion based on differences 
in predictor test scores. 

CONCLUSION

It is evident that test developers and human resource 
practitioners should use every means available to en-
sure that the tests used for employee selection are free 
of predictive bias and are technically fair. Any human 
resource manager involved with the use of selection 
tests needs to be aware the validity issues outlined in 
this chapter. Nonetheless, applicants may perceive the 
selection process as unfair even if the tests are valid. 
These perceptions of unfairness are associated with 
certain negative outcomes for the organization (e.g., 
employment litigation) as well as the individual tests 

taker (e.g., lower self-efficacy). The Standards for Edu-
cational and Psychological Testing (AERA, APA, & 
NCME, 1999), a guideline of standards that addresses 
professional and technical issues of test development 
and use in education, psychology, and employment, 
recommend providing information to the test taker prior 
to testing. This includes information about the nature of 
the test, intended use of test scores, and confidentiality 
of results. Information regarding tests of differential 
validity (i.e., MMR) and selection strategies (i.e., sliding 
bands) is not normally made known to the applicant 
(outside of the courtroom), but could also be provided 
to the applicants in an effort to increase perceptions of 
test fairness, with the proviso information is presented 
in an easy-to-understand manner. 

These recommendations are central for the fair and 
equitable treatment of test takers. These procedures will 
help diminish the perceptions of unfairness held by those 
who are not offered employment due to insufficient test 
scores. In conclusion, human resource practitioners 
are advised to consider the recommendations made 
in this chapter to enhance distributive and procedural 
justice perceptions among applicants and to promote 
fair selection practices within the organization. 
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KEY TERMS

Adverse Impact: Unintentional discrimination in 
hiring practices typically defined by selection ratios; 
exists when the selection ratio for a minority group 
is less than 80% of the selection ratio of the majority 
group.

Differential Validity: Exists when a selection test 
produces differences in validity coefficients across 
subgroups.

Moderated Multiple Regression (MMR) Analy-
sis: A multiple regression analysis that regresses a 
criterion of performance onto a predictor test score, a 
grouping variable (e.g., sex or ethnicity), and a product 
term for the test score and grouping variable. Significant 
product terms (moderators) indicate the presence of 
differential prediction.

Selection Ratio: An index expressing the proportion 
of applicants selected, calculated by dividing number 
of available positions by number of applicants. 

Statistical Power: Refers to the sensitivity of a 
statistical procedure to detect an effect (i.e., sensitivity 
of a procedure to provide a basis for correctly rejecting 
the null hypothesis). 

Test-Score Banding: An approach to employee 
selection in which applicants with similar test scores are 
grouped together in a score band and selection within 
the band is then based on other considerations.

Test Fairness: A value judgment about employment 
actions or decisions based on selection test scores.
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INTRODUCTION

In order to get information from the computers people 
must give them information and commands, therefore 
human-computer interaction (HCI) consists of informa-
tion input and output and command input through the 
so-called user interface (UI).

In accordance with its very name HCI concerns 
both humans—hereinafter called users—and comput-
ers, so it is strongly related to ergonomics and human 
resource management on one hand, and computer 
technology on the other. Every domain of ergonomics 
is concerned, that is,  physical (working environment, 
workstation layout), cognitive (perception, memory, 
learning, human errors), and organizational. Some 
points of contact between HCI and human resource 
management are employee profiles (as a basis to look 
for the interface design best fitted to the future users), 
task and workflow design, productivity, and learning 
period minimization

BACKGROUND

Computers were initially—about the 50s—used only for 
numerical calculations and then the UI was rudimentary; 
the outputs consisted essentially in the presentation in 
printed form of the results obtained, and the input of 
data was made by means of devices such as card and 
paper tape readers. With the application of computer 
technology to clerical tasks from about 1960 on, UIs 
became a bit more sophisticated with character-based 
display and printed forms for the output and keyboards 
for the input; still, the software developers devoted 
much more effort to the design of processes than to the 
design of UIs for them. In the early 80s pixel-based 
screens and printers started being widely used, along 
with mice and keyboards; this new technology made 
possible the displayed and printed outputs made from 
(colored) points instead of whole characters and the 
input of data and commands based not only on keying 

but on mouse selection and dragging-and-dropping 
as well. UIs became so complex that the UI develop-
ment became an activity fairly autonomous within 
the software development process. Among the latest 
developments and trends are the use of dynamic dis-
plays (e.g., animation, video, etc.) and voice-based, 
three-dimensional, and virtual reality UIs. These recent 
technological advances are supposed to be the basis for 
a dramatic improvement and sophistication of UIs and 
hopefully to an ever better service to the users.

Seeing the HCI, a wide domain with several very 
diverse aspects, developed during several decades it is 
not surprising that the bibliography about it is indeed 
enormous with many tens, if not hundreds, of books, 
and thousands of articles. Most of these publications 
are addressed to specialists, either in cognition-related 
aspects of HCI or in computer science; some books 
concerned with human-resource-related aspects of 
HCI—mostly task analysis, usability, and interface 
evaluation—are mentioned below and their full refer-
ence can be found at the end of this article. Two fairly 
comprehensive books, which together cover most of 
the subjects mentioned in this article are written by 
Jacko and Sears (2003) and Shneiderman and Plaisant 
(2004).

THE HCI FROM THE POINT OF vIEw 
OF HUMAN RESOURCES

The following aspects of HCI, which appear to be 
among the most important from the standpoint of human 
resources, are introduced: the representation on the HCI 
of the concepts the users handle in their activity, the 
usability, an overview of the HCI technology available 
today, the specification of the HCI requirements on the 
basis of the users’ tasks, and the general principles to 
keep in mind during the HCI design.
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Mental Models and Metaphors

Computers help people (hereinafter called users) at 
work or leisure by allowing them to manipulate infor-
mation about the things and concepts of their concern. 
A central point for the development of successful UIs 
is the attention given to the involved mental models, as 
defined by Norman (1998), to be “the models people 
have of themselves, others, the environment and the 
things with which they interact. People form mental 
models through experience, training, and instruction” 
(p. 17). On one hand, users build mental models of 
their jobs or leisure activities, and on the other hand, 
computer software developers build the UI according 
to a mental model of their own. Obviously the closer 
these two models the better. But the mental models of 
users consider things that are real (at least for them) in 
one way or another, that is, physical objects or persons, 
documents, financial concepts and so on, while the UI 
consists of virtual objects that are representations of 
these things. Similarly, when users use a computer they 
perform actions on the virtual objects that simulate the 
actions they would perform should they be doing their 
activity in a totally manual way. The representation 
of the things mentioned and the actions upon them is 
called the UI metaphor.

The adequate choice of the metaphor is a critical 
point in the design of the UI of any computer software 
whose purpose is to assist people at work. The adequacy 
of the metaphor should be tested with real future or 
possible users of the software being developed before 
proceeding with the UI design. These tests require 
some prototype of the metaphor, and often a simple 
hand-drawn paper prototype suffices; the virtual ob-
jects are drawn on paper sheets and the succession of 
these objects on the computer screen is simulated by 
showing the test users the corresponding paper sheets 
in sequence (Snyder, 2003).

HCI Usability

ISO standard 9241 (BSI, 1998) defines usability as “the 
extent to which a product can be used by specified users 
to achieve specified goals with effectiveness, efficiency 
and satisfaction in a specified context of use.”

The usability of a user software product is highly 
dependent on its UI design and implementation, and 
only aspects like response time and execution errors 
can be at least partially independent of them. Usability 

goals, both qualitative and quantitative, can and ought 
to be established as part of a user software develop-
ment project requirements and usability tests of the 
UI suited to these requirements carried out. Usability 
goals and tests may involve productivity, ease of use, 
ease of learning and training, frequency of user errors, 
frequency of access to screen and paper help, and over-
all user satisfaction. For a comprehensive text about 
usability see Barnum’s (2002) work.

Overview of the User Interface 
Technology

The UI technology is the technology used for sending 
output information from the computer system to the 
users and input information in the opposite way. Users 
receive information by means of their sense organs; so 
far only those of the view, hearing, and touch seem to 
have been used. Users can send information (both data 
and commands asking for functions to be performed) 
to the computer system by means of movements of 
different parts of their body (mostly hands, but also 
feet, head, eyes and eyelids at least, all but the first 
used essentially in the case of handicapped users) or 
of voice.

As for now the most widespread technology consists 
of screen displays, complemented with printers, for 
output, and mice and keyboards for input. In addition 
to the conventional screens for desktop and laptop 
computers and mobile phones, images can be projected 
on special areas of car and plane cabin windshields and 
small screens that follow the user head movements 
because they are placed on helmets or spectacles. 

Mice are an instance of pointing devices, in the sense 
that they allow the user to select and sometimes drag 
graphical objects that are displayed on the screen by 
means of the mouse displacement and the clicks on its 
buttons, and they are said to be indirect pointing devices 
because there is a mapping between the actual physical 
displacement of the mouse on its support surface and 
the movement of the mouse pointer across the screen. 
Other fairly common pointing devices are trackballs, 
trackpoints, and joysticks among the indirect ones and 
touch screens among the direct ones.

Keyboards are used not only for introducing words 
and numbers but for command requesting as well, by 
means of function and special keys and combination of 
both. This is a quicker alternative to command request-
ing by means of menus displayed on the screen but it is 
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seldom used by nonexpert users because the commands 
that can be invoked in this way and the correspond-
ing key combinations are generally not visible on the 
screen, so the user has to remember them or look for 
information about them (while the menu choices are 
displayed on the screen, at least temporarily). There are 
some keyboard design alternatives to the usual “qwerty” 
one; among them, the Dvorak keyboard, which has an 
arrangement of the letter keys based on the relative 
frequency of letters and letter sequences in English 
and optimizes this way the finger movement, and the 
chord keyboard, which allows to depress several “letter” 
keys at the same time and the resulting combinations 
of keys can be assigned to whole words, a feature that 
can be applied to stenography.

Besides these common pointing devices there are 
some special or more advanced ones: devices for 
handicapped users (mice for the feet, devices capable 
of following the movement of the pupil or the position 
and orientation of the head) and three-dimensional 
position and motion sensors under the form of special 
joysticks, gloves, exoskeletons, and complete suits, 
all of which appear to be suitable for virtual reality 
applications like surgeon training. In such cases a 
three-dimensional display is often needed, which can 
be obtained by means of holography.

Voice recognition and generation is a technology 
that can be used as either a substitutive for or a comple-
ment to the technology based on screens, keyboards, 
and mice. It is a substitutive in the case of handicapped 
users or user environments where keyboards and mice 
cannot be adequately operated or a screen is not suf-
ficiently visible. It is a complement when it is used 
in applications like text composition and correction, 
commercial transactions, conversation transcription, 
and user communication, especially when it is asyn-
chronous or requires translation.

Voice recognition can be performed in two rather 
different situations: discrete speech and continuous, 
or connected, speech. Additionally, the goal in both 
situations can be to understand the speech of only one 
particular person—which can then “teach” the system 
by uttering a suitable list of words—or of any user; in 
any case a vocabulary of some tens of thousands of 
words can be recognized with an error rate usually well 
below 5% percent and a speed comparable to that of 
quick typing. A special application of user-independent 
speech recognition is user identification by the speech. 
When both speech recognition and conventional input 

and output can be used, voice recognition is advanta-
geous for command selection from the menus or button 
palettes because to tell one or two words is quicker than 
take the mouse and move it with the required precision 
to perform a selection from a menu, but error correction, 
for instance, is often much slower when done orally.

Voice generation consists of converting a text 
to speech, that can be built from either recorded or 
synthesized words or phrases with the corresponding 
intonation. Voice synthesis can achieve very diverse 
levels of quality, from speech that is just intelligible to 
the very voice of a person; results have been good in 
simulating the sex of the speaker, but not so satisfac-
tory when age and tone are involved. A very useful 
application of voice generation is text reading for blind 
users in that the texts read can be, for instance. books, 
e-mail and Web pages, and in this case navigation is 
performed as well. Sounds other than speech can convey 
information too, and so be used in UIs, at least output 
ones. In fact our sense of hearing is underused, for the 
sounds we can perceive at a given time can give us 
very big amount of information (for instance, people 
used to live in the forest can know a lot about what is 
going on just by attentively listening) which is unused 
most of the time.

From the point of view of UIs the sense of hearing 
has significant advantages and disadvantages in com-
parison with the sense of view. The main advantages 
are that while the angle of vision is relatively restricted 
and only in front of us, we hear the sounds coming 
from all directions and at all times, and that under some 
circumstances we react quicker to auditory stimuli 
than to visual ones and that we are more sensitive to 
changes in sounds than in light or in visible objects. 
The main disadvantages and limitations of the use of 
sounds are that while differences in volume or pitch 
are easy to detect, most people are unable to reliably 
identify absolute values of these magnitudes (while 
most of us are able to identify, for instance, the main 
colors, without need for any reference), and that we can 
reliably distinguish only three levels in the volume of 
sounds and that while we can identify with 1º precision 
the direction of a sound which comes from the front of 
us this precision drops to 30º when the sound comes 
from one side.

Haptic (i.e., tactile) interfaces make use of the sense 
of touch; they are at their beginnings and are used es-
sentially in virtual reality applications. The sense of 
touch comprises a number of different sensations, and 



  ���

Human-Computer Interaction: A Human Resources Perspective

H
among them, force and torque sensations, vibrations, 
and sensations of surface texture can be produced as a 
response to the manipulation of virtual objects.

User Interface Requirements Gathering: 
Task Analysis

UI building has two main stages: requirements speci-
fication and design and implementation. 

In a software development project the UI has to be 
designed keeping in mind not only its contents (i.e., 
the information to be input and output through it) but 
its usability as well. The usability of a UI is, on one 
hand, strongly dependent on its adequacy to the us-
ers’ characteristics and the environmental conditions 
in which the software-supported user activities take 
place, and on its suitability to the tasks the users have 
to carry out on the other.

User characteristics concerning UIs are of course 
eventual motion, view, and hearing handicaps but 
also knowledge of the use of computers, experience 
in the job, age (full-capability adults are only people 
from 12 to 55 from this point of view), languages, 
and—especially in nonwestern countries—culture, 
are among the most significant ones. Some typical 
environmental characteristics that may influence the 
UI requirements are illumination and noise levels, the 
fact that the user may be speaking or collaborating 
with other persons while using the software, security 
and safety aspects, and also working in the open air 
or in a dirty or dusty atmosphere and the need to wear 
gloves. User and environment characterizations should 
be carried out and their results become the basis for 
some conclusions about general aspects of the UI to 
be designed later on.

As far as HCI is concerned, a task is some complex 
activity that a user performs in order to accomplish a 
certain result, known as the task’s goal. A task may 
consist of other tasks, each with its own goal, said to be 
its subtasks. An action is a task that cannot be further 
subdivided; it involves no decision and hence normally 
it cannot be partially executed. An action can be either 
motive or cognitive. On the other hand, a task can be 
a part of a workflow, what means that maybe it can be 
performed only after some other task, or only when a 
given condition holds, or that it must be synchronized 
to some other task.

The analysis of workflows and tasks is called task 
analysis. It can be used to establish the requirements 

of the UI of a software product whose purpose is to 
help the users in performing the tasks considered; for 
a particular task that means that the computer carries 
out some of its subtasks for the user (it is said that 
they are automated) while other subtasks are entirely 
performed by the user, that is, manual. Once the goal 
of a subtask to be automated is established, the require-
ments for this subtask can be fairly simple to specify, 
and the requirements of the UI of a software product 
are made from the requirements of all the subtasks to 
be automated. The requirements for a subtask specify 
that either some information has to be shown to the 
user who can do changes and selections on it or take 
some decision, or the user is asked to introduce some 
data items or select a command to be executed, or both. 
So the subtask requirements specify the information 
to be shown or requested, but not aspects like how the 
information is selected from the database, validated, or 
transformed, that do not concern the UI requirements 
but the process requirements. Diaper and Stanton 
(2004) and Hackos and Redis (1998) describe in detail 
the task analysis. 

Principles of User Interface Design

The UI requirements gathering represents the specifica-
tion of a problem to be solved by means of a suitable 
UI; this specification consists of the metaphor (tested 
and reviewed), the subtask specifications, the usabil-
ity requirements, and the conclusions drawn from the 
characterization of the users and their environments. 
They are the inputs to the UI design. The UI design is 
highly dependent on the software development tools 
to be subsequently used to implement the UI. Nev-
ertheless, some general design principles are widely 
accepted and applicable to a large variety of situations. 
Some of them follow.

The consistency principle states that things that 
are similar or identical in concept should be similar or 
identical in appearance as well (and of course things 
that are different in concept should be sufficiently dif-
ferent in appearance so as not to be easily confused). It 
concerns mainly the use of colors, the naming of data 
and commands, the placement of standard elements 
(for instance acceptation and cancellation buttons 
and window size controls), the use of command keys, 
the general default options, and so forth. Consistency 
should exist, as far as it is possible, between succes-
sive versions of the same software and between the 
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different software products available in the same user 
environment. When applied, the consistency principle 
makes some types of user errors less frequent and the 
learning process simpler.

Another principle is to minimize the load of the user 
memory, again in order to both lower the frequency 
of user errors and shorten the duration of the learning 
period, but also to reduce the need for looking for in-
formation out of the current screen contents in order 
to improve user productivity. A partial but much more 
concrete and common statement of this principle is 
“better recognize than remember.” In order to apply it 
designers should, for instance, make the user choose a 
value from a list instead of keying it, and particularly 
ask the user to select a command from a menu instead 
of keying a textual form of the command.

To look for the right balance between process au-
tomatism and user control is still another basic principle. 
Of course the economical justification of a software 
development project is to make a set of initially manual 
user tasks computer-assisted, but users like having 
some control of ongoing computer processes, both 
active (by being able to cancel the process at any mo-
ment or to undo their last actions) and passive (being 
presented information about the state of the process, 
for instance, some completion percentage, and about 
the choices they have at particular points of a user-
computer dialog). But nevertheless, the UI should be 
designed in such a way that the users can concentrate 
on their part of the computer-assisted process instead 
of having to be aware of what the computer is doing 
at every moment.

The UI design is of course a very wide, interdis-
ciplinary subject and the number of books, let alone 
articles, on it is certainly high. The following authors 
have written some of my favorite books on it: Caplin 
(2001) about icon design; Cohen, Giangola, and Ba-
logh (2004) about voice interface design; Cooper and 
Reimann (2003), Norman (1988), Raskin (2004), and 
Pruitt and Adlin (2006) for general design principles 
with emphasis in the psychological and ergonomic as-
pects; Stone, Jarret, Woodroffe, and Minoche (2004) for 
an approach which combines principles with practical 
considerations; and Isaacs and Walendowski (2002) for 
an approach that integrates the UIs and the correspond-
ing information processes.

User Interfaces for Internet

UIs for Internet have certain peculiarities, some of which 
are a consequence of the characteristics of Web technol-
ogy (e.g.,  longer response times and the nonexistence 
of a main menu to which the user returns automatically 
after the execution of each function, which implies 
that the user can get lost relatively easily) and others 
arise from the way in which people use Internet, for 
example: they are essentially looking for content, so 
they do not give much attention to formal aspects; their 
goal is fairly well defined, but the navigation needed 
to reach it is generally not planned and the next navi-
gation step depends on what the user has last found; 
and they do not read the pages completely but look for 
interesting fragments and tend to skip the rest. From 
these peculiarities a lot of practical design rules have 
been stated concerning the page and site design.

FUTURE TRENDS

As in the preceding decades, the steady need for in-
creases in user productivity will surely lead to increases 
in the automatism of tasks of many sorts, as has happened 
in the past when automatism extended from calculation 
tasks to tasks using alphanumeric, then graphic informa-
tion. In fact almost every productive activity—not to 
speak of leisure activities—can benefit from computer-
ized assistance. But since people at work not always 
can have both a computer within their reach and the 
hands free to use devices like a keyboard and a mouse, 
the pace of the extension of automatism to new sorts 
of human activities will be strongly dependent on the 
development of both nonconventional (e.g., voice and 
virtual reality interfaces) human-computer interfaces 
and portable computers or computer terminals.

More and more attention will probably be given 
to most if not all aspects of usability. In particular, in 
competitive markets an intense quest for the utmost 
user satisfaction can be expected. As the software will 
continue to offer the users more functions and options 
(especially in domains like e-commerce), the UIs will 
grow more complicated and often-changing, so more 
automated user guidance will be needed.
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H
CONCLUSION

As the use of computers in lucrative and nonlucrative 
human activities is so wide and expanding, so the 
field of HCI is increasingly important within human 
resource management. It is indeed a multidisciplinary 
field in which hardware and software engineers imple-
ment the requirements stated by users and organization 
and ergonomics experts. Presumably the increasing 
availability and accessibility of computer facilities 
will allow the extension of HCI to user tasks, both 
new and existing, that nowadays lack it. In any case it 
seems that usability will remain a key point of HCI as 
usability requirements are increasingly demanding and 
the technology should keep satisfying them.
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KEY TERMS

Human-Computer Interaction (HCI): The 
information exchange between a person and a com-
puter (which can be the entry point to a network of 
computers).

Mental Model: In the context of HCI, the models 
that users and designers make of the operation of a 
user interface.

Metaphor: The representation in the user interface 
of the concepts that the users handle in their computer-
assisted activity.

Task: A complex activity that a user performs in 
order to reach a goal.

Task Analysis: The analysis of workflows and 
tasks with the aim of establishing the requirements of 
a user interface.

Usability: The degree of effectiveness, efficiency, 
and satisfaction with which users achieve their goals 
with a certain software’s user interface.
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User Interface: The means by which users and 
computers exchange information. The HCI is based 
on the user interface.

Workflow: An oriented graph of tasks with rela-
tionships of prerequisite among them. The execution 
of some of the tasks can be subject to conditions. The 
goals of the tasks are usually related to steps in the 
elaboration of some product or document.
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IntroductIon

Both scholars and practitioners have widely acknowl-
edged that the successful management of virtual teams 
requires a good understanding about the nature of the 
task. A virtual team is a group of people who work on 
interdependent tasks guided by a common purpose 
across space, time, and organizational boundaries 
with technology-supported communication, substan-
tially more than face-to-face meetings (Maznevski 
& Chudoba, 2000). Given that a significant portion 
of the literature on virtual teams finds its roots in 
the computer-mediated work literature, this chapter 
provides a review of the tasks that have been used in 
the computer-supported work literature in an effort to 
take stock of the current state-of–the-art research. The 
review is organized around McGrath’s task circumplex. 
Building on this review, two alternative frameworks 
that may guide future research on virtual teams are 
offered. Altogether, 50 empirical studies were identi-
fied as meeting the criteria for inclusion, and 69 tasks 
were analyzed. 

The review focuses on research that examined the 
longitudinal effects of computer-mediated work on 
team processes and performance. This approach follows 
a large body of scientific evidence (McGrath, 1991) 
indicating that interactions between task and group 
processes vary according to a group’s development 
stage, thereby generating different outcomes over time. 
In other words, how the task shapes computer-mediated 
work interactions and performance cannot be under-
stood without taking the role of time into account. In 
carefully selecting the studies to be reviewed, I ensured 
that the sample represented the wide-range of longitudi-
nal studies that examined patterns of change over time. 
Accordingly, studies that reported only cross-sectional 
results were not included in this chapter. The search was 
conducted using ABI/INFORM database on a number 
of well recognized academic journalsa. 

Following the introduction, the chapter is organized 
into the following four sections: (1) background, (2) 
task issues, (3) future trends, and (4) a conclusion. 

Background

While extensive research has dealt with the effects of 
different task types for group work, McGrath (1984) 
proposes an integrated conceptual framework, known 
as task circumplex (Figure 1), to classify group tasks. 
Task circumplex has influenced a number of studies 
in the computer-mediated work literature (e.g., Chid-
ambaram, 1996; Hollingshead, McGrath, & O’Connor, 
1993; Miranda & Bostrom, 1993; O’Connor, Gruen-
feld, & McGrath, 1993; Vician & DeSanctis, 2000), 
and therefore is used as the theoretical background 
for this chapter. Task circumplex can be divided into 
the following four main quadrants: generate, choose, 
negotiate, and execute. Each dimension is thoroughly 
explained below. 

•	 Generate tasks are those in which group members 
are involved in a process of either planning (type 
1) or creation (type 2). Planning refers to activities 
that require groups to generate a specific course of 
action to achieve an existing goal. Creative tasks 
(also called brainstorming tasks) ask members to 
generate ideas regarding a specific topic within a 
certain time interval. 

•	 Choose tasks are related to a selection of alterna-
tives from a given set of possibilities. It is intel-
lective (type 3) when there is a correct solution; 
or, it is decision-making (type 4) when there is no 
right answer to the problem at hand. Alternative 
evaluations and decisions regarding a business’s 
action plans are examples of these tasks. 

•	 Negotiation tasks require participants to resolve 
either differing viewpoints or differing interests. 
When these tasks involve conflict resolution such 
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as in situations in which individuals with different 
cultural backgrounds interpret information dif-
ferently, they are also labeled as cognitive tasks 
(type 5). On the other hand, when negotiation 
tasks involve a conflictive dispute as a result of an 
individual’s different desires and objectives, they 
are labeled as mixed-motive tasks (type 6). 

•	 Execute tasks are those in which outcomes are 
a result of group members’ accomplishments 
and are characterized by physical behavior. It is 
considered a performance task (type 8) when the 
outcome is based on members’ performance. In 
addition, the task is referred to as competitive (type 
7) when members engage in resolving conflictive 
power.

The task circumplex model can also be viewed by 
horizontally dividing it into two halves of coopera-
tive and conflictive. The upper half, the cooperative 
dimension, reflects situations where members must 
combine their efforts without much conflict or trade-
off. Typically, cooperative tasks require group members 
to freely share their ideas and operate in a climate of 
mutual understanding. The lower half, the conflictive 
dimension, includes tasks in which members strive to 
resolve conflict in the face of differing preferences, 
viewpoints, or interests. 

Task Issues

The review identified a total number of 69 tasks used 
in 50 studies. As shown in Tables 1 and 2, a total of 30 
studies were categorized using the dimensions described 
in the task circumplex. The remaining 20 studies were 
classified using a classification scheme that organizes 
the various tasks in a way that can meaningfully cut 
across McGrath’s task types boundaries. In general, 
these tasks fit in more than one category and were 
treated as macro level tasks as shown in Table 3. The 
three tables are organized in terms of study type (i.e., 
case study, field experiment, field study, and labora-
tory experiment). This classification scheme helps to 
identify areas that have not yet been covered by pre-
vious research and may ultimately highlight research 
opportunities for future work. Results of Table 1 are 
thoroughly described below.

First, with respect to choose tasks, 11 studies were 
included in this category. The great majority of these 
studies employed decision-making tasks. Regarding the 
methodology, with the exception of Gopal and Prasad 
(2000), all of them were conducted in experimental 
settings rather than natural settings. Second, generate 
tasks were used in nine studies. Creativity tasks were 
somewhat well distributed in regards to methodology. 
Among the five studies which used planning tasks, 
three were case studies and two were field experi-
ments. Furthermore, negotiate tasks were employed 
in three studies. They used either field or laboratory 
experimental methodologies. Finally, no single study 
had employed execute tasks. Despite McGrath’s (1984) 
statement, “Such tasks are heavily represented in the 
workday world . . . but are quite underrepresented in 
research on groups” (p. 65), it seems that we have been 
unable to examine the longitudinal effects of execute 
tasks on group behavior and outcomes. Thus, future 
research aimed at understanding the impact of execute 
tasks within virtual teams is needed. 

Cooperative and Conflictive Tasks

Fourteen studies employed tasks categorized along the 
two horizontal dimensions: cooperative and conflictive 
(Table 2). For example, Qureshi (2000) examined the 
exchange of project material and decision making 
in regards to funding, set-up, and implementation of 
projects. While the task required members to make 
decisions about the project, it also involved collabora-

Figure 1. The task circumplex Source: McGrath 
(1984)
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I
tive actions so that members could exchange relevant 
project information over time. In another study, King 
and Xia (1997) examined the influence of workers’ 
experiences on the evaluation of various types of me-
dia. The task required individuals to make decisions 
about the media and to collaborate in order to complete 
business cases. 

The remaining studies employed tasks that required 
participants to engage in multiple activities such as 
creativity, planning, decision making, and cognitive 
conflict. For example, Alavi, Wheeler, and Valacich 
(1995) conducted an exploratory investigation of col-
laborative tele-learning, Ocker and Yaverbaum (1999) 
compared group collaboration via asynchronous com-
puter conferencing to face-to-face (F2F) collaboration, 
and O’Connor et al. (1993) investigated the influence 
of conflict in continuing work groups using GSS. 
Furthermore, Burke and Chidambaram (1995) used 
a collaborative task to examine the differences in the 
developmental patterns between three meeting modes. 

Jarvenpaa, Knoll, and Leidner (1998) conducted a field 
study with three tasks—two team-building exercises and 
a final project—in order to investigate the antecedents 
of trust in global virtual teams. Finally, several studies 
on creativity (e.g., Ocker, Fjermestad, Hiltz, & Johnson 
1998; Ocker, 2005) used the computerized post office 
(CPO) task in experimental designs. 

Macro Level Tasks

A number of tasks cut across multiple dimensions 
(including cooperative and conflictive dimensions) 
as described in the task circumplex. These tasks were 
labeled as macro level tasks. In general, studies which 
employed macro level tasks were more concerned with 
the examination of the use of information technologies 
in natural settings (i.e., case studies or field studies) 
rather than experimental settings. Table 3 shows these 
tasks. 

Task Type Case Studies Field Experiment Experiment

CHOOSE 
Decision Making  
(w/no right answer)

Gopal and Prasad (2000) Arrow and McGrath (1993)

Galegher and Kraut (1994) 
Gruenfeld and Hollingshead (1993) 
Hollingshead et al. (1993)

Chidambaram (1996) 
Chidambaram, Bostrom, 
and Wynne (1991) Gopal, 
Bostrom, and Chin (1992)

Miranda and Bostrom 
(1993) Walther (1995)

CHOOSE 
Intellectivity  
(w/correct answer)

NONE Galegher and Kraut (1994) 
Gruenfeld and Hollingshead (1993) 
Hollingshead et al. (1993) 

Vician and DeSanctis (2000)

GENERATE 
Creativity

Gopal and Prasad (2000) Arrow and McGrath (1993) 
Hollingshead et al. (1993) 

Gopal et al. (1992)

Sosik, Avolio, and Kahai 
(1997)

Vician and DeSanctis (2000)

GENERATE 
Planning

Sheffield and Gallupe (1993) 
Sheffield and Gallupe (1994) 
Whiteley and Garcia (1996)

Arrow and McGrath (1993)

Hollingshead et al. (1993) 

NONE

NEGOTIATE 
Cognitive Conflict

NONE Hollingshead et al. (1993) NONE

NEGOTIATE 
Mixed-motive Conflict

NONE Hollingshead et al. (1993) 
Gruenfeld and Hollingshead (1993) 

Burke and Chidambaram 
(1999)

EXECUTE (Perform/ 
Psycho-motor)

NONE NONE NONE

EXECUTE (Contests/ 
Competitive)

NONE NONE NONE

Table 1. Tasks in the McGrath’s task circumplex
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In total, 20 studies used macrolevel tasks. The main 
activities observed were production system (Webster, 
1998), product development (Gould, Boies, Leby, 
Richards, & Schoonard 1987; Malhotra, Majchrzak, 
Carman, & Lott, 2001; Majchrzak, Majchrzak, Car-
man, & Lott 2000; Orlikowski, Yates, Okamura, & 
Fujimoto 1995), analysis and dissemination (publish-
ing) of a database (Burkhardt, 1994), redesign process 
and reengineering (Vandenbosch & Ginzberg, 1996), 
BRP, workflow activities, and joint application devel-
opment (Corbitt & Martz, 2003; Corbitt, Wright, & 
Chistopolus, 2000), research and development (Rice, 
1994), publishing process (usage tracking) (Zack & 
McKenney, 1995), management of a new system (Oka-
mura, Fujimoto, Orlikowski, & Yates, 1995), naval fleet 
operations (Briggs, Adkins, & Mittleman, 1998), and 
project development ( DeVreede, Johns, & Mygara, 
1999; Orlikowski & Yates, 1994). Finally, a number 
of studies (e.g., Cranor & LaMacchia, 1998; Hiltz & 
Turoff, 1981; Hinds & Kiesler 1995; Kraut, Rice, Cool, 
& Fish, 1998; Maznevski & Chudoba, 2000) examined 
IT usage in multiple organizational activities.

FUTURE TRENDS

Early work has indicated that the task exerts critical 
influence on how groups operate and perform over 
time. Findings of this review reveal that the study of 
computer-mediated work in experimental settings (i.e., 
laboratory and field experiments) focused on very spe-
cific dimensions of the task circumplex. Perhaps this is 

because experimental methodologies enable researchers 
to create special settings where independent variables 
are manipulated and/or controlled to study changes in 
the dependent variables. In doing so, researchers were 
able to manipulate or control characteristics of the task 
based on the task circumplex. The studies conducted 
in field settings, on the contrary, show that the nature 
of the tasks (such as development of new products, 
project development, and production systems) usually 
required individuals to engage in multiple activities. 
Since these activities cut across multiple dimensions 
of the task circumplex, researchers have not used such 
a framework. This finding suggests that work has yet 
to be done to develop analytical tools that allow us to 
capture the multidimensional aspects of the tasks in 
studies conducted in natural settings. Developing such 
an analytical framework may be an appropriate step 
to guide future research in investigating virtual teams 
in natural settings.

Another different but related issue refers to the fact 
that researchers have neglected the concept of task as 
a socially constructed element. A careful examination 
of the review presented in this study reveals that task 
type has been treated as an input variable and fixed 
element that exists regardless of a group’s charac-
teristics and working patterns over time. While this 
determinist view has informed research and practice 
when executing longitudinal research, one may argue 
that characteristics of the task could be seen as the 
result of both a group’s perceptions of the task, which 
can change over time, and intrinsic characteristics of 
the task itself. In other words, scholars may move a 

Study / Task Type Collaborative/Cooperative Conflictive

Case Studies Qureshi (2000) NONE

Field Study 

Jarvenpaa, Knoll,  and Leidner (1998) 
Jarvenpaa and Leidner (1999) 
Jarvenpaa, Shaw, and Staples (2004) 
Piccoli and Ives (2003) 
Sarker and Sahay (2003) 
Sarker, Lau, and Sahay (2001)

NONE

Field Experiment 

Alavi, Wheeler, and Valacich (1995) 

King and Xia (1997) 
Ocker and Yaverbaum (1999) 
O’Connor et al. (1993) 
Ocker, Fjermestad, Hiltz, and Johnson (1998), 
Ocker (2005)

Ocker et al. (1998) Ocker 
(2005) 

O’Connor et al. (1993)

Laboratory Experiment Burke and Chidambaram (1995) NONE

Table 2. Cooperative and conflictive tasks
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IOrganizational Activity Case Studies Field Experiment Field Study

Production System Webster (1998) NONE NONE

Product Development 

Gould, Boies, Leby, Richards, 
and Schoonard (1987) Malhotra, 
Majchrzak, Carman, and Lott 
(2001) 
Majchrzak, Rice, Malhotra, King, 
and Ba ( 2000) 
 
Maznevski and Chudoba (2000) 
Orlikowski ,Yates, Okamura, and 
Fujimoto (1995) 

NONE NONE

Analysis and dissemination 
(publishing) of a database NONE Burkhardt (1994) NONE

IT usage observation and tracking Hiltz and Turoff (1981) 
 Kraut et al. (1998) Cranor and LaMacchia (1998) 

Research and development NONE NONE Rice (1994)

Publishing process (usage tracking) NONE NONE Zack and McKenney (1995)

Development, maintenance, and 
management of computer system 

Okamura, Fujimoto, Orlikowski, 
and Yates (1995) NONE Hinds and Kiesler (1995)

Naval fleet operations NONE NONE Briggs, Adkins, Mittleman, Kruse, 
Miller, and Nunamaker (1998)

Project development DeVreede, Jones, and Mgaya 
(1999) Orlikowski and Yates (1994) NONE NONE

BPR, Workflow Activities, Joint 
Application Development (JAD)

Corbitt, Wright, and Christopolus 
(2000) 
Corbitt and Martz (2003)

Vandenbosch and Ginzberg (1996)

Co-development and Co-selling 
agreement with alliance partners; 
Implementation of contract and 
partnership with customers

Maznevski and Chudoba (2000)

Administrative support services 
including contract management and 
procurement

Hinds and Kiesler (1995)

Table 3. Macro level tasks

step further into the examination of the role of tasks 
in a virtual setting by applying a social constructionist 
approach (Berger & Luckmann, 1967) which views 
a task type as a multidimensional construct that is a 
function of how members interpret and make sense of 
their social situations over time. 

Current communication technologies to assist 
virtual work are increasingly integrating a number of 
tools such as video conferencing, whiteboard, real-time 
chat, collaborative writing systems, Web-based group 
calendars, electronic file shared systems, virtual project 

management systems, or peer-to-peer collaboration 
systems, to name a few. This plethora of technology 
capabilities are designed to support both structured and 
unstructured group interactions as well as a multiple 
range of activities including exploring and organizing 
ideas, problem solving and decision-making tasks, 
collaboration, and team discussions. While concep-
tualizations of the task used in prior research may be 
useful, the different ways in which the context virtual 
teams are arranged in comparison to early configura-
tions of computer-supported teams, call for alternative 
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task frameworks yet to be developed. A framework 
that captures the multidimensional aspects of the task 
aligned with emergent technologies may ultimately 
help researchers in addressing a number of critical 
research questions. What are the types of tasks best 
suited for virtual teams to work on? What are the ap-
propriate combinations of the task and technology to 
enhance virtual team effectiveness? Perhaps answering 
these questions will ultimately help human resource 
managers better realize the potential benefits of virtual 
team enterprises. 

CONCLUSION

Recent advances in information communication tech-
nologies have accelerated the implementation of virtual 
teams. Managing such a geographically dispersed work 
force poses a number of challenges for human resource 
managers. One such a challenge has to do with task. 
This chapter reviewed the types of tasks used in prior 
research. After covering the necessary definitions, 
the tasks were categorized based on McGrath’s task 
circumplex to provide easy reference and analysis of 
previous findings. In an effort to stimulate future work, 
alternative typologies to express the multidimensional 
aspect of organizational tasks were discussed. 
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KEY TERMS

Choose Tasks: Tasks related to selection of alter-
natives from a given set of possibilities. Alternative 
evaluation and decisions regarding business’ action 
plans are examples of these tasks. Choose tasks can 
be labeled as either intellective or decision-making. 
The task is intellective (type 3) when there is a correct 
solution or decision making (type 4) when there is no 
right answer to the problem at hand. 

Conflictive Tasks: These tasks reflect situations in 
which members strive to resolve conflict in the face of 
differing preferences, viewpoints, interests, or power. 
When performing a conflictive task, group members 
typically need to resolve differences and are likely to 
exhibit significant task conflict and even experience 
personal hostility.

Cooperative Tasks: These tasks reflect situations in 
which members have to combine their efforts without 
much conflict or trade-off. When performing a coopera-
tive task, group members tend to share their ideas freely 
and operate in a climate of mutual understanding. 

Execute Tasks: Tasks in which outcomes are a result 
of group members’ accomplishments and are character-
ized by physical behavior. When the outcome is based 
on member’s performance it is a performance task (type 
8). When members engage in resolving conflictive 
power the task is called competitive (type 7).

Generate Tasks: Tasks in which group members 
are involved in a process of either planning (type 1) or 
creation (type 2). Planning refers to activities that require 
groups to generate a specific course of action to achieve 
an existing goal. Creative tasks (also called brainstorm-
ing tasks) ask members to generate ideas regarding a 
specific topic within a certain time interval. 
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Macro-Level Tasks: These tasks that cut across 

multiple dimensions of the McGrath’s McGrath’s Task 
Circumplex: It is an integrated conceptual framework 
that classifies group tasks. This framework has been 
widely used in previous research on computer-medi-
ated work.

Negotiation Tasks: Require participants to resolve 
either differing viewpoints or differing interests. When 
these tasks involve conflict resolution such as in contexts 
where individuals with different cultural backgrounds 
interpret the information differently, they can also be 
labeled as cognitive tasks (type 5). When the negotia-
tion tasks involve conflictive disputes as a result of 
individuals’ different desires and objectives, they are 
also labeled as mixed-motive tasks (type 6). 

Task Circumplex: Typically, they have been exam-
ined in “natural” settings as opposed to experimental 
settings. 

Virtual Team: A group of people who rely exten-
sively on computer-mediated technologies to work 
on interdependent tasks guided by a common purpose 
across space, time, and organizational boundaries.

 
ENDNOTE
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MIS Quarterly, Information Systems Research, 
Organization Science, Journal of Management 
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ministrative Science Quarterly, The Information 
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INTRODUCTION 

Advances in technology now enable employers to utilize 
computers to administer online employee selection tests, 
which result in lower costs, increased efficiency, and 
fewer transcription errors (Richman, Kiesler, Weisband, 
& Drasgow, 1999; Tippins et al., 2006). Additionally, 
online employment testing software can effectively and 
efficiently assist in identifying individuals best suited to 
an occupation, reducing poor person-job fit, lowering 
turnover rates, decreasing training costs, and minimiz-
ing errors in hiring (Bingham, Ilg, & Davidson, 2002; 
Mooney, 2002). This article addresses issues related 
to online employment testing software including types 
of tests available, validity and reliability, proctoring, 
and social desirability. Additional terms are defined 
and implications and future directions for research 
are discussed.

BACKGROUND

For decades, the similarities and differences between 
written tests and computer-based tests have been as-
sessed (Epstein & Klinkenberg, 2001). Early research 
investigated how a computer-based medical records 
keeping and interview system impacted patients (Slack 
& Van Cura, 1968; Slack, Hicks, Reed, & Van Cura, 
1966). Additionally, research in this era investigated the 
use of computers as data gathering instruments (Evans 
& Miller, 1969; Vinsonhaler, Molineaux, & Rodgers, 
1968). However, it is not until the 1990s that we see a 
research trend that begins to examine the equivalence 
of computer-based tests vs. conventional tests in an 
organizational setting (Donovan, Drasgow, & Probst, 
2000; McHenry & Schmitt, 1994). 

As technology has evolved, tests previously admin-
istered in a paper-and-pencil format have been changed 
to online versions. These tests include clinical mea-
surements, personality tests, attitude scales, cognitive 
ability tests and training inventories (Mead & Drasgow, 

1993). Further examples of computer-administered as-
sessments include medical admissions data, psychiatric 
evaluation exams, and consumer preference evaluations 
(Kiesler, Walsh, & Sproull, 1992; Richman et al., 1999; 
Synodinos & Brennan, 1988; Synodinos, Papacostas, 
& Okimoto, 1994). 

The most simple and widely used type of com-
puter-based test is computer assisted testing (CAT). 
These tests display a question on a computer screen 
and the respondent enters their response (Epstein & 
Klinkenberg, 2001). Computer assisted tests enable 
the online format of a test to very closely resemble the 
paper-and-pencil version and make the testing situa-
tion as similar as possible to a written one (Rozensky, 
Honor, Rasinski, Tovian, & Herz, 1986). 

Another type of CAT program uses computer adap-
tive testing. Adaptive testing settings are different from 
assisted ones in that adaptive tests allow the computer 
to “go beyond a simple page turning function” (Epstein 
& Klinkenberg, 2001, p. 298). Adaptive tests allow 
a computer to receive a response, score it, and then 
choose the next appropriate question, either easier or 
harder based on a respondent’s answer (Green, Bock, 
Humphreys, Linn, & Reckase, 1984). In adaptive 
tests, which Epstein & Klinkenberg (2001) assert are 
similar to most non-computerized intelligence tests, 
there are multiple types that can “individualize” the 
testing experience and narrow the number of questions 
needed to assess the underlying trait (Burke, 1993; 
Weiss, 1985). 

There are multiple options when using adaptive 
formats. A “two-stage” adaptive test is one in which a 
participant is given an initial pre-test called a routing 
exam. Based on his or her score on the routing exam, 
a test is then administered, which corresponds to their 
knowledge of the content (Epstein & Klinkenberg, 
2001, p. 298). Other tests similar to the “two-stage” 
include the “pyramidal,” “flexilevel,” “stradaptive,” 
and “countdown” approaches (for reviews see Butcher, 
Keller, & Bacon, 1985; Epstein & Klinkenberg 2001; 
Weiss, 1985). More recent advances include test 
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types called generating examples (GE) and are found 
described in reviews by Bennett (1999), Bennett et 
al., (1999) and Bennett, Steffen, Singley, Morley, and 
Jacquemin (1997).

Potential administrators of online tests must consider 
two main factors. First, the content area of the test must 
be identified. Whether it is desirable to test hard skills 
(e.g., proficiency in software or programming) and/or 
basic knowledge (e.g., ability to solve problems, com-
munication skills) is the key consideration (Mooney, 
2002). Second, online test administrators must con-
sider who will compose the test. Many testing service 
companies will offer “authoring software” that enables 
users to compose their own questions as an alternative 
to the standard “menu” of tests available for various job 
classifications (Mooney, 2002). The authorship issue 
brings up questions of reliability and validity. This is 
especially true considering that the “in-house” develop-
ment of tests may be the lower cost, but less reliable 
and valid option (Mooney, 2002). Companies often 
charge more per test administration for tests directly off 
the “menu” vs. charging a fee for test development but 
lowering the per test charge if it is modified by the end 
user (Mooney, 2002). It is important to note that most 
authoring software only allows for the creation of yes/no 
and true/false questions (Mooney, 2002). Additional 
considerations for potential administrators of online 
tests include the creation of user id’s, whether to use a 
timed test, whether respondents are proctored, whether 
respondents can backtrack to previous responses, and 
how to notify participants of results. 

THE ACADEMIC AND FINANCIAL  
BOTTOM LINE

The bottom line is that, in most cases, online employ-
ment testing saves companies money and reduces the 
recruitment cycle time (Bingham et al., 2002). As the 
field of online employment testing software evolves, 
it will be important to keep in mind the following 
concerns. Critics of online testing procedures bring up 
issues such as lack of computer familiarity, computer 
anxiety, lack of equivalency, as well as issues related 
to proctoring and social desirability as ways in which 
CAT is not an optimal testing method (Hofer & Green, 
1985; Honaker, 1988). 

Regarding the issue of computer anxiety, research 
indicates that there exist few correlates of age and 

gender with computer-based anxiety and that these 
are generally state, and not trait, characteristics (Chua, 
Chen & Wong, 1999). Furthermore, with brief men-
toring sessions, computer-phobic individuals become 
easily and quickly more comfortable with the medium 
(Wilson, 1999). The bottom line with computer anxi-
ety is not that individuals will score differently on the 
computer-based tests, but rather individuals who are 
computer-phobic will avoid taking the tests. This could 
limit or reduce the applicant pool for employers. Along 
these lines, a new and interesting area of research is 
evolving regarding high tech testing and organizational 
justice. This research focuses on how a testing situa-
tion is perceived by an applicant in terms of fairness, 
procedural ease, and appropriateness of testing method 
(Bauer et al., 2001; Truxillo, Steiner, & Gilliand, 2004). 
Many employers, for the time being, may still consider 
the option to offer an alternative to internet testing for 
certain jobs in order to not limit the potential applicant 
pool, even though the cost to administer written tests 
can be substantially higher than the online version 
(Mooney, 2002; Richman et al., 1999). 

Another criticism, equivalence, falls into two 
main types: measurement equivalence and relation-
ship equivalence. Measurement equivalence relates 
to how similar online testing compared to conven-
tional paper-and-pencil testing assesses an underlying 
trait (Donovan at el., 2000). Alternatively, relational 
equivalence refers to how similarly the two test ver-
sions (online vs. conventional) relate to other variables 
the same way (Donovan et al., 2000). The following 
discussion focuses on measurement  equivalence, and 
not relational equivalence, based on the prevalence of 
research on the former. Research indicates that there 
is no difference in respondent attitude or perception 
of tests in CAT settings vs. conventional tests (Rich-
man-Hirsch, Olson-Buchanan, & Drasgow 2000). 
Measurement equivalence and reliability and validity 
have also been shown on various predictor scales such 
as the job descriptive index (Chang, 2005; Donovan et 
al., 2000; Layne, DeCristoforo, & McGinty, 1999) as 
well as through meta-analytic methods (Mead et al., 
1993). The bottom line regarding equivalence is who 
designs the test. If it is in a company’s best financial 
interest, due to cost, to design a test on its own it will 
likely do so. However, the lower cost option may not 
always be the option which affords the highest level 
of equivalence, reliability, or validity. 
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Another consideration in administering online 
testing is the implication of using proctored tests vs. 
unproctored testing. When a test is taken in an unproc-
tored setting, it is generally not possible to verify the 
test taker’s identity, to know if they received help or 
assistance, or to count how many times the test content 
was accessed before completion of the instrument (Tip-
pins et al., 2006, p. 195). Generally, it is recommended 
that unproctored tests be used in low stakes testing 
situations only. Possible solutions such as encrypted 
software and password protection do not seem to allevi-
ate the issues associated with unproctored testing. It is 
assumed, in unproctored high stakes testing situations, 
that the respondent may behave unethically and that the 
content of the test may be compromised. Issues related 
to cheating and security are not alleviated by simply 
utilizing an unproctored pencil-and-paper test. The 
bottom line in determining whether to use proctored 
or unproctored testing comes down to the financial 
resources of a company. Ideally, a company would 
monitor all participants in testing situations. However, 
when it is not financially feasible to do so, outsourcing 
the process or leaving the applicants unproctored are 
options as well.

The final consideration is how socially desir-
able responses compare in computerized settings vs. 
conventional settings. Data are varied, yet ultimately 
conclusive. Some research finds that computer-based 
testing increases the propensity for a respondent to give 
socially desirable answers (Finegan & Allen, 1994; 
Lautenschlager & Flaherty, 1990; Potosky & Bobko, 
1997). However, most research indicates that either 
there is no difference in social desirability or that com-
puterized tests elicit less socially desirable distortion 
(Booth-Kewley, Larson, & Miyoshi, 2007; Feigelson 
& Dwight, 2000; Wilkerson, Nagao, & Martin, 2002). 
Computer-based testing elicits fewer socially desirable 
responses when respondents are alone and can back-
track to previous questions (Martin & Nagao, 1989; 
Richman et al., 1999). Thus, the key consideration is 
not whether online testing formats elicit fewer socially 
desirable answers but what testing format and design is 
used. The concern is that employers will assume that 
computer-based testing is more efficient at eliminating 
socially desirable answers when in fact there are other 
issues more important to consider such as proctoring 
or test-design.

FUTURE TRENDS

Practitioners and academics can benefit from research 
along the following lines: ethical behavior, relational 
equivalence, organizational surveys, and the three 
market-based issues described below. 

The topic of ethical behavior in testing situations 
can benefit from research comparing the similarities 
and differences between computer-based proctoring vs. 
human proctoring. For instance, can companies or test 
vendors conserve time and/or money by utilizing com-
puter-based monitoring systems? In what ways would 
an individual behave differently if a computer were 
monitoring their activities and verifying their identity 
vs. if a human were doing the same job? Answering 
this question and quantifying how much money, if any, 
could be saved may prove to be a worthy practical and 
theoretical line of inquiry.

Much attention has been directed towards measure-
ment equivalence. However, future research should 
look to verify the relational equivalence of online 
testing software vs. conventional tests. As Donovan 
et al. (2000) note, the issue of relational equivalence 
is an important concept and is one-half of the equation 
when considering equivalence between online and 
paper-and-pencil test.   

One potential overlooked benefit of online testing 
software is the ability for companies to gather data inter-
nally for employee satisfaction, customer satisfaction, 
and evaluation of personnel and procedures. Limited 
research has examined organizational surveys in terms 
of who responds to internal online surveys, how con-
fidential the surveys are considered, and how ratings 
differ between online and paper versions (Rosenfeld, 
Booth-Kewley, & Edwards, 1993; Thompson, Sur-
face, Martin, & Sanders, 2003). Additional research 
may prove beneficial in answering questions of who 
responds, and why, so as not to “inadvertently silence 
important segments of the workforce” (Thompson et 
al., 2003, p. 226). 

Finally, three market-related issues need attention. 
First, little if any regulation exists in the test vendor 
marketplace. Vendors often need no proof of the validity 
or reliability of a test or measure, and sadly, most em-
ployers do not know to ask for such evidence. Second, 
there is the issue of who owns the data. Test vendors 
use data they collect to provide proof of their testing 
preparation methods and ease of use of their instru-
ments. However, there are issues of confidentiality and 
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consent related to the use of the data. Third, as demand 
for online employment testing software grows, so may 
the prices associated with these services. Increased 
prices may prohibit smaller firms from utilizing the 
more efficient and effective methods. Instead, in this 
situation small firms may return to less effective and 
less efficient pencil-and-paper tests, or in a worst case 
scenario they may utilize in-house instruments, which 
could be considered inaccurate, at best. 

CONCLUSION

Advances in technology will enable the further prolifera-
tion of online employment testing software. Academics 
and practitioners must provide consistent assessments 
regarding the validity, reliability, practical utility, and 
credibility of online testing formats as these processes 
and procedures evolve. Though the many benefits of 
online testing such as lower costs, increased efficiency, 
and fewer transcription errors may be tempting for em-
ployers, these benefits must not be traded for reduced 
reliability and validity of the testing instrument.  
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KEY TERMS

Computer Adaptive Tests (Tailored Tests): Adap-
tive tests allow a computer to receive a response, score 
it, and then select a next question (either harder, easier, 
or similar) based on the respondent’s knowledge or 
expertise. 

Computer Assisted Testing (CAT): A setting in 
which a respondent views a selection instrument, or 
analysis measure, on a computer screen is considered 
a computer assisted test. 

Conventional Tests: Paper-and-pencil tests, or 
tests not computer-based, are considered conventional 
tests.

High Stakes Testing: A testing situation where 
the consequences may impact people other than the 
respondent. Examples of high stakes testing situations 
include, but are not limited to, testing for selection, 
hiring or, promotion.   

Low Stakes Testing: A testing situation where the 
consequences likely do not impact people other than 
the respondent. Examples of low stakes testing situa-
tions include, but are not limited to, testing for training 
purposes, continuing education, or self-diagnosis.   

Proctored Testing: A testing situation in which 
an individual is monitored by a human test adminis-
trator. 

Recruitment Process Outsourcing: When an 
employer contracts with a vendor to handle some, or 
all, of the selection and hiring process including the 
initial stages of data gathering, screening for applicants, 
interviewing, doing background checks, hiring, and 
negotiating salary and/or benefits.

Un-proctored Internet Testing (UIT): A setting in 
which a respondent is not monitored by a human test 
administrator when completing an assessment. 
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INTRODUCTION

There has been a transformation from individual work 
to team work in the last few decades (Ilgen, 1999), 
and many organizations use teams for many activities 
done by individuals in the past (Boyett & Conn, 1992; 
Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). The use of virtual teams 
has also become common particularly in international 
organizations and global companies. In light of this 
growing phenomenon, the traditional definition of 
“team structure” should be redefined, as part of the 
model that predicts the influence of the virtuallity and 
structural levels on processes, social, and tasks, that 
effect team output. A methodology will later be illus-
trated to examine the research model and a discussion of 
preliminary finding. The research contributes to better 
understanding of virtual teams in hope of improving 
the teams work in the virtual world.

Virtual team design has so far been treated as an 
afterthought by virtual team researchers. Investigation 
of team structure in the virtual environment holds 
significant promise for research and practice (Powell, 
Piccoli, & Ives, 2004). Integration between virtual 
teams and structural characteristics raises the question: 
“Has the virtual era put an end to team structure?” 
Leavitt (1996) claims that the rapid changes impose 
organizations to relax structures. Hackman (2002), on 
the other hand, predicts that team structure will always 
exist and managers will continue to be bothered by 
team design. 

BACKGROUND

We will review virtuallity levels and structural charac-
teristics of teams, in order to grasp an integrated view 
of the subject.

virtuallity Level 

Virtuallity level of a team has become an integral part 
of a team’s definition (Martins, Gilson, & Maynard, 
2004). Many variables are affected by the virtual 
level of a team. Face-to-face team members are more 
cohesive (Huang, Wei, Watson, & Tan, 2003), have 
stronger social ties (Warkentin, Sayeed, & Hightower, 
1997), are more dedicated to the task and to other team 
members (Olson & Teasley, 1996), have a stronger 
team identity (Bouas & Arrow, 1996), and have more 
affection to other team members (Weisband & Atwater, 
1999) than in virtual teams. Strong social ties in virtual 
teams can be achieved but will take longer time than 
in face-to-face teams (Burke & Chidambaram, 1996). 
Many researchers have attempted to find the reasons 
why virtuallity has a negative influence on team output, 
such as, frequency and distance (Cramton & Webber, 
1999), the fact that team members are not person-
ally familiar with one another (Gruenfeld, Mannix, 
Williams, & Neale, 1996), the difficulty in sharing 
information, and insufficient and confusing discus-
sions (Thompson & Coovert, 2003). Another group 
of researchers compared communication technologies, 
assuming that technology limits information (Straus 
& McGrath, 1994). The comparisons concluded that 
face-to-face teams are more efficient than teams using 
video (Andres, 2002), and video communication is more 
efficient than audio (Burke, Aytes, & Chidambaram, 
2001); adding text into video or audio communication 
improves performance (Baker, 2002), and satisfaction 
(Olson, Olson, & Meader, 1997). Maruping and Agar-
wal (2004) show that teams tend to use different sorts 
of communication technologies for different kinds of 
interpersonal interactions. 
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Characteristics of Team Structures: 
Division of Labor, Hierarchy, and 
work Process 

Division of Labor

The division of labor does not have a direct influence 
on team performance, but has an indirect influence, 
by means of perceived efficiency and team coordina-
tion (Strijbos, Martens, Jochems, & Broers, 2004), 
and is a stronger prediction variable than individual 
characteristics (Ahuja, Galletta, & Carley, 2003). The 
use of expertise assists in reducing errors (Potter & 
Balthazard, 2002) and function diversity is important 
in achieving team efficiency (Bunderson & Sutcliffe, 
2002). A team that is structurally diverse is one that 
its members have different positions or tasks and are 
distributed in different branches, and can be exposed 
to unique information. In this manner, sharing unique 
external information elevates performance (Cummings, 
2004). 

Hierarchy 

In order to explain the importance of the manager in 
integrative groups, Maier (1967) compares the group 
to a starfish and the leader of the group to the starfish 
central nervous system. When individuals act as an 
organized unit, they become a higher type of organiza-
tion, that is, a single whole organism. Even when there 
is no formal division of labor, the role of the leader 
is divided between various team members (Johnson, 
Suriya, Yoon, Berrett, & La Fleur, 2002). When there 
is a formal leader, status labels have a strong effect on 
team members (Weisband, Schneider, & Connolly, 
1995). But a series of studies have shown that more 
importantly, effective virtual leadership is dependent 
on the ability to communicate (Kayworth & Leidner, 
2001/2002; Kim, Hiltz, & Turoff, 2002; Tyran, Tyran, 
& Shepherd, 2003). In practice, leaders send more 
messages (and longer ones) than others (Yoo & Alavi, 
2004).

Work Process

In large teams meeting procedures are better known 
and there is better technology coordination than in 
small groups (Bradner, Mark, & Hertel, 2002). Studies 
show that successful teams focus on the task (Hofner, 

1996), on structured goals (Huang et al., 2003), and 
on the development of routine (DeSanctis, Wright, 
& Jiang, 2001). Successful teams also take a lot of 
time to understand the process and contents of the 
work (Iacono & Weisband, 1997; Ocker & Fjermes-
tad, 2000), especially in the initial stages of the work 
(Hause, Las, Almstrum, & Woodroffe, 2001). Not only 
does the medium limit the team’s ability to coordinate 
information (Graetz, Boyle, Kimble, Thompson, & 
Garloch, 1998), virtual teams spend a great deal of 
time understanding how to execute the task (Lebie, 
Rhoades, & McGrath, 1996), and meetings of teams 
whose members are distant physically take longer time 
than face-to-face meetings (Siegel, Dibrovsky, Kiesler, 
& McGuire, 1986). Coordination process are related 
positively to performance and satisfaction (Powell et 
al., 2004), and become more significant as time passes 
(Burke & Chidambaram, 1995). 

IMPROvING vIRTUAL TEAMS 
THROUGH STRUCTURE

Research Hypothesis and Model

The following hypotheses are based on the background 
introduced at the previous section: 

Hypothesis 1. For an intellective task, a structured 
team’s output (with a formal division of labor, hierarchy, 
and work process) is superior to an unstructured team’s 
output (without a formal division of labor, hierarchy, 
and work process).

Hypothesis 2. For an intellective task, a virtual team’s 
output is inferior to a face-to-face team’s output.

Hypothesis 3a. For an intellective task, a structured 
team’s task processes are superior to an unstructured 
team’s task processes.

Hypothesis 3b. For an intellective task, a structured 
team’s social processes are superior to an unstructured 
team’s social processes.

Hypothesis 3c. For an intellective task, a virtual 
team’s task processes are inferior to a face-to-face 
team’s task processes.
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Hypothesis 3d. For an intellective task, a virtual 
team’s social processes are inferior to a face-to-face 
team’s social processes.

Hypothesis 4a. For an intellective task, a virtual-
structured team’s task processes are superior to a vir-
tual-unstructured team’s task processes.

Hypothesis 4b. For an intellective task, a virtual-
structured team’s social processes are superior to a 
virtual-unstructured team’s social processes.

Hypothesis 5. For an intellective task, a virtual-struc-
tured team’s output is superior to a virtual-unstructured 
team’s output.

The research model is depicted in Figure 1. Accord-
ing to the mode there are two major affecting variables: 
the virtuallity level and the structural level. These two 
affect two types of processes: social and task. Finally, 
the measurable (dependent) variables are the outputs 
of the team work, that is, efficiency, effectiveness, and 
satisfaction.

Methodology

The research is divided into two parts: qualitative and 
quantitative. The qualitative part includes interviews 
with virtual team managers and members in organiza-
tions. The quantitative part includes an experiment in 

which a team task is given to subjects. The subjects 
have to share information in order to complete the task. 
The combination of the qualitative and the quantitative 
parts address the hypotheses and examine the research 
model.

In-Depth Interviews with Virtual Team 
Managers and Members

Interviewees include employees from diverse orga-
nizations who participate in virtual teams in order 
to complete different types of projects. They answer 
questions in order to understand the organization, the 
nature of the team and its activities, how the team op-
erates, and the difficulties the team faces. The aim of 
the interviews is to deepen the understanding of how 
virtual teams work in practice (compared to an artificial 
environment), and to focus on difficulties they face, by 
examining the development and existence of structural 
characteristics. 

Experiment

Subjects are teamed up in groups of three, and are 
invited to either virtual meetings or nonvirtual meet-
ings. The virtual meetings are conducted using MSN-
Messenger. The process of the unstructured condition 
of the experiment includes an intellective task. Each 
team member receives a separate type of information, 
and only the aggregation of all the information reveals 

Figure 1. Research model

Virtuallity Level
1. Virtual
2. Face-to-face Social

processes

Task 
processes

Satisfaction
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EfficiencyStructural Level
1. Structured
2. Unstructured
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the whole “picture” and leads to the correct solution. 
The process of the structured condition of the experi-
ment is similar with the exclusion of the preliminary 
manipulation: instructions in writing are given to the 
team members. The instructions include nominating a 
chairperson who will then be responsible of assembling 
the puzzle of information and appointing a spokes-
person and an information coordinator in the team. In 
addition, a recommended work procedure is given to 
the team members. 

Findings

Summary of the Interview Findings 

Interviews were conducted with virtual team manag-
ers and members. The interview summary shows that 
virtual teams are a new phenomenon, in which manag-
ers lack the proper tools to deal with. It is obvious to 
virtual team members that virtual teams operate without 
structural characteristics. The form of communication 
(virtual compared to face-to-face) determines whether 
the processes are task or socially oriented; virtual 
communications are task oriented, while face-to-face 
communications tend to also include social aspects. 
Although the cost of virtual meetings is lower than face-
to-face meetings, there is a place for improvements in 
order to increase productivity. Virtual communication 
is not inadequate, but it needs to be more organized in 
order to be more efficient.   

Summary of the Experiment Findings

The experiments where preformed among undergradu-
ate students in an academic college. 

The initial analysis indicates, for each hypothesis 
respectively, that

1.  Structured teams are more successful than unstruc-
tured teams in completing the task; unstructured 
teams are less satisfied and it takes them longer 
time to carry out the task. 

2.  Virtual teams and face-to-face teams are equally 
successful in completing the task; virtual teams 
are less satisfied and it takes them longer time to 
carry out the task. 

3a.  A structured team’s task processes are inferior to 
an unstructured team’s task processes.

3b.  A structured team’s social processes are equal to 
an unstructured team’s social processes.

3c.  A virtual team’s task processes are superior to a 
face-to-face team’s task processes.

3d.  A virtual team’s social processes are superior to 
a face-to-face team’s social processes.

4a.  A virtual-structured team’s task processes are 
superior to a virtual-unstructured team’s task 
processes.

4b.  A virtual-structured team’s social processes are 
equal to a virtual-unstructured team’s social 
processes.

5.  Virtual-structured teams are more successful than 
virtual-unstructured teams in completing the task, 
but virtual-structured teams are less satisfied and 
it takes them longer time to carry out the task. 

The manipulation demonstrates that the three di-
mensions (i.e., hierarchy, division of labor, and work 
process) are well manipulated in the experiment group. 
However, most of the team members in the control 
group admitted that they had an organized work process, 
although they where not given specific instructions to 
do so. Implying that in order to improve virtual teams 
success, as opposed to traditional teams, one should 
focus on hierarchy and division of labor and not on 
work process, which is carried out anyway by the team 
members. This is probably because of the disadvantage 
of virtual teams is that the transfer of information is 
limited. However, this may be also an advantage. For 
example, gender, age, and ethnic background of team 
members is available to traditional team members 
who see one another and can clearly know if their 
team members are male or female, younger or older, 
and what are their ethnic background. It is possible 
that the division of labor and hierarchy in traditional 
teams is based on the stereotypes of team members. 
For example, a young white male may be appointed 
as a team leader instead of an older female from a 
minority group, which might be more suitable for the 
position. This kind of lack of information in virtual 
team members can lead to the division of labor and 
hierarchy which is based on relevant criteria for the 
successful completion of the task.

FUTURE TRENDS

Powell et al. (2004) consider team structure as the 
missing link in the research of virtual teams. In this 
particular research we attempted to tackle their chal-
lenge, but with partial success. 
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First, we would like to refer to the research method. 
Experiments, by definition, are done in a controlled 
environment. Furthermore, the subjects in our experi-
ment were college students, a group sample that does 
not necessarily reflect the participants in virtual teams 
in organizations. Therefore, we conducted interviews 
with managers and team members of virtual teams in 
order to test our research hypotheses. This is a qualita-
tive research, a methodology that cannot be subject to 
statistical analysis. There is a wide spectrum of research 
methods that can be used to examine the research model, 
such as surveys and test cases. We believe that the 
examination of the research model purposed with ad-
ditional research methods will assist in reinforcing it.

Second, we operationally defined team structure 
by three dimensions: hierarchy, division of labor, and 
work process. It is possible and recommended to define 
team structure through more dimensions such as levels 
of autonomy, formality, shared language, goals, norms, 
and team diversity. 

Third, the experiments we conducted were per-
formed by using a specific task (intellective task), with 
a specific form of communication (MSN-Messenger). 
Straus and McGrath (1994) argue that team tasks that 
include a higher demand of internal dependence, any 
form of communications that will transfer more social 
clues will increase performance and satisfaction. It is 
recommended to examine the research model using 
additional forms of communications and tasks.

CONCLUSION

In our article we offered an approach of improving vir-
tual teams to assist organizations in the era of globaliza-
tions, an era which many organizations need to employ 
virtual teams that are distance from one another. 

We have found, like some studies before, that virtual 
teams output is lower then face-to-face teams output. 
Virtual teams and face-to-face teams are equally suc-
cessful in completing the task, but virtual teams are 
less satisfied and it takes them longer time to carry 
out the task. 

Our study also found that virtual-structured teams 
are more successful than virtual-unstructured teams in 
completing the tasks but virtual-structured teams are 
less satisfied and it takes them longer time to carry out 
the task. In other words, we can successfully improve 
virtual team effectiveness, by swift structure, but with 

limited success. Only one of the three variables im-
proved due to swift structure: virtual teams with swift 
structure were more successful in completing the task, 
but the effectiveness (time) and satisfaction of team 
members were not affected.

An examination of the manipulation reveal that 
the improvement is due to the division of labor and 
hierarchy, and less because of work process that takes 
place anyway (even without our manipulation). Our 
explanation is that the limited information transfer that 
usually creates a shortcoming to virtual teams actually 
worked in favor of virtual teams in this instance by 
reducing stereotype images of virtual team members, 
thus “forcing” team member to take into account rel-
evant criteria in completing the task. 

In the pervious section, we outlined future directions 
of virtual team research. It is likely that future studies 
in these directions will assist in improving virtual team 
effectiveness.  
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KEY TERMS

Division of Labor: Functional differences between 
the team members, for example, a chairperson, a 
spokesperson, and an information coordinator.

Effectiveness: An absolute objective measure that 
examines a team success in operating a task. 

Efficiency: A measure of the team success in terms 
of time.

Satisfaction: A subjective feeling of the team 
members while working on their task.

Social Processes: Positive or negative phrases that 
the team members say to each other while working on 
their task.

Structured Virtual Team (Swift Structure): 
Teams whose members are distributed, and work ac-
cording to an organized work process, with hierarchy 
and division of labor.

Task Processes: Phrases that the team members ask 
or answer each other while working on their task.

Team Hierarchy: An order that distinguishes be-
tween the leader and the subordinates. 
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Team Outputs: The amount of efficiency, effective-

ness, and satisfaction that the team members achieve 
while working on their task.

Work Process: A set of steps that leads the team 
towards its goals, namely efficiency, effectiveness, 
and satisfaction.
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INTRODUCTION

This article gives an overview on using a human 
resource information system (HRIS) to enhance tacit 
knowledge sharing. Developing and implementing 
methods for enhancing tacit knowledge is becoming 
increasingly important in today’s global business en-
vironment; tacit knowledge is an emerging engine of 
economic growth (Argyris & Schon, 1996; Bergman, 
Jantunen, & Sakso, 2004; Lahaie, 2005; Nonaka & 
Takeuchi, 1995; Senge, 1990; von Krogh, Ichijo, & 
Nonaka, 2000). Fortunately, an organization’s HRIS 
can play a pivotal role in improving tacit knowledge 
sharing through diagnostic and dissemination methods. 
But before we can explain how an HRIS can play this 
role, certain definitions must be made.

For this article, we will use a previously developed 
comprehensive HRIS model that includes all relevant 
organizational areas relating to HRIS, and describe 
how each of these areas interact (Mayfield, Mayfield, 
& Lunce, 2003). As such, it provides an integrated 
approach to HRIS development and study. More 
importantly for this article, this model can be used to 
explicate a blueprint for tacit knowledge enhancement 
through HRIS techniques, and also provides sugges-
tions for creating specific methods for improving tacit 
knowledge sharing. Table 1 provides a listing and brief 
description of model components.

Since there are a variety of (related) tacit knowl-
edge definitions, we provide a working definition for 
this article. Based on the definition by Nonaka and his 
colleagues (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; von Krogh et 
al., 2000), tacit knowledge is knowledge that exists 
with at least one organizational member and cannot 
be easily shared or transmitted to other organizational 
members. As such, tacit knowledge is embedded in-

formation, that is, information that exists in someone’s 
head rather than being written down and codified. Also, 
two types of tacit knowledge exist: explicable and 
nonexplicable (Davenport & Glasser, 2002; Day, 2005; 
Dhanaraj, Lyles, Steensma, & Tihanyi, 2004; Nonaka, 
& Takeuchi, 1995; Petranker, 2005; von Krogh et al., 
2000). Explicable tacit knowledge is knowledge that 
can be transferred, albeit with difficulty, through some 
type of written method; for example, a complicated 
sequence of maintenance steps that has been learned 
by a worker over a period of time. The second type of 
tacit knowledge is nonexplicable. This type of tacit 
knowledge can only be transmitted through experiential 
means. The latter category is captured by the example 
of training new food service staff how to balance and 
carry multiple dishes at one time (Jones, 2005; Massa 
& Testa, 2004; Petranker, 2005; Simon & Werner, 1996; 
von Krogh et al., 2000).

Within this definitional framework, we will describe 
how to use an HRIS to enhance tacit knowledge by de-
scribing three major areas in which an HRIS can prove 
useful (i.e., gap analysis, explication and codification, 
and through facilitating training and experience devel-
opment), provide a process flow model for diffusing 
tacit knowledge through an HRIS system, and conclude 
with remarks on implementation tools.

BACKGROUND

As a first step in enhancing tacit knowledge develop-
ment, an HRIS can be used to perform a gap analysis 
to uncover what tacit knowledge exists in a given 
organization. A gap analysis provides a comparison 
of a desired performance state (in this case greater 
tacit knowledge sharing) and the existing performance 
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state (Becker & Gerhart, 1996; Bergman et al., 2004; 
Daake, Dawley, & Anthony, 2004; Haines & Petit, 
1997; Kovach & Cathcart, 1999; Meilich, 2005; Non-
aka & Takeuchi, 1995; von Krogh et al., 2000). This 
analysis can be performed through performance com-
parisons, knowledge audits, and measuring outcome 
deficiencies. The HRIS can provide information on 
performance differences between workers and units 
engaged in similar tasks. When marked performance 
differences arise, there is a strong indication that tacit 
knowledge exists. Once such discrepancies are uncov-
ered, knowledge audits can be used to pinpoint what 
types of tacit knowledge exist. Similarly, an HRIS can 
be used to focus on existing outcome deficiencies (as 
prioritized from the organizational vision), and these 
shortcomings can be addressed through enhancing 
worker’s tacit knowledge (Daake et al., 2004; Daven-
port & Prusak, 1998; Richards-Carpenter, 1997; Saad, 
Rosenthal-Sabroux, & Grundstein, 2005; von Krogh 
et al., 2000; Wagenaar, 2004).

The specific HRIS subsystems that can help accom-
plish these goals are as follows: records and compliance; 
communication and integration; knowledge manage-
ment; and HR analysis. The records and compliance 
and HR analysis functions provide information on 
performance discrepancies that can be investigated. 
The communication and integration subsystem helps 
discover and transmit the tacit knowledge. The knowl-
edge management component helps to capture the tacit 
knowledge for transfer to other workers (DeSanctis, 
1986; Koskinen, 2004; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; von 
Krogh et al., 2000; Yakhlef, 2005).

Once a gap analysis has been performed to uncover 
existing tacit knowledge, the knowledge must be ex-
plicated (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; von Krogh et al., 
2000; Yin & Bao, 2006). HRIS systems can be used to 
interpret this tacit knowledge. The system can be used 
to analyze the tacit knowledge, and capture it as explicit 
knowledge. This knowledge can then be recorded and 
made available to all workers. Such distribution can 
take place through existing HRIS information channels. 
These channels include handbooks, computer based 
systems, and video and training systems (Cholak & 
Simon, 1991; Grossman & Magnus, 1988; Koskinen, 
2004; Mayfield et al., 2003; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; 
von Krogh et al., 2000).

In terms of the HRIS model, the subsystems used 
in this process include personnel development, records 
and compliance, and communication and integration. 
The personnel development function is the overall 
function used to process the tacit knowledge and train 
workers. The explicated tacit knowledge is stored using 
the records and compliance function. And finally, the 
knowledge is transmitted through the communication 
and integration component (Mayfield et al., 2003; 
Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; von Krogh et al., 2000).

While it is preferable to transform tacit knowledge 
into explicit knowledge, some types of tacit knowledge 
cannot be, or cannot easily be, explicated. In many 
of these cases, tacit knowledge acquisition must be 
experientially based (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Rich-
ards-Carpenter, 1996; von Krogh et al., 2000; Zuber-
Skerritt, 2005). This type of tacit knowledge can only 
be transmitted through training or a worker’s direct 

Function Description
Strategic Integration Used to integrate HR planning and strategic decisions.
Personnel Development All systems for improving worker skills and quality of work 

life.
Communication and Integration Support for interorganizational communication and activity 

coordination.
Records and Compliance Documentation and adherence to governmental regulations.
Human Resources Analysis Feedbacks methods for assessing HR needs.
Knowledge Management Knowledge development and retention that aids HR 

advancement.
Forecasting and Planning Used to determine future HR needs.
Organizational Vision The foundation used to guide all other HRIS functions.

Table 1. HRIS component overview
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experience (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; von Krogh et 
al., 2000; Yin, & Bao, 2006). Many of the job learning 
programs, such as internships, are examples of this 
form of tacit knowledge.

Concurrently, an HRIS can be used to provide or-
ganizational members with the training and experience 
needed to acquire such knowledge areas. The HRIS can 
be used to make worker training programs more effec-
tive, efficient, and user friendly. The HRIS can also 
be applied to ensure training consistently, especially 
in cases of legal information and similar positions. 
Furthermore, this congruence can extend over time as 
well to make sure that targeted training does not vary 
across different worker cohorts. Lastly, the HRIS can 
also be employed as a feedback mechanism to ensure 
that training is achieving the desired organizational 
results (Mayfield et al., 2003; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 
1995; von Krogh et al., 2000).

A PROCESS FLOw FOR EMPLOYING 
AN HRIS TO ENHANCE TACIT 
KNOwLEDGE DIFFUSION

Based on the preceding information, a process flow 
can be developed for uncovering and diffusing tacit 
knowledge. This process flow needs to be driven by 
an organization’s goals and mission, and should ulti-
mately result in organizational performance improve-
ments. This process flow is presented graphically in 
Figure 1, and more fully detailed in the remainder of 
this section.

The organization’s vision must drive all organiza-
tional goals, and these goals must drive all tacit knowl-
edge development. The importance of organizational 
goals in directing tacit knowledge diffusion is under-
scored by the many ways in which these goals act on 
an organization’s activities. Organizational goals will 
determine what areas of tacit knowledge are important 
to develop, specify what performance gains can be 
expected from tacit knowledge development, deter-
mine what resources are allocated for developing tacit 
knowledge, and communicate the need and importance 
for tacit knowledge development to all workers.

The organizational goals/tacit knowledge diffusion 
link is supported by several HRIS subsystems. Most 
directly linked to organizational goals is the organiza-
tional vision HRIS component. This subsystem helps 

to translate, diffuse, and support organizational goals 
into organizational implementations. Strategic integra-
tion helps to ensure continued congruence between 
organizational goals and activities. Forecasting and 
planning help enable goals to meet future environmental 
demands. Personnel development is used to implement 
organizational goals into methods of tacit knowledge 
diffusion. And the communication and integration 
subsystem can transmit the goals to all relevant parties 
so that they will be more likely to have buy-in on tacit 
knowledge development.

In reference to Figure 1, a gap analysis is used to both 
determine what parts of the organizational system need 
tacit knowledge development, and where pockets of 
untapped tacit knowledge exist. In addition, the human 
resource analysis subsystem provides mechanisms for 
gathering information on areas that could benefit from 
increased tacit knowledge diffusion. A human resource 
analysis component can also provide methods for iden-
tifying performance discrepancies (between workers or 
units) that indicate existing tacit knowledge. Also, the 
records and compliance subsystem can provide similar 
information from existing historical records that helps 
chart the presence of tacit knowledge.

Again, with the model as a mental map, the gap 
analysis will uncover tacit knowledge that is explicable, 
and tacit knowledge that is nonexplicable. Both types 
of tacit knowledge are organizationally beneficial, but 
explicable knowledge is usually easiest to uncover. Non-
explicable tacit knowledge often consists of standard 
knowledge or procedures that have evolved over time 
and have not been recorded. For example, a standard 
procedure for effectively routing customer complaints 
may have been developed by workers, but not incorpo-
rated into written policy. In such a situation, all training 
in this method may occur through on-the-job experi-
ence rather than through a formal mechanism. Such 
nonexplicable tacit knowledge is usually more difficult 
to uncover, so organizations must make extra efforts 
to identify and diffuse this type of tacit knowledge. In 
many circumstances, this category of tacit knowledge 
defies formal description.

On the other hand, explicable tacit knowledge 
needs to be codified and recorded. HRIS knowl-
edge management methods can serve to capture the 
knowledge for codification. Once this knowledge is 
collected, the records and compliance subsystem cab 
be used to record and codify the knowledge. Finally, 
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the communication and integration subsystem can be 
employed to disseminate the recorded information to 
the appropriate parties. Such dissemination can take 
place through existing channels such as company 
handbooks, Intranet, or e-mail.

As noted, nonexplicable tacit knowledge will have 
to be diffused through worker training and direct 
experience. As with explicable tacit knowledge, the 
HRIS knowledge management subsystem can be used 
to capture the nonexplicable tacit knowledge. Once 
this tacit knowledge is captured, organizations will 
need to use their personnel development subsystem to 

transmit the information to workers. Relevant activities 
include training programs, job rotation, internships, 
and mentorships.

These previously listed activities, if properly aligned 
with organizational goals and correctly implemented, 
will lead to increased knowledge diffusion throughout 
the organization. Available explicable tacit knowledge 
should be transformed and codified, and offered to all 
workers. Existing nonexplicable knowledge should 
be the foundation for training and other experience 
transmission methods. Consequently, more workers will 
have direct experiences that result in tacit knowledge 

Figure 1. A process flow model for enhancing tacit knowledge diffusion through an HRIS
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acquisition. Another effect of this process is that it can 
raise workers’ awareness and expertise in organizational 
learning, thus making them more likely to acquire tacit 
knowledge for work implementation.

We predict that this tacit knowledge diffusion, in 
turn, will increase organizational performance. By in-
creasing organizational goal aligned tacit knowledge, 
workers will become more efficient and effective in 
performing their duties. The same diffusion should 
also reduce performance variance between workers and 
units (by raising lower performing entities to higher 
standards). This performance variance reduction should 
also increase operational efficiencies by decreasing the 
need for management interventions. Moreover, the re-
duced variance will also enhance management’s ability 
to more accurately predict organizational performance 
due to the more consistent worker output.

And as a final step in the tacit knowledge diffusion 
process, there must be a feedback loop to ensure that 
the knowledge diffusion has met organizational goals. 
This feedback loop empowers managers to assess how 
well the tacit knowledge diffusion process accomplishes 
its intended purpose. If performance results do not 
meet expectations, the gap analysis procedure can be 
applied to determine the cause of this shortfall, which 
may arise from unrealistic initial expectations, a fault 
in the process, or a misalignment between goals and 
operations. Once the problem has been identified, ap-
propriate steps can be undertaken to redress the negative 
issue(s). Also, the feedback loop can be employed to 
recommend new, emergent areas of tacit knowledge 
diffusion that would be organizationally beneficial.

FUTURE TRENDS

The future of HRIS use in promoting tacit knowledge 
diffusion is rich in possibilities. Globalization is one 
major frontier for developing the HRIS/tacit knowledge 
link. As business operations become more global in 
nature, there will be an increasing need to increase tacit 
knowledge diffusion, and an HRIS can be employed 
to collect and gather this information. There is also 
a need to understand the role of channel richness in 
tacit knowledge diffusion through an HRIS. Previous 
research has found that increased channel richness 
promotes greater tacit knowledge diffusion, and, un-
fortunately, many HRIS methods tend to lack channel 
richness. As such, more work needs to be done on how 

this channel poorness may effect tacit knowledge diffu-
sion and methods for increasing HRIS channel richness. 
Finally, work also needs to  be undertaken on how an 
HRIS can inhibit tacit knowledge diffusion. While, as 
shown in this piece, an HRIS can greatly enhance tacit 
knowledge diffusion, it is also possible for such a sys-
tem to inhibit this diffusion. As previously mentioned, 
most HRIS channels are information poor, and thus 
may inhibit tacit knowledge diffusion. Additionally, 
improper HRIS use can lead managers to believe that 
all useful tacit knowledge has been uncovered and 
transmitted, while pockets of knowledge still exist. 
Future work should examine when an HRIS may be 
detrimental to tacit knowledge diffusion, and methods 
for overcoming these barriers (Daft & Lengel, 1984; 
Roehling et. al., 2005)

CONCLUSION

Human resource information systems are valuable 
tools which improve quality tacit knowledge sharing 
in organizations, an essential process for advancing 
organizational performance. And it is becoming more 
important to foster tacit knowledge as organizational 
performance and growth increasingly derive from 
tacit knowledge development and sharing. Fortunately, 
existing human resource information systems often 
carry the expertise to increase tacit knowledge sharing 
(Mayfield et al., 2003; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; von 
Krogh et al., 2000).

While many potential methods to implement HRIS 
tacit knowledge enhancements exist, some of the more 
effective and efficient concepts include Wikis (see 
Terms and Definitions section for more information on 
Wikis), awareness generation, video, and simulations. 
Wikis hold a special appeal since they are user gener-
ated, and can be used to identify areas of needed tacit 
knowledge dissemination and to codify and disseminate 
tacit knowledge. Equally important, the HRIS commu-
nication function can generate greater awareness of the 
need for tacit knowledge and raise workers’ awareness 
of how to obtain existing explicated tacit knowledge. 
Finally, an HRIS can be used to develop video and 
training simulations that will transmit nonexplicable 
tacit knowledge to workers.
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DEDICATION

This article is dedicated to the beloved memory of our 
co-author and friend, Dr. Stephen Lunce.
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KEY TERMS

Explicable Knowledge: Tacit knowledge that is 
transmittable through written means.

Knowledge Codification: Recording knowledge 
into a transmittable form.

Knowledge Diffusion: Transmitting a knowledge 
set to workers without the information.

Nonexplicable Knowledge: Tacit knowledge that 
must be transmitted through direct experience.

Tacit Knowledge: Organizational knowledge 
that cannot be easily shared with other organizational 
members.

Training and Direct Experience: Tacit knowledge 
sharing through experiential means.

Wiki: Collaborative Web site or software that al-
lows users to post and modify information on given 
topics.
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Topic: Managing People and Technology in New Work Environments

INTRODUCTION

Since the late 1990s, human resources information 
systems (HRIS) that exploit inexpensive browser 
technology have been implemented by companies and 
public sector organizations alike due to the perceived 
benefits of such self-service systems, which include: 
added convenience for employees, simplified approval 
processes, reduced administration costs, and more time 
for strategic human resources management (HRM) 
activities (e.g., Zampetti and Adamson, 2001). Yet 
despite their growing pervasiveness, it is common that 
the e-HRM is underused by employees in many orga-
nizations (Gevity, 2005). The purpose of this article is 
to offer insights that will help system developers and 
human resources managers to design and introduce 
user-accepted e-HRM systems.

The remainder of this article is organized as fol-
lows: Following a review of information technology 
usage behavior, an augmented technology acceptance 
model suitable for studying e-HRM use is proposed. 
An empirical study of e-HRM user behavior is then 
presented and the findings discussed. The article con-
cludes with future trends, implications for academics 
and practitioners, and study limitations.

BACKGROUND

Given the generally low level of e-HRM acceptance 
by employees, there is a need to identify and confirm 
the factors that influence user intention to use e-HRM 
(Hong, Thong, Wong, & Tam, 2001-2002; Ruël, Bonda-
rouk, & Van der Velde, 2007). Similar investigations of 
other information systems have, to-date, predominantly 
involved a choice of two main approaches.

Technology Acceptance Model (TAM)

The so-called technology acceptance model (TAM) is 
an adaptation of the theory of reasoned action to the 
field of information systems (IS), in which perceived 
usefulness of the technology and perceived ease of use 
of the technology influence an individual’s intention to 
accept/use it; here ‘intention to use’ serves as a mediator 
of actual system use (Davis, 1989). Perceived usefulness 
is defined as “the degree to which a person believes 
that a particular new technology will enhance his or 
her job performance,” reflecting consideration of both 
the benefits and the costs of using the new technology. 
Accordingly, a user’s primary motivation to use the e-
HRM system will derive from the functions it performs 
for him/her. In contrast, perceived ease of use is defined 
as “the degree to which a person believes that using a 
particular system will be free of effort” (Davis, 1989). 
According to TAM, an information system that is easy 
to operate would not be useful to an employee who has 
no need to access its information.

Two other TAM constructs are behavioral intention 
to use and attitude towards use. Davis Bagozzi, and 
Warshaw (1989) found that behavioral intention was 
jointly determined by a person’s attitude toward using 
the system and perceived usefulness of the system. Here, 
attitude is defined as “the user’s evaluation of their 
desirability of using the system” (Mathieson, 1991). 

While the TAM model was judged to demonstrate 
a high degree of applicability to modeling information 
systems in organizations where the work methods are 
prescribed and structured, it was found to have some 
limitations:

• Unless studying the antecedents of the key 
constructs, perceived ease of use and perceived 
usefulness, researchers can hardly explain user 
acceptance in a way that guides future system 
development; beyond suggesting that, system 
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characteristics impact ease of use (Venkatesh & 
Davis, 1996)

• Self-report usage, as used by Davis (1989), may 
not be an appropriate substitute measure for actual 
(observed) usage (Horton, Buck, Waterson, & 
Clegg, 2001).

• Perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness 
are difficult concepts to apply outside of the 
workplace due to the complexity and variety of 
different environments (Moon & Kim, 2001). 

Several studies extended TAM with external vari-
ables thought to closely relate to the use of informa-
tion systems. For example, output quality refers to the 
standard of documents, calculations, graphs, and so 
on. Both Davis et al. (1989) and Venkatesh and Davis 
(2000) found that output quality had a positive cor-
relation with perceived usefulness, inferring that only 
when the output of the system is well presented would 
users find the system useful. Hong et al. (2001-2002) 
found a positive relationship between job relevance 
and perceived usefulness of the technology, where job 
relevance is regarded as the “tasks a system is capable 
of performing and the degree to which those tasks match 
their job goals” (Venkatesh & Davis, 2000). 

Hong et al. (2001-2002) also found that job rel-
evance had a significant correlation with perceived 
ease of use and variables similar to job relevance 
have been included in other studies, including Task 
Technology Fit (Goodhue & Thompson, 1995). Over-
all, such studies suggest that the match between the 
function of the technology and the user requirement 
is a significant determinant of perceived usefulness of 
the technology. 

Task Technology Fit (TTF) Model

Understanding the relationship between the informa-
tion system and an individual’s performance has long 
been an important issue in IS research. Task technol-
ogy fit (TTF) implies matching the capabilities of the 
information system to the requirements of the task; the 
main idea being that for an IS to enhance individual 
performance, it must be utilized and it must be a good 
fit with the tasks it supports (Goodhue & Thompson, 
1995).

Factors for assessing the match of technology 
capability and task requirement include: quality, the 
right data, and the right level of detail, locatability, 

authorization, compatibility, system reliability, training, 
and relationship with users. Goodhue (1998) removed 
several of these variables from the TTF model after de-
tecting weak relationships between the task-fit, or when 
users reported confusion with similar variables.

The concept of self-efficacy is regarded as a strong 
predictor (e.g., Gist, Schwoerer, & Rosen, 1989) of 
subsequent task-specific performance and has been 
connected with much of the IS literature as computer 
self-efficacy (e.g., Compeau and Higgins, 1995). It re-
flects not only a person’s perception of his or her ability 
to carry out a specific task based on past performance 
or experience, but also the confidence of what could be 
achieved in the future (Marakas, Yi, & Johnson, 1998). 
Computer self-efficacy can be further distinguished into 
two levels: general computing behavioral level and spe-
cific computer application level (Marakas et al., 1998). 
Compeau and Higgins (1995) defined ‘task-specific 
computer self-efficacy’ as the perception of one’s ability 
to carry out specific computer-related tasks in general 
computing, and explored it across three dimensions: 
magnitude (level of expected ability), strength (level 
of confidence), and generalization (across different 
systems and software). Computer self-efficacy has been 
reported to have a positive relationship with perceived 
ease of use (Agarwal, Sambamurthy, & Stair, 2000; 
Hong et al., 2001-2002), and it is also related to the 
user decision regarding whether and how much to use 
computers and the extent to which they can learn from 
training (Compeau, Higgins, & Huff, 1999). Judgment 
of self-efficacy is a key antecedent of perceived ease 
of use associated with technology usage, particularly 
when it precedes practical experience (Venkatesh, 
2000; Venkatesh & Davis, 1996). Interestingly, the 
Compeau et al. (1999) results contradicted the belief 
that low computer self-efficacy would diminish as users 
gain experience.

Compeau and Higgins’ (1995) instrument for 
measuring computer self-efficacy has been validated 
in many studies (Compeau et al., 1999; Hong et al., 
2001-2002; Johnson & Marakas, 2000; Venkatesh & 
Davis, 1996). Nevertheless, two concerns were raised 
by the original researchers and they remain: (1) us-
ers with low self-efficacy may be more aware of the 
existence of computer support within their organiza-
tions because they seek out support services and (2) 
the responses gathered by the self-efficacy measures 
are primarily hypothetical—respondents are asked to 
imagine how they would behave if they were given a 
new computer system to use. 
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In summary, although the TTF model has had its 

validity tested, it is still quite novel and few studies have 
used it. In contrast, the TAM model has been widely 
tested on Web applications since they became widely 
available in the late 1990s (e.g., Horton et al., 2001; 
Lederer, Maupin, Sena, & Zhuang, 2000; Lin & Lu, 
2000, Moon & Kim, 2001). While such studies conclude 
that TAM is a valuable and useful tool (Horton, et al., 
2001; Lederer et al., 2000; Lin & Lu, 2000), several 
studies do not fully support earlier findings. After 
reviewing TAM and TTF performances, Dishaw and 
Strong (1999) highlighted that TAM and TTF might 
usefully be combined.

Research Model

Based on the forgoing discussion, the proposed tech-
nology acceptance model presented in Figure 1 was 
used to study an intranet-based e-HRM system within 
a university setting. The model consists of the original 
TAM constructs (Davis, 1989) combined with a modi-
fied TTF, plus three important constructs: job relevance, 
output quality, and privacy (concerns). As the aim 
was to examine the motivations of current users of 
e-HRM systems, computer self-efficacy measurement 
involving hypothetical future-use scenario statements 
was not included in the model. Although Davis et al. 
(1989) and Igbaria (1994) demonstrated that general 
attitudes made only a minor contribution to predicting 

actual system use, and its measurement is a complex 
question (Ajzen, 1991), attitude was retained in the 
proposed model because university staff tend to be have 
high autonomy and professional control over their job 
(autonomous professional users), compared with other 
employees; hence, they may rely highly on their own 
assessments in making technology acceptance decisions 
(Chau & Hu, 2001). Similarly, privacy was included 
because, in contrast to other information systems, e-
HRM typically involve interactions and information 
sharing with other users; consequently, there may be 
concerns about security of personal information and 
how the organization protects the privacy of employees’ 
personal data (Jordan, 2002).

Construct Measures

The statements and questions used to operationalize 
the constructs were taken directly from prior studies, 
that is, from measurement instruments whose validity 
had been previously established by their respective 
authors. Although the survey was worded to capture 
the experiences and perceptions of e-HRM users, whole 
scales were utilized to preserve validity and the item 
order followed that of the original instruments. Typi-
cally, subjects were asked to express their agreement 
with statements based on a 7-point Likert scale, with 
anchors ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly 
disagree.” 
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Figure 1. The technology acceptance model used to study e-HRM
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Significant Findings

The latest version of the HRIS at the University of 
Waikato is a Web-based intranet system. Staff can 
view or change their personal and payroll details and 
employment history, and can download leave forms 
and check HR policies without the need to call HR 
specialists. Data used to test the research model was 
obtained from a sample of staff in the Waikato Manage-
ment School, which was judged to be representative of 
the wider university population and its e-HRM system 
use. A total of 67 usable responses were received; one 
third of the respondents were male and two-thirds 
were female. 

Similar to what others have reported (e.g., Gevity, 
2005), the e-HRM is underused by employees: some 
75% of respondents only use it about once a month/less 
than once a month (predominantly academic staff), with 
the remainder using the system several times during a 
month (predominantly administrative staff); just one 
administrative staff member uses the system every day. 
Pearson’s product moment correlation coefficient (r) 
was judged sufficient to assess associations between 
the construct variables, and the values obtained are 
indicated in Figure 2. 

The antecedents of perceived usefulness, that is, 
job relevance (r=0.85, p<0.05) and task technology fit 
(r=0.82, p<0.05) were both found to have high positive 
correlation, highlighting that those who believe the 

system was relevant to their job, and fitted their task, 
judged the system to be useful. While the antecedent 
output quality had a medium positive correlation with 
perceived usefulness (r=0.42, p>0.05), the associated 
probability value indicates that this result could be due 
to chance. There was shown to be a medium correla-
tion (r=0.66, p>0.05) between task technology fit and 
perceived ease of use, although again this relationship 
could be due to chance. Perceived ease of use was 
found to have only a small positive correlation with 
perceived usefulness (r=0.14, p>0.05), highlighting 
that users who perceive the system easy to use do not 
necessarily find the system useful for their job-although 
again this relationship could be due to chance. While 
perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use were 
both hypothesized to influence attitude, only perceived 
ease of use had a very high positive, and statistically 
significant, correlation with attitude (r=0.94, p<0.05). 
It follows that, to encourage users to have a good atti-
tude towards using e-HRM systems, system developers 
should make the system as easy to use as possible.

There was a strong correlation (r=0.80, p>0.05) 
between perceived usefulness and attitude, although 
again this association could be due to chance. Even if 
they found it useful in their job, they might not neces-
sarily think that it was a ‘good, wise, or pleasant’ idea 
to use the system. While both privacy and usage have 
a high positive correlation (r=0.78, p>0.05), the prob-
ability value indicates that the association could be due 
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Figure 2. Path-analytic model: Influence of job relevance, output quality, task technology fit, and privacy con-
cerns on the intention to use e-HRM
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to chance; users who had more privacy concerns did 
not necessarily use the systems less frequently. Indeed, 
the majority of respondents reported a lack of concern 
regarding security of personal information; they did not 
appear to care how their personal information would 
be used or who it might be shared with, and they ap-
peared to trust the privacy protection claims made on 
the Web site. However, this result does not imply that 
e-HRM system developers can neglect the importance 
of security of personal information.

FUTURE TRENDS

Automated information systems and databases have 
long been deployed into almost all areas of HRM. 
While the current Web-based variety is designed to be 
convenient to use, it is not unusual that the e-HRM is 
underused by employees, posing challenges for em-
ployees, system developers, and HR professionals alike. 
For example, consider that some 12% of respondents 
reported that technology-enabled relationships with 
other users was not relevant to them, even though team-
building and group decision making tools are an integral 
part of the e-HRM system (Meuse, 1999). Possibly, 
these respondents have not been sufficiently informed 
that they are expected to handle their own HR details 
following the shift to the self-service system? From 
this example, it is apparent that HR professionals and 
system developers will need to work closely together 
in the future if e-HRM systems are to be appropriately 
designed, implemented, and user-accepted. 

CONCLUSION

This article has examined the relationships among the 
variables in a proposed technology acceptance model 
for e-HRM and the research findings have both practi-
cal and research implications. Some of the findings did 
not provide clear support for relationships proposed by 
earlier authors. For example, output quality was not 
strongly associated with perceived usefulness. Simi-
larly, task technology fit was not strongly associated 
with perceived ease of use, and perceived ease of use 
was only weakly associated with perceived usefulness. 
However, several of these results coincide with Davis 
et al.’s (1989) explanation that, even if people use 
an information system and think it is useful, they do 

not necessarily have a positive attitude towards it. It 
was interesting that actual usage did not appear to be 
strongly correlated with privacy concerns.

Results indicate that the user’s primary motivation 
to use the e-HRM system stems from reasons that are 
in line with the extended technology acceptance model 
(TAM). Job relevance was found to be one of the strong 
determinants of perceived usefulness of e-HRM, a 
finding that supports earlier studies by Venkatesh and 
Davis (2000) and Hong et al. (2001-2002). Similarly, 
the closer the fit of the system to the specific task in 
hand, the more useful will the system be perceived to 
be; a finding that supports Dishaw and Strong’s (1999) 
assertion that TTF and TAM used in combination, 
can provide a better assessment of perceptions about 
information technology. The third relationship sup-
ported by the present study concerns perceived ease 
of use and attitude; provided that highly self-directed 
and professional staff find the e-HRM system easy to 
use, they will be more likely to have a positive attitude 
towards using it. This result supports the majority of 
earlier findings (Chau & Hu, 2001; Mathieson, 1991; 
Taylor & Todd, 1995) and, as Moon and Kim (2001) 
pointed out, perceived ease of use has a stronger influ-
ence on attitude than perceived usefulness in the Web 
context. Implementing easy to operate e-HRM systems 
is therefore very important. 

These findings provide insights that can help HR 
managers and system developers to design and imple-
ment user-accepted e-HRM systems that are particu-
larly suited to the needs of autonomous professional 
users.  

Limitations

Given the sample size and a specific (university) set-
ting involving autonomous professional users, it is 
difficult to claim generalizability of the results which 
would need to be confirmed in other settings. In a 
management school of 150 staff, 106 samples would be 
required to claim reliability of results (Fitz-Gibbon & 
Morris, 1987). A convenience sample was used rather 
than a random sample and many respondents answered 
‘not applicable’ to the task technology fit questions. 
Respondents were asked to report their own frequency 
of e-HRM usage, which may have been overstated or 
understated (it was not possible to measure the actual 
usage rate of each user). Furthermore, results may have 
been affected by recency; if staff had used the system 
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just before completing the questionnaire, they would be 
more familiar with its functions and have better recall 
of their experiences and perceptions—leading to a bias 
of strongly agree/strongly disagree responses. Although 
not the case in the present study, some organizations 
force their employees to use e-HRM exclusively; future 
research might usefully consider substituting ‘degree 
of employee engagement’ in place of ‘intention to use 
e-HRM’ in such situations.
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KEY TERMS

Attitude: The user’s evaluation of their desirability 
of using the e-HRM system.

Behavioral Intention: An individual’s intention to 
use a system with intention to use serving as a mediator 
of actual system use.

Computer Self-Efficacy: Reflects a person’s per-
ception of his or her ability to carry out a specific task 
based on past performance or experience, and also the 
confidence of what could be achieved in the future.

Job Relevance: Regarded as what tasks the e-HRM 
system is capable of performing and the degree to which 
those tasks match job goals

Output Quality: Refers to how well the e-HRM 
system performs its tasks in terms of end products—
documents, calculations, graphs, and so on.

Perceived Ease of Use: The degree to which a 
person believes that using the e-HRM system will be 
free of effort.

Perceived Usefulness: The degree to which a person 
believes that the e-HRM system will enhance his or 
her job performance.

Theory of Reasoned Action: Theory of a person’s 
behavior intention, predicated both by their attitude 
toward a particular behavior and how they think 
other people would view them if they did the actual 
behavior.
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INTRODUCTION

The use of traditional marketing tools with the purpose 
to increase effectiveness and efficacy within organiza-
tions has been studied among different authors. This 
topic known as internal marketing (IM) starts defining 
employees as internal clients to whom the organization 
must satisfy a group of needs and expectations to achieve 
their engagement and motivation on work, looking 
forward to increased productivity and competitively 
within the organization. 

Among the most important aspects and maybe the 
least discussed on IM are the information technolo-
gies (IT), in first place, as a method to ease the work 
increasing the labor life quality (LLQ). Furthermore, the 
information technologies are a vital channel to develop 
an internal e-communication (internal electronic com-
munication) effective strategy. In both cases, the new 
technologies give enormous possibilities as supporting 
strategies to IM, allowing the organization to have a 
direct and permanent relationship with its workers in 
any place, important aspect to have a successful integra-
tion, and participation on the global economy.

The present article talks about the challenges and 
possibilities that offer the IT as IM support, mainly, 
being an important channel to the internal e-commu-
nication.

BACKGROUND

As Weill, Subramani, and Broadbent (2002) point, 
one of the most critical decisions that directors have 
to make today is related to the investment they have 
to do on IT. These decisions could allow, or imped-

ing business initiatives could be, in fact, a platform to 
implement future strategies. And this is also true to 
develop an IM strategy and especially, decisions related 
to internal communication that use as an IT base, the 
same as internal communication. 

To understand the IM model it is useful to have 
present a definition given by Barney (1991), who points 
out that this model consists on using marketing tools 
to develop a human resource, which represents a true 
value to the company for its capacity on implementing 
strategies that will make the organization more effec-
tive and efficient. 

Authors as Berry (1981) proposes in this sense, those 
workers should be seen as internal clients, visualizing 
the work as an internal product that should satisfy the 
needs and desires of these internal clients. Quintanilla 
(1991) says that companies should convert themselves 
on personalized organizations, in which should be 
taken as an important fact working satisfaction and 
self-esteem development of every employee. 

The IM proposes that satisfied workers could be 
more productive, and in fact, their organizations more 
profitable. Relating to the motivation reached by the 
employees as Levionnois (1992) documented, there are 
some successful experiences that collect IM benefits 
and virtues.

In a consistent form with the IM model, Peppard 
(2003) points out also that, on the IT within organiza-
tions, the users should be treated as internal clients, to 
whom should be offered a services portfolio. In these 
services, we could have available to the workers chan-
nels of communication with the company in two ways, 
company-employees and employees-company.

Ahmed and Rafi (2003) established an IM conceptual 
model, in which they refer to the “4 P’s” of traditional 
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marketing, it means, product, price, place, and promo-
tion, which are complemented with additional “P’s,” 
that is service, process, and physical evidence, on 
described terms by Kotler (2001). 

Ahmed, Rafiq, and Saad (2003) propose an IM 
mix that include the following aspects: a) strategical 
rewards; b) internal communication; c) training and 
development; d) organizational structure; e) executive 
leadership; f) physical environment; g) staffing, selec-
tion, and promotions; h) interfunctional coordination;  
i) incentives system;  j) empowerment; and k) process 
and operations changes.

However, we could point out that IM is still on 
development. In this sense, is important to mention 
Papasolomou-Doukakis’ (2004) opinion, who affirms 
that IM development has been produced by a mix of 
ideas and theories that had been set together under the 
IM umbrella. On this IM development, there is still a 
lack of unanimity about its definitions and basic prin-
ciples, which has produced a variety of implementation 
forms on practice.  

Regarding internal communication, using the pro-
posal of Frank and Brownell (1989) who define it as 
communication transactions between individuals or 
groups in different levels and different areas of special-
ization within the company, with the intention to design 
or redesign the organization or coordinate the day by 
day activities. Ahmed and Rafi (2003) point out the 
importance of the internal communication indicating 
that is necessary to establish a link that allows selling 
the internal clients the values and needed attitudes to 
reach success on their strategies. Soriano (1993) says 
that it should be sold and communicate the company’s 
identity and image, and its corporative values, its plans 
and projects to develop, its organization, its manage-
ment model, the possibilities of individual development, 
the work conditions that it offers, the atmosphere and 
existing working environment, its products and services, 
its achievements, success history, and its contribution 
to the community.

Smidts, Pruyn, and Van Riel (2001) say that positive 
communication environment creates a strong organiza-
tional identification, inviting employees to participate 
actively on discussions about organization topics, get-
ting the employees involved on the making decision 
process. The employees feel proud of being part of a 
respected organization and that internal communication 
is one of the ways to achieve that perception from the 
employee’s side. 

Dutton, Dukerrich, and Harquail (1994) indicate that 
being well informed about the organization elements, 
like its goals, objectives, and achievements, allows 
employees to distinguish the upstanding characteristics 
that make the difference between their organization and 
others. To expose the organization’s identity is funda-
mental to achieve the employee’s identification. The 
members feel proud of being part of an organization 
that has socially recognized characteristics. Ashforth 
and Mael (1989) sustain that those employees that 
strongly identify with their organizations are able to 
show a supporting attitude toward their own organiza-
tion. Furthermore, Simon (1997) states that employees 
that identified with their organizations take decisions 
that are consistent with the organization’s objectives.

Miquel and Marín (2000) consider that inside the 
product to interchange with the employees should be 
included ideas, goods, and services that give back the 
job and all that comes with it, must be communicated. 
They have pointed out that one of the important aspects 
of the LLQ is the internal communication itself. Bar-
ranco (2000) suggests the need to create information 
centers dedicated to communicate relevant information 
about the company to the employees.

On a global economy, in which organizations op-
erate in different countries, where employees travel 
constantly and coexists internally different cultures, 
is needed channels to achieve an agile and personal-
ized communication without giving importance to the 
employees localization. This need created by the global 
economy encourages the development of e-communica-
tion as a permanent way of communication with global 
reach, with the use of multiple instruments, and as a 
mechanism that allows personalizing even more the 
information that is offered to employees.   

However, despite IM conceptual development, 
important topics like internal communication strate-
gies development or the use IT, it has not received the 
importance it should.  This is why it is important to 
discuss the potential and the challenges that IT brings 
itself, as a base to create an electronic communica-
tion platform that will give a start to what we call the 
internal e-communication. This electronic platform 
over it is going to be developed the IM has an special 
importance inside the global economy in which different 
companies live together, with operations in different 
countries and integrating groups of work on different 
localizations, being despite that, necessary to guarantee 
that the same values are shared and it is pursued the 
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same objectives. The conceptual discussion of inter-
nal e-communication advantages on the development 
of internal marketing and the use of IT is the present 
article’s central axis.

CHALLENGES OF THE IT ABOUT THE 
COMMUNICATION wITH THE 
INTERNAL CLIENTS IN A GLOBAL 
ECONOMY

As an IM support and serving as a channel to the in-
ternal e-communication, the IT should be developed 
not just to offer information to employees, but also to 
be an efficient way to collect information about the 
workers. These technologies should allow employees 
to offer to the organization information about their 
needs, desires, and personal expectations, and the 
organization level of accomplishment. The companies 
should in this sense, have databases that will let them 
know its internal clients and the segments that could be 
grouped, with the objective to offer them a job/product 
with the most LLQ. 

The communication between the employees and 
company should also be made easier at different levels. 
It is necessary that employees are able to use electronic 
equipment that is used as a channel to give their opin-
ions, suggestions, and general critics, in which they 
could modify individually the information about their 
needs, desires, expectations, and value the LLQ that 
the company offers. Moreover, workers would point 
out the elements within their effort to which they can 
give more dedication and propose the incentives that 
could be offered to them by the achievement of spe-
cific objectives. Tools like Web pages, conventional 
electronic mail, voice mail messages, and “SMS” 
messages would be useful channels for the internal e-
communication, in both ways, between the company 
and its employees.

In a global economy, a system like mentioned, will 
permit to get to know the employees of organizations 
that belong to different places and cultures, which 
could have important differences on their needs, 
desires, and expectations. It will also allow, modify, 
and adjust the product (job) to be offered, so it could 
be adjusted or adapted better to the employees, taking 
as important facts the LLQ to the different segments 
of employees. 

The internal e-communication is also useful to sell 
the product/job to the internal clients, promoting orga-
nization vision, values, objectives, achievements, and 
challenges, informing about what the company expects 
from the employees. In the same way, IT allows workers 
to receive permanent and relevant information about 
what happens in the organization.

Also, the IT has the challenge on the IM to serve 
as a point of contact with the potential internal clients, 
supporting the human resources selection process, 
informing about the advantages of working on the 
organization.

These electronic channels, in both ways with the 
internal clients and potential internal clients, should 
be developed for their easy and intuitive use. On it 
design should participated internal clients themselves 
to allow the communication platform to be in harmony 
with their needs.

Having present that LLQ, as Miguel and Miguel 
(2002) sustain, could be established as a measure of 
employee’s liquidness towards his/her job, the stability 
obtained, and the environment of the work place. Even 
more, the LLQ incorporates other parameters such 
as the nicely physical environment, and the making 
decision process participation, acting independency 
level, the communication, self security, professional 
training, and the pride the employees feel towards the 
company.

The IT is a medium that could contribute directly 
to the LLQ in an important way, making easier the 
organization personnel work, automatizing rutinary 
work, and making possible that workers could have 
more time left to dedicate to creative tasks that are 
more motivating and interesting, and could be positive 
on creating value to the company.

The internal e-communication based on the IT has 
an important repercussion on the LLQ, allowing the 
company to offer to workers more motivating and in-
teresting jobs. Employees that have a major LLQ will 
be in a greater disposition to offer a greater effort, this 
means, will pay a major net price (NP), having as a result 
that the organization will have a major compromise 
from their employees with the objective to increase 
their productivity and competitively. 

Nowadays, organizational communications are 
mainly made through a hierarchical-organizational 
way with a top-down direction. It is proposed that the 
internal e-communication facilitate the communication 



  ���

Information Technologies as a Vital Channel for an Internal E-Communication Strategy

I

within the whole organization, creating an effective, 
agile, and personalized communication in two ways, 
between the company and its employees in multiple 
ways, between employees. Figure 1 shows the hier-
archical-organizational, comparing it to the internal 
e-communication net. 

This communication offers to employees the pos-
sibility to show their points of view and communicate 
their needs. Furthermore, it allows the company to get 
to know its employees, offer them adequate incentives, 
and to capture ideas within the organization. Also, it 
facilitates activities coordination within employees and 
promotes the discussion of ideas that could enhance the 
organizational innovation, and as a result, the competi-
tiveness. This proposal increases the employees’ power 
because more actively on the enterprise development. 
It also gives employees a great responsibility regarding 
their own communications to the company.

Using the internal e-communication, the communi-
cation within the companies will be even more continu-
ous and agile; it will count with more channels, more 
formats, and more possibilities and will contribute to 
create flatter organizations from the communicational 
point of view.

Within the future, challenges of the internal e-com-
munication is the use of the IT to get to know employees 
regarding preferences, needs, cultures, families’ char-
acteristics, and interests, with the goal to offer them 
jobs and work places, incentives, and programs that 

will adapt better to them. The IT will allow adapting 
better the communication, facilitating the process to 
get a more personal communication. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Organizations will have the opportunity and the obliga-
tion, on a more competitive environment, to amplify the 
e-communication channels through the use of IT, using 
the new technological development and obtaining the 
maximum of the channels on every moment.  

The internal e-communication has as future chal-
lenges the use the new channels that progressively 
would be at reach, having in mind the fast technologi-
cal advance in which we live, looking forward to use 
new ways to accomplish a better communication, 
more continuous, agile and personalized, in both ways, 
and multiply directions with internal clients and the 
organization. 

It would be equally necessary to make future em-
pirical investigations to know the characteristics that 
internal e-communication should count with, the fre-
quencies, the relationship between the workers effort, 
and the electronic devices that could be used for them 
and their convenience.

Figure 1. Hierarchical-organizational communication net (a) versus internal e-communication net 

a) b)a) b)
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CONCLUSION

The IT has an important role on the internal market-
ing development, mainly on the supply of channels 
for the internal e-communication, in both ways, with 
the employees. These channels could help to increase 
workers LLQ, adapting their jobs and activities the best 
way possible to their needs and desires. Equally, the IT 
has an effect on the LLQ, allowing offering employees 
jobs that are more motivating and interesting.

It could be confirmed that the IT is going to convert 
itself on a useful tool to the internal marketing imple-
mentation, to ease the interconnection between the 
company and its personnel in any place of the world. 
At the same time, it contributes making the world 
more flat, as Friedmann (2006) affirms, supporting 
the organization’s role to assume global economy 
challenges.

The e-communication adds the electronic manage-
ment of human resources, the capacity to communicate 
with employees considering their culture, interests, 
and personal motivations. Raising employee’s par-
ticipation allowing them to share their ideas will help 
to increase innovation and activities coordination. 
Furthermore, it allows offering jobs, environments, 
work places, and incentives programs more suitable 
to every employee. 

To reach the internal e-communication imple-
mentation, support is required from the executives 
regarding resources and priorities assignment, but as 
Morgan (2004) points out, the executives recognize 
the IT worth to the organizational effectiveness, but 
a few understand the role and potential contribution 
to increase the organization value. Because of this 
reason, to implement internal e-communication is 
needed, that executives understand the potential that 
offers it within organizations, which could be a future 
investigation area. 
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KEY TERMS

Effort of the Workers: About the effort the workers 
do, it is sized in variable terms such as time dedicated 
to work, pro-activity level to give ideas, level of sup-
port to new projects, level of effort to updating on 
technical and directive areas, the acceptance of new 
rules, policies and strategies, level of acceptance to 
branches mobility, city or charge, and days of the week 
that would be able to travel out of the city.

Internal Communication: Communication be-
tween the company and its workers as a way of imple-
menting an internal marketing program.

Internal E-Communication in Both Routes: The 
communication between the company and its workers 
in both ways, allowing the company to communicate 
its mission, values, objectives, and allow workers to 
communicate their needs, desires, and expectations, 
as well as their evaluation to the company regard-
ing the accomplishment of their needs. It permits the 
company to adapt the job it has offered to the workers 
and their needs. 

Internal E-Communications in a Global Econ-
omy World: Communication between the company 
and its workers through the use of new technology, 
achieving a permanent contact and communication, 
opportune independently of the workers geographical 
location or company operative areas.

Labor Life Quality (LLQ): Equivalent to the 
product/service quality on the traditional marketing. 
It indicates the quality of the work (product) that is 
offered to workers and it is sized by aspects such as 
work environment, if the worker likes the activity that 
he/she does, and schedule, among others.

Net Price (NP): The equivalent to the traditional 
marketing price on the internal marketing. The net price 
is a price that would be paid by the workers because of 
receiving a job (product) that offers a determined LLQ. 
The net price is based on two elements, the effort that 
should be given by the workers and the wedge they 
receive. At the same level of LLQ, workers would be 
in a disposition to increase their level of effort if the 
wedge also increases, maintaining constant the NP. The 
more LLQ, the company could increase the NP in an 
analogous way as it occurs on the traditional marketing 
with the quality-price relationship.

Product in Internal Marketing: The job under-
stood in a global way that is offered to workers and 
consists of elements that should be sold to workers, 
company image and identity, corporative values, its 
plans and development projects, its organization, its way 
of management, ideas, goods, and services it supplies, 
possibilities of individual development, professional 
development, work conditions, work atmosphere and 
environment, products and services, its achievements, 
success history, and its community contribution.

Promotion in Internal Marketing: Programs 
and incentives that the company offers to its workers 
to obtain a major level of effort to achieve a specific 
objective. 
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INTRODUCTION

Software applications dealing with human resources 
and their skills, attitudes, and knowledge (such as 
e-learning systems, skills databases, e-recruitment 
portals, corporate portals integrated with competence-
centered services, and functionalities) are often based 
on database technology (usually relational) for storing, 
organizing, and searching relevant information. These 
existing applications have two major limitations. First, 
they and their databases are based on raw data (such as 
CVs and job offers and job/role descriptions), which are 
organized according to some ad-hoc “reference grid” 
(like a job or trade tree): indeed, limited attention is 
devoted to data organization and to its foundations. Data 
organization should be based on the central concept of 
competency: raw data are interesting if they convey 
information about what abilities are required for ac-
complishing tasks and what abilities individuals hold (or 
have acquired); this information is indeed forming the 
competence, required and acquired respectively. Sec-
ond, applications based on database technology do not 
really support the systematic analysis, exploration, and 
sharing of raw data and therefore offer limited support 
and weak integration to what can be called competence 
management processes. For instance, within a process 
for assessing individual competencies, it is difficult to 
implement portal services that try to automatically find 
out competencies of individuals from their CVs or, 
inside a company, from other documents (like activity 
or process reports which individuals have made). 

Unfortunately, despite a huge amount of work, there 
is no consensus on the competency definition. This is 
especially because most of the current work prioritizes 
some processes over other processes (e.g., evaluating 

competencies is prioritized over identifying needed 
competencies). Worse, as usual, some works priori-
tize enabling technologies over models. This results 
in partial or overloaded models for representing what 
competency, acquired and required, is; additionally, 
there is no clear picture of limitations of these models 
because prioritized processes are often hidden. 

For these reasons, we have developed since 1999 
(Harzallah & Vernadat, 2002; Harzallah, Berio, & 
Vernadat, 2006), a competence management process 
reference model (Harzallah & Berio, 2005) and a com-
petence reference model (the CRAI model, competency, 
resource, aspect, individual). These two reference 
models:

• Clarify what competence management should pro-
vide, therefore providing a management model to 
be put in place by organizations willing to manage 
their activities and to make decisions also in term of 
individual competencies required and acquired;

• Provide technology-independent precise defini-
tions for concepts of individual competency both 
acquired and required; however, these definitions 
can be operationalized by using several technolo-
gies; 

• Are complemented with guidelines for deploying 
them in one organization.

The article describes and discusses an integrating ar-
chitecture for competence management—introduced 
earlier (Berio & Harzallah, 2005, 2007)—originated 
from the two reference models cited. While the reference 
models allow to identify (or to assess) which services 
and functionalities should be implemented—now and 
in the future—in human resource software applications 
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and how these services and functionalities interact, the 
integrating architecture represents the starting point 
for incremental and iterative implementation—driven 
by specific organization priorities—of those services 
and functionalities. Additionally, the integrating ar-
chitecture takes into account, advocated or reported in 
literature, design principles, and the recent techniques 
and standards for implementing these services and 
functionalities. 

The article also provides a concrete example of how 
this architecture can be used for justifying and adopting 
one specific technique, that is, dynamic taxonomies, to 
implement identified functionalities.

BACKGROUND

Human Resource Portals and Systems

A human resource (HR) portal is a tool for the au-
tomation and support of competence management 
processes. It can be used inside companies to manage 
(1) employee careers and (2) whole company compe-
tence assessment and evolution: it is often reported that 
these two points allows companies to react to market 
changes. It can be used from outside the company as 
a facilitator of e-recruitment and as a mean to develop 
an e-recruitment market (including therefore recruiting 
and interim companies). 

Currently, the e-recruitment market registers a major 
growth and human resource portals are booming. The 
reasons for the growing popularity are: (1) increased 
satisfaction of candidates, and a dramatic reduction in 
the time and cost to recruit, (2) the growth of the Internet, 
which serves a large audience and is used for a wider 
range of benefits, and (3) finally, e-recruitment is a true 
cross-sector application, and even the public sector is 
rapidly catching up (http://www.alljobs4u.com).

Inside companies, current human resource systems 
(HRS) manage the employee life cycle from start to 
termination. It follows their service, job, and position 
changes as well as providing current information on 
their current position in the organization, reporting 
relationships, and work and home contact information. 
It supplies interview tips or salary surveys, as well as 
expert career advice, and so on. Following the litera-
ture, it is suggested that some e-learning capabilities 
may and should be integrated with an HRS (Garro & 
Palopoli, 2003; Sicilia, 2005; Schmidt & Kunzmann, 

2006). More generally, e-learning systems may inter-
operate with HRS.

Today, e-recruitment portal services are mainly 
concerned with CV management: they allow candi-
dates to post/edit CVs, employers to manage selection 
and contacts with candidates. They send automated 
acknowledgments when CVs are received, carry 
out online searching, shortlist/rejected CVs, contact 
selected/rejected candidates by e-mail, schedule inter-
views, archive/delete CVs, and generate management 
reports. For a company, e-recruitment portal services 
are a fundamental tool to communicate its recruitment 
policy, to present trades, functions, training, personnel 
testimonials, to control temporary staff costs, and to 
motivate its existing talent. 

Being warehouses of huge data and documents, sev-
eral e-recruitment portals provide services to structure, 
organize, and mine information. For instance, they can 
transform a posted CV to a formatted CV by extracting 
data and structuring them according to a given template 
(for instance: name, sex, address, phone, birth date 
and place, nationality, availability date, experiences, 
diploma, hobbies, etc.). Sometimes, they provide key-
word search functions on CVs.

According to Draganidis and Mentzas (2006), cur-
rent HRS are converging to Web-enabled solutions 
joining Web services and employee self-service portals. 
Most organizations, especially financial and telecom-
munications companies, have adopted or plan to deploy 
employee self-service portals that can be integrated with 
the enterprise portal and be used freely by employees 
to continuously update their skills and abilities. This is 
also in line with (Lindgren, Henfridsson, & Schultze, 
2004) where design principles of HRS should comprise 
user-controlled transparency over stored competencies 
(accounting privacy, completeness, correctness, and 
responsibility). Other design principles have been ad-
vocated or reported in literature. Lindgren et al. (2004) 
emphasize further that HRS should take into account 
real-time capture of information about competencies 
(often not aligned), capture of competence-in-making 
to represent what employees willing to learn, and to 
support flexible analysis over the stored competencies. 
Important analyses (known under various names, as 
“gap analysis,” “project staffing,” “training needs,” 
“candidate selection”) require approaches and/or 
technologies for finding similarities between CVs 
with job offers, competencies delivered by trainings 
with workplaces, and so on. The literature (Biesalski, 
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Abecker, & Breiter, 2006; De Coi, Herder, Koesling, 
Lofi, Olmedilla, Papapetrou et al., 2007; Sicilia, 2005) 
reports several prototypes attempting to apply “match-
ing technology over ontologies” to automate as much 
as possible those analyses. Others analyses are reported 
in literature (under “team formation,” “key competen-
cies,” “expert finding”) are also suitable. (Snis, Pareto, 
& Svensson, 2007) state that HRS should explicitly 
represent competence definitions and their assessment, 
and relate competencies to company strategic man-
agement. The last one is very important and justifies 
what an organization may gain from fully realizing 
its competence management; indeed, it is the way in 
which the company may assess its core competencies, 
adapts to, or adopts strategic changes.

However, portals and HRS are usually not organized 
around the central concept of competency (even if they 
often refer to competency) but on what we are calling 
raw data. Portals and HRS attempt to manage competen-
cies by using pre-established lists, free text about skills, 
functional areas, areas of specialization, jobs, techno-
logical standards (IEEE RCD, 2007; HR-XML, 2004), 
and enabling technologies (especially ontologies). This, 
however, falls short of true competence management 
because mixing competence related information with 
other aspects, which are usually needed to carry out 
competence processes. After an extensive interdisci-
plinary work on the state of the art of the competency 
concept, we have synthesized the following definition: 
competency is the effect of combining and enabling 
operational use of its c-resources—being c-resources 
some specific well-defined and simple abilities, knowl-
edge, skills, attitudes, and so on that can be associated 
to individuals, falling in three conceptual categories, 
that is, knowledge, know-how, and behaviors—in a 
given context to achieve an objective, to accomplish a 
mission, and so on (Harzallah et al., 2006; Harzallah 
& Vernadat, 2002). This definition can be effectively 
used to implement portals and HRS as explained. 

Reference Models for Competence  
Management

From an organization point of view, competence man-
agement can be organized according to four kinds of 
process (i.e., inside each process, several sub-processes 
may run):

• Competence identification, that is, when and how 
to identify and to define competencies required 
(in the present or in the future) to carry out tasks, 
missions, strategies;

• Competence assessment, that is, (i) when and 
how to identify and to define competencies ac-
quired by individuals and/or (ii) when and how 
an organization can decide that an individual has 
acquired specific competencies;

• Competence acquisition, that is, how an orga-
nization can decide about how to acquire some 
competencies in a planned way and when;

• Competence knowledge usage, that is, how to 
use the information or knowledge about the com-
petencies produced and transformed by identifica-
tion, assessment, and acquisition processes; for 
instance, how to identify gaps between required 
and acquired competencies, who should attend 
required training, how key employees (i.e., those 
holding key competencies) can be identified, and 
so on.

Organizations can use this process reference model 
for practically introducing their competence manage-
ment. Additionally, recruiting companies should eventu-
ally support (some of) these kinds of processes. In both 
cases, decentralized or distributed process management 
plays a key role.

Based on the proposed definition of competency (see 
previous section), we have proposed the competence 
reference model (CRAI model), which operationalizes 
the competency definition. The model distinguishes 
carefully between current and future enterprise needs, as 
enterprise roles, activities, tasks, objectives, missions, 
vision, and so forth (belonging to what can be called 
the enterprise model), and the competencies required 
and acquired relevant to all these enterprise needs. The 
enterprise model explains existence and definitions 
of required competencies. Acquired competencies 
are characterized by individuals holding (to a certain 
degree) required competencies. In our earlier research, 
the model has been represented by using two well-
known conceptual techniques: an entity-relationship 
schema, visualizing the model and enabling the design 
of information systems, and set-theory for formally 
describing constraints and functionalities in a fully 
technology independent manner. The most important 
features of the CRAI model are:
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• It makes clear distinction between information 

defining competencies acquired and required and 
other information (for instance, qualifications, 
university degrees); therefore, it is the base for 
modularizing software applications;

• A definition of one competence is precisely (i.e., 
without ambiguity) defined within the organiza-
tion requiring that competence; however, that 
definition of that competence can be reusable in 
several organizations;

• A definition of one competence is given in term 
of c-resources (i.e., competence resources), 
which are corresponding to well-defined abilities, 
knowledge, skills, and so forth; then, a definition 
of competence is a set of c-resources; these c-re-
sources can be in turn defined in term of concepts 
belonging to domains, making c-resource defini-
tions independent of the specific organization;

• A definition of one competence is not fixed but 
may evolve over time; indeed, you may think that 
a competence like “be competent on JAVA” is 
defined in some way at a given time, then in the 
future, you may discover that the earlier defini-
tion is incomplete; in this case, you do not need 
to introduce a new definition but just add relevant 
c-resources; 

• Individuals and competencies are not directly 
related; indeed, individuals got c-resources (by 
learning at school, by doing, by working, etc., pos-
sibly in another organization), then individual’s 
competencies (as defined in this present organiza-
tion) are automatically derived; 

• It associates to required competencies not only 
a proficiency degree but also a quantity, repre-
senting in an enterprise, the number of required 
persons showing the same degree of proficiency 
(so that representing “competence quantity” over 
“competence quality”). 

THE INTEGRATING ARCHITECTURE

All the constraints and functions provided by the 
set-theory formulation of CRAI cannot be (easily) de-
ployed in software implementations like, for instance, 
databases. Additionally, competencies are usually in 
evolution, then software should evolve accordingly 
and, also in this case, databases provide limited support. 
Therefore, we have analyzed how the CRAI model can 

be used to design competence ontologies—ontologies, 
defined as in Guarino (1995), are an effective logic-
based tools for Web-enabled software, representing 
an agreed conceptualization: there, the main benefit is 
that the CRAI provides a well-experimented structur-
ing of competency representation, which is normally 
not provided by the current examples of ontologies on 
competencies. Additionally, CRAI also indicates how 
to modularize competence ontologies in domain com-
petence ontologies and specific competence ontolo-
gies. The latter are built by also using the former; the 
former provide agreed inter-organization competencies 
concerning domains to perform activities or tasks, to 
face missions, to achieve objectives, to fit work roles, 
and so on. Therefore, specific competence ontologies 
import definitions from domain competence ontologies 
and take into account the enterprise model. 

While competence identification processes are (and 
will be) mainly manual (e.g., based on interviews), 
assessment and acquisition processes may be prob-
ably automates as explained hereinafter. Indeed, these 
processes need to access and inspect available raw 
data: raw data, possibly available without an explicit 
collection phase, contain information about competen-
cies that need to be extracted according to some explicit 
methods. The primary interest in automating access 
and inspection of raw data is because these data are 
huge. Accordingly, some proposals based on ontologies 
suggest the usage of rules (Sure, Maedche, & Staab, 
2000) to automatically extract individual abilities 
from available company documents annotated by one 
ontology. Other proposals using ontologies, such as 
Blanchard and Harzallah (2004) and Posea and Harzal-
lah (2004), define rules that start from a preliminary set 
of competencies and try to automatically complete the 
definition of each competence and to add new compe-
tencies derivable from the original set. 

Therefore, the integrating architecture comprises 
rules and concepts for competence assessment and ac-
quisition, globally referred to as competence manage-
ment ontology, importing and updating the competence 
ontology; the reason for the term “ontology” is because 
rules should be agreed and trusted. All systems dealing 
at some extent with competency, such as focused recom-
mender systems (Lindgren, Stenmark, & Ljungberg, 
2003), e-learning systems (Garro & Palopoli, 2003), 
information retrieval for expert finding (Becerra, 2000), 
and workflow systems (Russell, ter Hofstede, Edmond, 
& van der Aalst, 2004), can effectively create input 
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raw data—possibly annotated or classified referring to 
competence ontology—for rules supporting assessment 
and acquisition processes. Those systems in turn import 
the competence ontology for correctly and consistently 
realizing their functionalities and services. 

Figure 1, adapted from Berio and Harzallah (2005, 
2007), visualizes the integrating architecture described.
Arrows acquire, define, and require, are inherited from 
the CRAI model and remember that individuals char-
acterize acquired competencies, the enterprise model 
explains required competencies and c-resources are 
used to define competencies.

An Example Using Dynamic Taxonomies 
and Information Retrieval

Although interesting, the automatic application of 
rules, in order to update acquired competencies or to 
acquire some required competencies, requires complex 
explanation mechanisms (see e.g., van Setten, 2005, 
for the latest developments) and can have undesirable 
side effects. Complementary to rules, an expert1  cen-
tric highly focused exploration of raw data through 
well-defined taxonomies (i.e., simpler ontologies) is 
more flexible and probably more trusted. Dynamic 
taxonomies (Sacco, 2000) are an efficient technique 
that supports this type of intelligent exploration of raw 
data, realizing the “accessing” arrow in Figure 1 with 

a taxonomy belonging to the competence management 
ontology. This intelligent exploration can be further 
used to extract competencies for mostly completing 
the specific competence ontology.

Dynamic taxonomies work on multidimensional 
taxonomies (usually organized by independent “fac-
ets” or “perspectives”) and provide a single, coherent 
visual framework in which users can focus on one or 
more concepts in the taxonomy, and immediately see 
a conceptual summary of their focus, in the form of 
a reduced taxonomy derived from the original one by 
pruning unrelated concepts. Concepts in the reduced 
taxonomy can be used to set additional, dependent foci 
and users iterate in a guided yet unconstrained way until 
they reach a result set sufficiently small for manual 
inspection. The access paradigm supported by dynamic 
taxonomies is a conceptual, systematic exploration. The 
underlying model is simple and easily understood by 
users, and offers substantial benefits over traditional 
approaches, such as text-retrieval and database queries 
that have been used extensively in this context. 

Figures 2 to 6 show a real raw infobase, taken from 
a job placement company. Curricula are represented 
by a dynamic taxonomy based on 15 facets, ranging 
from age to geographical location of candidates (Fig-
ure 2), and are also accessible via full-text search for 
information not described through the taxonomy, for 
example, specific programming languages. Some of 
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Figure 2. Facets for curricula Figure 3. Preparing to zoom on Northern Italy

Figure 4. Preparing to zoom on HRM Figure 5. Conceptual summary by work experience for 
candidate curricula

Figure 6. Conceptual summary for curricula containing the term “java”



���  

An Integrating Architecture for Competence Management

these facets are not related to competencies (like age) 
but are required for making efficient the search within 
competence processes. For instance, to acquire some 
required competencies, search based on competencies 
(i.e., searching for candidates best fitting the required 
competencies) may be undertaken, without neither obli-
gation nor fixed sequence, after other kinds of searches 
(like based on age or based on qualifications or uni-
versity degrees), This is indeed in line with one design 
principle (flexible analysis) previously reported, 

In Figure 3, the result of a zoom on geographical 
location>northern Italy is shown: 28,322 out of 60,000 
curricula are selected. Figure 4 shows the conceptual 
summary of this set: the human resource management/
recruiting area for the latest job is being zoomed on. 
Figure 5 reports the conceptual summary for applicants 
living in northern Italy and most recently employed 
in the HRM/recruiting sector: work experience of ap-
plicants (in years) are shown. Two zoom operations 
were sufficient to reduce the number of curricula to 
be manually inspected from 60,000 to 197, and to 13, 
if we also consider the 16-20 year work experience 
range only.

Figure 6 shows how information retrieval is seam-
less, integrated with dynamic taxonomies. The infobase 
is queried for all documents containing the word java: 
177 curricula qualify and the left pane shows the con-
ceptual summary for these curricula, in which the age 
facet was expanded. 

Although no formal tests were conducted, users that 
tried the dynamic taxonomy version of the information 
base reported a higher productivity, an easier assess-
ment of alternatives and a perceived higher quality of 
results. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Our work is currently focusing on the implementa-
tion and test of the proposed integrating architecture. 
Accordingly, there are two specific lines to continue 
the work: 

• to continue to promote the competency concept 
resulting from our work; and

• to identify a set of services or functionalities to 
build the kernel of a HRS. 

Concerning the second line, competence ontology 
building and especially on domain competence ontolo-
gies should be specifically supported. Specifically, we 
are focusing on two types of raw data: domain on-
tologies, other ontologies representing, in some ways, 
competencies (despite in the latter case, it is also inter-
esting to investigate ontology-interoperability where 
several ontologies co-exist). Another key functionality 
is a parametric “gap analysis” between required and 
acquired competencies. Finally, we are also focusing 
on “training check” to verify if a proposed training 
(represented as complex sequences of courses, where 
each course is described by c-resources or competen-
cies as pre-requisites and post-requisites) delivers one 
or several required competencies (so that becoming 
acquired competencies).

CONCLUSION

Currently, HRS and HR portals tend towards Web-
based tools (inside or outside company) to support fast 
access to huge information warehouses for candidates, 
employees, recruiters, or managers. However, these 
systems and portals are not based on the key concept 
of competency. In this article, we have introduced 
a competence reference model (the CRAI model) 
and the competence management reference model. 
We have then proposed an integrating architecture, 
which provides the starting point for incremental and 
iterative implementation of functionalities and services 
identified according to the two reference models cited. 
Then, the article provides a concrete example on how 
this architecture can be used to incrementally realize 
examples of services or functionalities. 
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KEY TERMS

Competency: The effect of combining and enabling 
operational use of its c-resources—being c-resources 
some specific well-defined and simple abilities, knowl-
edge, skills, attitudes, and so on that can be associated 
to individuals, falling in three conceptual categories, 
that is, knowledge, know-how, and behaviors—in a 
given context to achieve an objective, to accomplish a 
mission and so on.

Competence Management: The way organizations 
manage the competencies of the corporation, the groups, 
and the individuals. Its primary objective is to define, 
and continuously maintain or to acquire competencies, 
according to the objectives of the corporation.

Competence Management Process Reference 
Model: The proposed model for managing competen-
cies, based on four categories of processes: identifica-
tion, acquisition, assessment, and knowledge usage. 

CRAI Model (or Competence Reference Model):  
The proposed reference model, technology independent, 
for representing acquired and required competencies, 
according to the definition provided in this article and 
mentioned; additionally, the CRAI model comprises 
also a set of queries over represented competencies, 
useful for exploiting represented competencies.

Dynamic Taxonomy: An integrated visual environ-
ment for retrieval and guided exploration of complex, 
based on a multidimensional taxonomy. Users can 

focus on one or more concepts in the taxonomy, and 
immediately see a conceptual summary of their focus, 
in the form of a reduced taxonomy derived from the 
original one by pruning unrelated concepts. Concepts 
in the reduced taxonomy can be used to set additional, 
dependent foci and users iterate in a guided yet uncon-
strained way until they reach a result set sufficiently 
small for manual inspection.

Competence Ontology: An ontology of compe-
tencies, comprising both acquired and required com-
petencies; in this article, a competence ontology is an 
implementation of the CRAI model that follows the 
same structure of the CRAI model. Additionally, the 
competence ontology must enable to realize at least the 
same set of queries associated to the CRAI model. 

Competence Management Ontology: An ontology 
for describing, to some extent, how the competence 
ontology is managed, that is, updated and modified; 
this ontology focuses on automation of competence 
management processes; the competence management 
ontology mainly describes shared mechanisms to as-
sess or to acquire competencies. For instance, it might 
comprise mechanisms “to transform raw data, like CVs 
or activity reports, into competencies” or “which are 
terms for filling in a CV” or “which are most interest-
ing candidates for an appointment, taking into account 
competencies but also other information.” 

Integrating Architecture for Competence Man-
agement: The proposed architecture for automating, in 
an incremental and iterative way, competence manage-
ment processes—as defined in the process reference 
model—the integrating architecture comprises both 
the competence ontology and the competence manage-
ment ontology. 

Taxonomy: A hierarchical organization of concepts 
going from the most general (topmost) to the most 
specific concepts. A taxonomy supports abstraction and 
models subsumption (IS-A and/or PART-OF) relations 
between a concept and its father. Tree taxonomies can 
be extended to support multiple inheritances (i.e., a 
concept having several fathers). 

ENDNOTE

1 Expert is in this context very similar to the knowl-
edge worker. 
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INTRODUCTION

There is a growing demand to know the status and 
evolution of firms’ intangible assets. It is motivated 
by the strategic relevance assigned to these intangible 
assets. The so-called intangible economy is one of the 
approaches to the study of intellectual capital (IC), 
which has attracted the interest of most researchers. 
The intangible economy treats these assets, because 
of their special attributes, as having the potential to 
create competitive advantages for the firm. In this 
context, the management of intangibles becomes a 
fundamental strategy from the competitive point of 
view. If the company does not manage correctly its 
intangible assets or IC, strategic opportunities will be 
lost, and even because of the turbulence and complexity 
of the present environments the position reached in the 
market could be damaged. 

This is the topic of the present work. Specifically, 
we will characterize the concept of IC, and in par-
ticular of human capital. Human capital is one of the 
three divisions into which the intangible dimension of 
organizations is structured. That intangible dimension 
is linked to the values, attitudes, and competence of 
the organization’s employees.

The importance of its human resources for a com-
pany’s success is, of course, generally accepted, and it 
is put into practice in the strategic initiatives applied to 
management. But, nowadays, the management of intan-
gibles in this area is more important if it is possible. The 
human resources can determine a considerable amount 
of intangible assets and their management is one of the 
most interesting objectives for the companies. This last 
reason justifies our interest in this topic. 

The management of intangibles, and in a more 
specific way, the management of those assets linked 
the human resources, can be realized by the use of 
some tools. This is the case of the so-called intellectual 

capital models (IC models), which are the basic tools 
for an organization’s management of intangibles. In 
essence, they constitute an information system about 
the situation and evolution of the IC of a company. 
Usually, one observes a block devoted to the employees 
in which a set of aspects (all of an intangible nature) 
are analyzed. 

The human resource information system (HRIS) can 
be considered like an intersection between the human 
resource management (HRM) and the information 
systems (IS), or like an IT solution for the data which 
are needed by the HRM. This is the reason why we 
propose IC models in our study. They are a specific 
variety of IT solution used by the companies to man-
age their intangible assets, including human resources, 
to achieve a strategic and coherent approach in the 
competitive field. 

Finally, there is an evident confusion and impreci-
sion with which, on numerous occasions, some of the 
terms related to the concepts dealt with in the present 
work are used. As a preliminary step, therefore, we 
shall analyze those terms that are closely related to this 
approach, describing both the links existing between 
IC and intangibles, and those between intangibles and 
knowledge when the latter turns out to be indispensable 
for the creation of IC.

BACKGROUND

It is evident that an organization’s intangible assets are 
related to its IC. However this relationship is actually 
not so clear because of the different existing approaches 
to the topic. 

First, some authors consider that the use of these 
terms depends on the context. Thus, Lev (2003) indicates 
a set of terms that are nowadays used interchangeably: 
intangible, knowledge resources, and IC. He states 
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that all of them are widely used—intangible in the ac-
counting literature, knowledge assets by economists, 
and IC by management specialists and in the legal 
literature—and represent the same thing. All of these 
terms represent some claim that the firm will obtain 
future benefits that lack physical substance. Also Sán-
chez, Chaminade, and Olea (2000) and Vickery (2000) 
observe in this sense that the IC and intangible assets 
concepts, in spite of having an identical meaning, are 
used in different contexts. Intangible assets are con-
sidered to be an accounting term within the balance 
sheet, and IC is more used from the perspective of 
human resources.

A second position considers that IC is the aggregate 
of all the intangible assets which an organization pos-
sesses; more specifically, the essential competences 
of the business. There are some supporters of the idea 
that IC consists of secret or cryptic assets in the sense 
that these intangible assets are not recognized as assets 
in the traditional accounting statements. For instance, 
Wallman (1996) understands that IC consists of those 
assets that are valued at zero in the balance sheet. That 
is to say not all the immaterial resources form a part 
of the concept IC, since those eventually recognized 
by accounting will disappear as such. Edvinsson and 
Malone (1999), Brooking (1997), and Roos, Dragon-

etti, Roos, and Edvinsson (2001), among others, also 
consider IC to be the set of secret assets possessed by 
the organization. 

The current view of IC is more restrictive, with 
increasing interest in assimilating this concept into 
the key intangible assets of the business. According 
to Viedma (2002), 

It is not important to determine and value all the 
intangible assets since only a few of them will have 
a determinant role in the formulation and realization 
of the strategy. These few grouped relevant intangible 
assets establish the so-called essential competencies 
or essential capacities, they constitute the real IC of 
the company, and they are, therefore, the key variables 
in managing. (p. 15) 

Martínez (2002) refers to the invisible balance sheet. 
He comments on the need to gather together the assets 
and intangible capacities that are generating or will 
generate value for a company: 

Abandoning from the outset the simple exhaustive in-
ventorying of all the intangibles possessed at a certain 
moment, and trying to establish a process of selection, 
structure, and measurement of intangible assets that al-

Figure 1. Conceptual roots of IC 
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lows us to form a reasoned assessment of their capacity 
to contribute value to the organization. (p. 49) 

Here, it is necessary to mention Roos et al.’s paper 
(2001) with regards to the conceptual roots of IC. In 
their opinion, has its provenance in trends of strategy 
as well as of measurement. For the strategic trend, we 
would have to point to its emphasis on the creation 
and use of knowledge as well as to its relationship 
with success or value creation. As for the measure-
ment trend, we have to say that it affects the need to 
develop a new system of information “measuring the 
non-financial data along with the traditional financial 
systems” (Roos et al., 2001, p. 34). This is illustrated 
in Figure 1.

A strategic approach will propose the selection of 
those intangible assets that best match the managerial 
mission. On the other hand, a measurement approach 
will demand the consideration of all the intangible 
assets possessed by the firm. If we adopt a selective 
point of view regarding IC, it could be dangerous to 
deny the importance of the identification, quantification, 
and management of intangible assets that are present 
but do not constitute essential competences of the 
business at the moment, since they could be essential 
in the future. We hence do not advocate stressing the 
difference between the strategic and accounting areas 
in the IC movement since, in our opinion, these are 
really just two ways of focusing the same problem at 
a particular time; relevant intangible assets exist for 
the company in the current economic panorama that 
must be quantified and measured so that they can be 
managed in a suitable way.

Finally, we feel it is necessary to add a caveat in 
the sense that the mere possession of an intangible as-
set by an organization, whether in the form of human 
resources, innovation, processes, or whatever, does not 
determine a priori that this organization is in a more 
competitive position than another which is exactly the 
same but does not possess such a resource. Ulrich (1998) 
adds one more requirement to the IC definition, that is, 
the commitment or utilization that every organization 
should make of its intangible assets. In order to deter-
mine the IC, various methods have been put forward 
which incorporate corrector coefficients that vary the 
degree of utilization and commitment. Examples are 
Edvinsson and Malone’s (1999) coefficient of efficiency, 
and Nevado and López’s (2002) relative IC indicators; 

other models which will be considered below.
In sum, the links between the concepts treated in 

this section are the following. An intangible asset is 
a resource that lacks physical substance and that will 
contribute to obtaining profits in the future and inde-
pendently of the satisfaction the recognition criteria 
fixed by the accounting area. When we refer to the 
set of intangible assets that a society possesses we are 
speaking about its intellectual capital, independently 
of what indices, alterations, or coefficients might ex-
ist with a view to its quantification, questions that we 
shall return to later. 

KNOwLEDGE AS THE MAIN 
INTANGIBLE ASSET

From a review of the literature on intangibles, we will 
observe the constant presence of the term “knowledge.” 
In our opinion, both concepts are used in a very broad 
sense, most often confusing for beginners in the field, 
and nonbeginners for that matter. The aim of this sec-
tion is therefore to attempt to clarify the links existing 
between the two terms.

It is readily seen that knowledge has no tangible 
representation, although its results are materialized in 
new or better productive processes, new products or 
modifications of the existing ones, changes in equip-
ment, and so forth. But the fact of classifying knowledge 
as an intangible asset raises important questions. What 
are the limits of these resources? And what differences 
does it present with respect to the rest of the intangible 
that have been studied up to the present?

According to Guadamillas (2001), “we can estimate 
it as having an important value due to its function of 
integrating the application of technologies, constructed 
information, capacities, and skills” (p. 199). These terms 
reflect how knowledge can work as a strategic resource 
of complex function with operational and dynamic 
characteristics, and point to how difficult it will be to 
delimit its influence on the firm’s performance.

Other contributions refer to the potential of knowl-
edge for creating the intangible dimension of organiza-
tions, and it is considered the principal intangible factor. 
Some authors who take this approach are: Salas (1989) 
who explains the appearance of intangible assets by the 
relationship between the stock of knowledge existing 
in an organization and the flow of information that 
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administers it; Lynn (1998) who sees a “thin dividing 
line” between the transformation of data into informa-
tion, then into knowledge, and finally into greater IC; 
Itami (1994) for whom intangible resources are forms 
of knowledge with different degrees of specificity, 
codificability, and complexity; and Bueno (1998) for 
whom intangible assets are the result of the incorporation 
of information and knowledge into an organization’s 
productive activities. In other words, only processes 
tending to create, acquire, or transform knowledge will 
determine the appearance or modification of intangible 
assets.

The Spanish Association of Accounting and 
Business Administration (AECA) (2004) defines the 
phases that conform the knowledge-based system of 
value creation and the role of intangible assets in that 
system. Basically, it distinguishes certain inputs to the 
aforementioned process constituted by different types 
of knowledge, then certain processes of transforma-
tion of this single resource, and finally the outputs that 
determine the appearance of intangible assets or IC.

These ideas help to clarify the at times fuzzy divid-
ing line between knowledge and intangible assets. They 
attribute to the former the important role of creating 
IC, understood as the stock of intangibles which an 
organization has at any moment. On the relationship 
between knowledge and IC, Ordóñez (2000) defines IC 
as a proxy variable used to measure an organization’s 
knowledge.

Knowledge management, as a perspective that deals 
with the processes designed to obtain more efficient use 
of an organization’s knowledge, is also a repeatedly 
terminological problematic concept in the literature 
that we have reviewed. There appears some certain 
confusion between the knowledge management and IC 
approaches, because for some authors they are similar. 
Petty and Guthrie (2000, p. 159) think that knowledge 
management is IC management as controlled by a 
company: “Knowledge Management, as a function, 
describes the act of managing the IC subject matter.” 
For Sullivan (2000), it is possible to approach the study 
of IC through knowledge management, given compa-
nies’ constant search for more and better knowledge, 
and the relationship between knowledge and the base 
of intangibles that companies possess.

However, this is by no means the most widely held 
position in the literature that we have reviewed. Instead, 
there is a growing conviction that the objectives pursued 
with these two perspectives are different. The approach 

used by knowledge management is seen as having a 
more operational and tactical orientation than IC. The IC 
approach involves a fuller view of the process of setting 
up strategic objectives, operations which ought to be 
prior to the treatment of knowledge as a resource. Lynn 
(1998, p. 3) notes the probable situation of a company 
deciding to manage its knowledge while ignoring its 
IC, because they are different, although not opposite, 
concepts. IC management enables the company to 
more fully exploit the value in its knowledge, which 
logically must be identified and, if necessary, actively 
obtained. 

Andriessen, Tissen, and Deprez (1998) distinguish 
the operational and the strategic management of knowl-
edge as corresponding to the perspectives described 
above. The problem of determining and effecting the 
distribution of knowledge in the organization, using 
the most appropriate tools for this activity, is the core 
mission of operational management. On the other hand, 
when we link strategy with knowledge, we are dealing 
with strategic management of knowledge in the sense 
described by these authors.

This same idea is defended by Bounfour (2000), 
who identifies a dual approach to the treatment of 
intangibles as “a first orientation centred on the mea-
surement of IC and its development process, and a 
second based on Knowledge Management” (p. 24), 
giving special attention to information technologies and 
their effect on the acquisition of new knowledge. In a 
more clarified form, Parker (1998) gives his opinion 
about the interaction between these two approaches, 
arguing that “for a company to maximise the use of its 
IC, there must be the capacity to establish networks 
and databases through which information can be com-
municated” (p. 25).

We conclude therefore by noting again the need to 
differentiate and delimit the perspectives and concepts 
that have been the subject of this section, a question 
that we have tried to illustrate in Figure 2.

THE INTELLECTUAL CAPITAL 
CONCEPT

We address this section to the characterization of the 
IC concept on the basis of a review of the literature 
on the topic, and once having clarified the relationship 
between this term and others with which there can 
arise confusion. 
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A first characteristic that we found repeatedly in the 
definitions of IC is the classification of the intangible 
assets which conforms this concept into homogeneous 
groups (Cañibano, Sánchez, García-Ayuso, & Chami-
nade, 2002, Edvinsson & Malone, 1999; López, 2002; 
Nevado & Sierra, 2002; Petty & Guthrie, 2000; Roos et 
al., 2001). Basically, these authors note the existence of 
human capital, structural capital, and relational capital. 
As we have observed above, the reasons which support 
this division of a firm’s intangible reality are funda-
mentally operational in nature, and they are concordant 
with a more pragmatically oriented business approach. 
However, these initiatives are currently the object of 
discussion because of the problems of intangible assets 
overlapping between groups. Indeed, the existence of 
interconnections between the groups which constitute 
the IC reduces the advantages associated with that 
structure.

On another occasions, conditioned by the specific 
author’s membership in the accountancy field, it has 
been clarified that these groups of intangible assets 
explain the gap between the market and book values of 
some companies (Davies & Waddington, 1999; Nevado 

& López, 2002; Rojo, 2001). The variety of opinions 
concerning the IC concept is a direct consequence of 
the very many interests and perspectives of which it 
is a focus. Thus, following Sullivan (2000), we can 
affirm that “each definition is consistent with the per-
spective and interest of its users and understandably it 
often neglects or ignores the interests or perspectives 
of others” (p. 120). However, this is one of the most 
extended definitions about this concept; even these dif-
ferences are considered responsible for the relevance 
of these assets. 

The idea that intangible assets result from the incor-
poration of knowledge into different business activities 
is also repeated. This process implies that knowledge is 
materialized in these resources, determining the orga-
nization’s IC (Bueno, 1998; Belkaoui, 2003; Stewart, 
1998; Sullivan, 2000; Viedma, 2002). Kaufmann and 
Schneider (2004), in their important review, note that 
most authors’ definitions include knowledge in some 
way and refer to some form of economic value that is 
attached to intangible assets. We consider especially 
interesting the point of view expressed by Zambon 
(2003) linking the cognitive character of IC to busi-

Figure 2. Some conceptual clarification
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ness performance. Indeed, it is cognitive knowledge 
that is responsible for the creation of IC in the opinion 
of Belkaoui (2003).

The fact that a firm’s investment on intangible assets 
must enable the creation of factors leading to successb 
also appears implicitly in many of these definitions. This 
is the reason why IC has been subjected to questioning 
how much it really influences profits, since otherwise 
it will have no utility for the company. “A lot of com-
panies can have important spiritual assets but if, in a 
reasonable period of time, they do not translate into 
income and into profit, they serve for nothing: this is 
the Cash Flow Law” (Serrano & Chaparro, 1999, p. 
22). Although this demand is repeated in a consider-
able number of studies, research studies linking and 
explaining the results of investment on intangible assets 
are still only at an early phase. 

In agreement with Kaufmann and Schneider (2004), 
in some cases the definitions remain at very abstract 
levels, and offer a little help to practitioners or research-
ers. Although all the indications given up to now are 
had into consideration, we consider that IC can be 
defined as “the set of intangible elements linked to 
the human, structural, and relational areas present at a 
given time in a company, and which are part of its value 
creating process.” With this definition we would stress 
our consideration of IC as an aggregate of intangible 
assets which necessarily must be considered in dealing 
with a company’s valuation and the necessary strategic 
integration of these resources into future profits. 

HUMAN CAPITAL wITHIN 
INTELLECTUAL CAPITAL

In this last section, we will study in depth the different 
tools used in intangible management: the IC models. 
They constitute theoretical schemes, incorporating 
wide ranging practical examples, for the identifica-
tion, measurement, and control of intangible assets. 
Definitively, they constitute information systems about 
intangible assets, their status, and probable evolution. 
IC models allow the companies to practice a more 
factible and correct management of their intangible 
assets in general, and in a more specific sense, these 
tools allow the companies to manage the intangible 
assets associated to HHRR. The previous comments 
can justify their relevance.

There are a large variety of models—holistic, 
atomic, of management, of measurement, monetary, 
nonmonetary, and so forth—which can be applied by 
different companies according to their interests and 
the objectives of their IC management. We agree with 
Kaufmann and Schneider (2004) that there is no generic 
categorization of these assets into IC models. There are, 
however, different approaches concerning the categories 
into which those intangibles can be dividedc. Despite 
the use of different terms, most researchers confirm the 
three-category classification, that is, intangible assets 
linked to the human group, the structural group, or 
the relational group. This is known as the “tripartite 
conception” of IC. 

a)  Human Capital. This covers all the intangible 
assets associated with the company’s personnel, 
such as their skills, motivation, experience, com-
mitment, and so forth.

b)  Structural Capital. In the opinion of Brooking 
(1997), “this is the skeleton and the glue of the 
organization, which strengthens the company and 
creates a close and coherent relationship between 
the individuals and their processes” (p. 81). More 
specifically, it can be considered as consisting of 
the set of intangible assets constrained to the in-
ternal environment of the organization. Edvinsson 
and Malone (1999) divide it into three parts:

	 •	 b.1) Organizational Capital: Intangible 
assets deriving from the possession of an internal 
structure that is appropriate to and coherent with 
the goals of the entity.

	 •	 b.2) Innovation Capital: The capacity 
to be creative, giving rise to obtaining protected 
commercial rights.

	 •	 b.3) Process Capital: Consisting of 
techniques, tasks, tools, and procedures leading 
to the company’s effective production of goods 
and services.

c)  Relational Capital. This has its origin in the 
company’s commercial relationships, and con-
sists of the intangible assets that derive from that 
activity.

As the aim of our work is centered on the role of 
human capital within IC, in the following paragraphs 
we shall review the most outstanding literature on 
this topic concerning the components of this group of 
intangible assets (see Table 1d).
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As you can observe, the number of intangible as-

sets identified by each IC model is different. Each 
company must decide—on the basis of their use for 
management and/or measurement purposes—the more 
or less extensive set of values to consider within this 
area of IC. Nevertheless, the presence of assets associ-
ated with the employees such as motivation, theoreti-

cal knowledge, practical knowledge, the capacity to 
develop skills needed for the business, flexibility, the 
ability to work in groups, and so forth, is common to 
all these models. Other assets, repeated in the different 
models, are employee education and the investment 
needed for their training.

Model/Au-
thors

Human Capi-
tal Role

Intangible Assets Addressed

IC AUDIT
Brooking 
(1997)

Assets cen-
tered on the 
person

• Education
• Professional qualifications
• Knowledge associated with the job
• Ocupational evaluation
• Psychometrics
• Skills associated with the job

SKANDIA 
NAVIGA-
TOR
Edvinsson 
and Malone 
(1999)

Human capi-
tal: Employee 
development

• Investment in development of employee skills
• Investment in support and training of employees 

for new products
• Special training of employees not based in the 

company
• Special investment in training, communication, 

and support of temporary part-time employees
• Special programs of training and support of per-

manent employees with a full-time contract
• Special investment in training, communication, 

and support of permanent employees with a full-
time contract

INTELLEC-
TUSMODEL
Bueno (2003)

Human capi-
tal: Values 
and attitudes, 
aptitudes and 
abilities

• Feeling of property and commitment
• Self-motivation
• Satisfaction
• Sociability
• Flexibility and adaptability
• Creativity
• Regulation education
• Specialized training
• Experience
• Personnel development
• Learning
• Collaboration (group work)
• Communication (knowledge interchange)
• Leadership

Table 1. The role of human capital in IC models

Source: Castilla and Gallardo
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Previous examples allow us to finish the revision 
about the intangible assets linked to human capital, 
concluding that each company decides if to follow 
some of the different reviewed IC models or to make 
its own model. The idea of a correct management of 
these assets will be the reason that justifies making 
this decision.

FUTURE TRENDS

The relationship between HRIS and IC models, which 
has been justified by this article, can lead us to advise 
some necessary research areas. One of them is related 
with the identification of all intangible assets associated 
with human capital. We have reviewed three important 
tools for the treatment of human capital but there are 
a lot of IC models with different intangible assets into 
this area. We propose a more coherent and complete 
approach to identify them. The second one is associated 
with the strategic role of these IC models into HRM. 
If we consider HRM like a perspective with the objec-
tive to maximize the value of the organizations by an 
efficient and effective management of resources, there 
will be a need in the future for more research into the 
effect of these assets on a company’s earnings. These 
are two of the future trends on this topic which we 
consider to be of great importance. 

CONCLUSION

Once we have presented human capital as being one 
of the three principal groups of intangibles assets, we 
would stress the importance of these aspects for organi-
zations. Human capital is a part of IC, and hence these 
assets need to be appropriately managed as part of the 
implementation of a company’s business strategy. 

The relationship between HRIS and IC models is 
the principal contribution of our article because we 
can maximize the effect of an appropriate HRM with 
the effect of an appropriate management of intan-
gibles. These two topics shape the final objective of 
improving the competitive position of a company and 
these two topics have a common asset, that is, human 
capital. In this sense, the relationship between both 
concepts can be considered as a duel relationship. A 
correct definition of intangible assets will determine 
an appropriate HRIS, and on the contrary, the HRIS 

can lead to define correctly the intangible assets owned 
by an organization. 

There are still many limitations against taking full 
advantage of all the benefits deriving from IC man-
agement in general and human capital in particular. 
Indeed, this area will need to be further developed in 
order to provide valid tools for companies to improve 
their business efficiency. We are at an early phase for 
these tools, and it is desirable that future developments 
complete and refine them.

The relationship between knowledge and intangible 
assets was another question that we dealt with in this 
chapter. In this sense, we would note how the acquisi-
tion and dissemination of knowledge within companies 
is very important because this process is needed to 
improve an organization’s IC in general, and for the 
appearance of new intangible assets within human 
capital in particular. In the same sense, a more deep 
explanation about the relationship between these two 
concepts is desirable.
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KEY TERMS

Human Capital: All the intangible assets associ-
ated with the company’s personnel, such as their skills, 
motivation, experience, commitment, and so forth.

Intangible Asset: A resource that lacks physical 
substance and that will contribute to the future obtain-
ing of benefits.

Intellectual Capital: The set of intangible assets 
linked to the human, structural, and relational areas 
present at a given time in a company, and which are 
part of its value creating process.

Intellectual Capital Management: The problem 
of maximizing the use of IC use within an organization 
is the central activity of this perspective.

Intellectual Capital Models: Theoretical schemes, 
including practical examples, for the identification, 
measurement, and control of intangible elements.

Knowledge Management: The problem of the 
distribution of knowledge in the organization using the 
most appropriate tools for this activity is the central 
activity of this perspective.

ENDNOTES 

a  The continuous lines mean that these aspects can 
flow in a double sense; for example, the develop-
ment of knowledge can produce the organization 
learning, because the last aspect could achieve a 
higher level of knowledge, or also, the influence 
of knowledge can determine the presence of 
intangible assets in an organization and the last 
aspect could influence the knowledge present in 
it. In a different way, the discontinuous lines show 
the relationship in the indicated sense; in this type 
of line, the inverse sense is not possible.

b  We understand by success a process that finishes 
by obtaining some profits.

c  For further information, the interested reader is 
referred to the table by Kaufmann and Schneider 
(2004) with a classification of intangible assets 
from their review of 36 papers which they con-
sidered is basic for a beginner in the field.

d We have decided to select three IC models of 
considerable importance with an international and 
national scope. These are: the company Skandia, 
a pioneer in elaborating and communicating 
information about intangible assets; the Brook-
ing model, due to a consultant company of great 
prestige in these themes; and the model of the 
Investigation Centre for the Knowledge Society, 
the intellectus model, which was improved and 
now it is a model of great relevance because of 
its detail. 
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Topic: Managing People and Technology in New Work Environments

INTRODUCTION

Over the four decades of its history, decision support 
systems (DSSs) have moved from a radical move-
ment that changed the way information systems were 
perceived in business, to a mainstream commercial 
information technology movement that all organiza-
tions engage. This interactive, flexible, and adaptable 
computer-based information system derives from 
two main areas of research: the theoretical studies of 
organizational decision making done at the Carnegie 
Institute in the 1950s and early 1960s as well as the 
technical work on interactive computer systems which 
was mainly performed by the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology (Keen & Morton, 1978). 

DSSs began due to the importance of formalizing 
a record of ideas, people, systems, and technologies 
implicated in this sector of applied information tech-
nology. But the history of this system is not precise 
due to the many individuals involved in different 
stages of DSSs and various industries while claiming 
to be pioneers of the system (Arnott & Pervan, 2005; 
Power, 2003). DSSs have become very sophisticated 
and stylish since these pioneers began their research. 
Many new systems have expanded the frontiers es-
tablished by these pioneers yet the core and basis of 
the system remains the same. Today, DSSs are used in 
the finance, accounting, marketing, medical, as well as 
many other fields. 

BACKGROUND

The basic ingredients of a DSS can be stated as follows: 
the data management system, the model management 

system, the knowledge engine, the user interface, and 
the users (Donciulescu, Filip, & Filip, 2002). The 
database is a collection of current or historical data 
from a number of application groups. A database can 
range in size from storing it in a PC that contains cor-
porate data that have been downloaded, to a massive 
data warehouse that is continuously updated by major 
organizational transaction processing systems (TPSs). 
When referring to the model management system, it is 
primarily a stand-alone system that uses some type of 
model to perform “what if” and other kinds of analy-
sis. This model must be easy to use, and therefore the 
design of such model is based on a strong theory or 
model combined with a good user interface. 

A major component of a DSS is the knowledge 
engine. To develop an expert system requires input 
from one or more experts; this is where the knowledge 
engineers go to work to see who can translate the knowl-
edge as described by the expert into a set of rules. A 
knowledge engineer acts like a system analyst but has 
special expertise in eliciting information and expertise 
from other professionals (Lauden & Lauden, 2005).

The user interface is the part of the information 
system through which the end user interacts with the 
system; it is a type of hardware and the series of on-
screen commands and responses required for a user to 
work with the system. An information system will be 
considered a failure if its design is not compatible with 
the structure, culture, and goals of the organization. 
Research must be conducted to design a close organi-
zational fit, to create comfort and reliability between 
the system and user. In a DSS, the user is as much a 
part of the system as the hardware and software. The 
user can also take many roles such as decision maker, 
intermediary, maintainer, operator, and feeder. A DSS 
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may be the best one in its industry but it still requires 
a user to make the final decision. 

Power (2003) introduced a conceptual level of 
DSSs, which contains five different categories. These 
categories include model-driven DSS, communication-
driven DSS, data-driven DSS, document-driven DSS, 
and knowledge-driven DSS. Defining a DSS is not 
always an easy task due to the many definitions avail-
able. Much of this problem is attributed to the different 
ways a DSS can be classified. At the user level, a DSS 
can be classified as passive, active, or cooperative. 

Essentially, a DSS is a computer-based system that 
provides help in the decision-making process. However, 
this is a broad way of defining the subject. A better 
way of describing a DSS is to say it is a flexible and 
interactive computer-based system that is developed for 
solving nonstructured management problems. Basically, 
the system uses information inputted from the decision 
maker (data and parameters) to produce an output from 
the model that ultimately assists the decision maker 
in analyzing a situation. In the following sections, we 
first discuss design and analysis methods/techniques/
issues related to DSSs. Then, the three possible ways 
to enhance DSSs will be explored.

DESIGN AND ANALYSIS METHODS/
TECHNIQUES/ISSUES RELATED TO 
DSSS

Design Methods

Today, DSSs hold a primary position in an organization’s 
decision making by providing timely and relevant 
information to decision makers. It has become a key 
to the success or survival of many organizations. 
However, there is a high tally of failure in information 
systems development projects, even though they are 
a focal point of industrial concern (Goepp, Kiefer, & 
Geiskopf, 2006). Designing methods have become an 
important component that assures a successful infor-
mation system design. This issue is in relevance to the 
design of a DSS.

There have been many different strategies employed 
for the design of a DSS. Current research on DDS design 
has witnessed the rapid expanding of object-oriented 
(OO), knowledge management (KM), structured model-
ing (SM), and design science (DS) approaches. 

Object-Oriented Approach 

The characteristic of an OO approach is to use object-
oriented software engineering with unified modeling 
language (UML) in the design and implementation of 
a DSS. OO approach involves basically three major 
steps (Tian, Ma, Liang, Kwok, & Liu, 2005). The 
user’s requirements are first captured by using a set 
of use case diagrams. These diagrams indicate all the 
functionalities of the system from the user’s point of 
view. Then classes and their relationships are identified 
and described in class diagrams. Finally, sequence dia-
grams or collaboration diagrams are developed, which 
describe the interaction between objects (instances of 
classes). Tian et al. (2005) designed a DSS with the OO 
approach for an organization, which was implemented 
successfully.

Knowledge Management Approach

In some environment (nonpreprogrammed applica-
tions), end users, especially the less experienced end 
users, need to have certain knowledge guiding them 
on how to use the system. The KM design approach 
supports end users by embedding declarative and/or 
procedural knowledge in software agents. This approach 
provides better assistance to inexperienced users of 
spatial DSS, which requires a design approach that will 
prioritize knowledge support of the end users’ decision-
making activities (West Jr. & Hess, 2002).

Structured Modeling Approach

The SM approach “uses a hierarchically organized, 
partitioned, and attributed acyclic graph to represent 
models” (Srinivasan & Sundaram, 2000, p. 598). It 
consists of three levels: elemental structure, generic 
structure, and modular structure. The elemental struc-
ture intends to capture the details of a specific model 
instance. The generic structure targets at capturing the 
natural familial groupings of elements. The modular 
structure seeks to organize generic structure hierarchi-
cally according to commonality or semantic relatedness. 
The leveled structures allow the complexity of a model 
to be managed and ranked according to its hierarchies. 
The graph feature allows modelers and decision makers 
to understand the model better. A key advantage of the 
SM is the ease with which structured models can be 
visualized (Srinivansan & Sundaram, 2000).
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Design Science Approach

The functionality of a DSS evolves over a series of 
development cycles where both the end users and the 
systems analyst are active contributors to the shape, 
nature, and logic of the system (Arnott, 2004). Yet 
system developers have little guidance about how 
to proceed with evolutionary DSS development. 
DSS developers are facing the fact that insufficient 
knowledge exists for design purpose, and designers 
must rely on intuition, experience, and trial-and-error 
methods. Design science approach, on the other hand, 
can facilitate developers to create and evaluate infor-
mation technology artifacts that are intended to solve 
identified organizational problems (Hevner, March, 
Park, & Ram, 2004). Vaishnavi and Kuechler (as in 
Arnott, 2006) propose a design science methodology 
with the major process steps of awareness of problem, 
suggestion, development, evaluation, and conclusion. 
Arnott (2006) proposes a five steps approach, which 
was adapted from Vaishnavi and Kuechler, for design-
ing evolutionary DSS: problem recognition, sugges-
tion, artifact development, evaluation, and reflection. 
A research project by Arnott indicates that the design 
science approach can tackle problems of both theoreti-
cal and practical importance.

Design Techniques

As we are advancing in information technologies, 
business decision makers can now have access to a 
vast amount of information. On one hand they may 
gain necessary and important information for making 
informed decisions, but on the other hand they may 
also become overloaded by the information irrelevant 
to what they need. Thus, there is a pressing need for 
decision aiding tools that would effectively process, 
filter, and deliver the right information to the deci-
sion makers. Proper combination of DSSs and agent 
technologies could prove to be a very powerful tool 
for rendering decision support (Vahidov & Fazlollahi, 
2003/2004).

A software agent performs interactive tasks between 
the user and the system. The user instructs the system 
what the user intends to accomplish. The software agent 
carries out the task. By analogy, a software agent mim-
ics the role of an intelligent, dedicated, and competent 
personal assistant in completing the user’s tasks (Bui & 
Lee, 1999). In the DSS environment, software agents 

have been more formally described as autonomous 
software implementations of a task or goal that work 
independently, on behalf of the user or another agent 
(Hess, Rees, & Rakes, 2000). As the traditional, direct 
manipulation interface of our computing environment 
is much limited (Maes, 1994), software agents would 
seem to be a suitable and most needed solution for 
providing procedural assistance to end users (West 
& Hess, 2002). “These ‘robots of cyberspace’ can be 
effectively utilized in automating many information 
processing tasks” (Vahidov & Fazlollahi, 2003/2004, 
pp. 87-88).

In some DSS environments, such as spatial DSS 
(Sikder & Gangopadhyay, 2002; West & Hess, 2002), 
Internet-based DSS (Bui & Lee, 1999), and Web DSS 
(Vahidov & Fazlollahi, 2003/2004), a multiagent sys-
tem should be designed and implemented in the DSS 
to facilitate the decision makers since decision making 
involves a complex set of tasks that requires integra-
tion of supporting agents (Bui & Lee, 1999), and these 
agents should have behaviors to work in teams (Norman 
& Long, 1994). Vahidov and Fazlollahi (2003/2004) 
developed architecture of multiagent DSS for e-com-
merce (MADEC), in which intelligence team (agents), 
design team (agents), and choice team (agents) were 
composed. The multiagent system was implemented 
in a prototype of MADEC, which received higher user 
satisfaction. 

THREE POSSIBLE wAYS TO ENHANCE 
DSS 

Creating Knowledge warehouses (Kw)

Nemati, Steiger, Iyer, and Herschel (2002) propose a 
new generation of knowledge-enabled systems that 
provides the infrastructure required to capture, enhance, 
store, organize, leverage, analyze, and disseminate not 
only data and information but also knowledge (Nemati 
et al., 2002). Expanding data warehouses to encompass 
the knowledge needed in the decision-making process 
is the creation of knowledge warehouses (KW). An 
important component of KW is a very complex process 
known as knowledge management. Knowledge man-
agement allows for knowledge to be converted from 
tacit to explicit through such processes as filtering, 
storing, retrieving, and so forth, thus allowing it to be 
utilized by decision makers.
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The goal of KW is to give the decision maker an 
intelligent analysis standpoint that enhances all aspects 
of the knowledge management process. The main 
drawbacks of KW are the amount of time and money 
that need to be invested as well as some of the same 
problems that are found in successfully implementing 
DSSs. Among these factors are the users’ involvement 
and participation, values and ethics, organization and 
political issues within the company, and other external 
issues. The development and implementation of KW 
still has much work to be done, however, DSSs seem 
to be headed toward knowledge enhancement in the 
future and KW looks to have a promising outlook in 
the upcoming years as a result.

Focusing on Decision Support

While knowledge management systems seem like a 
logical way to advance the shortcomings of DSSs, an-
other view also exists. By removing the word “system” 
from DSSs and focusing on decision support, decision 
making might cause some interesting, new directions 
for research and practice. Decision support (DS) is the 
use of any plausible computerized or noncomputerized 
means for improving sense making and/or decision mak-
ing in a particular repetitive or nonrepetitive business 
situation in a particular organization (Alter, 2004). 

DS embodies a broader perspective that seems logi-
cal in environments where the user does not necessarily 
need the technical aspects of DSSs. This is based on 
the belief that most work systems of any significance 
include some form of computerized support for sense 
making and decision making (Alter, 2004). The dif-
ference between DSSs and DS is not too drastic but 
DS is a sensible option for many companies due to 
the increase in technology since the creation of DSSs; 
DSSs may not fit the needs of a business as they have 
in the past.

Integrating DSSs & KMSs

In line with Bolloju, Khalifa, and Turban (2002), inte-
grating decision support and knowledge management 
may correct some of the deficiencies of DSSs. The 
decision-making process itself results in improved 
understanding of the problem and the process, and 
generates new knowledge. In other words, the deci-
sion-making and knowledge creation processes are 
interdependent. By integrating the two processes, the 

potential benefits that can be reaped make the concept 
seem more worthwhile. 

Integrating DSSs and KMSs seems to be the best 
choice out of the three possible ways to enhance DSS. 
The reasoning behind this selection is that integrating 
the two seems to provide a way for including both 
options without sacrificing one for the other. More 
importantly, while KW appears to have a very bright 
future, KW currently requires a great amount of time 
and money. The combination of both areas allows for 
a better overall utilization in the present. In time, KW 
may not be as time consuming and costly as it is now. 
However, to achieve a better balance of usefulness and 
efficiency, the integration of DSSs and KMSs appears 
to be the smartest choice.

FUTURE TRENDS

The future of DSSs, Angus (2003) argues and supported 
by SAS (2004), is in the field of business analytics 
(BAs). BAs differ from that of the recently and previ-
ously more common business intelligence (BI). With 
the fast pace of business and life today it would only 
make sense for a shift to BA because it does focus on 
the many possibilities and the future outcomes for 
production and service. 

BAs focus on the future of operations. Opposed to 
that of BI, where it focuses on the past and what can 
be done to change the past if things were done wrong 
or repeat if things were done right. However, BAs let 
managers center on what future trends are developing, 
which allows them not to accumulate a surplus of inven-
tory of outdated products. It also enables managers to 
change their prices before the market does, or introduce 
their new product before anyone else gets the chance to. 
This is known as first-to-market (Gnatovich, 2006). BAs 
give the companies that use it a tremendous advantage 
over their competitors in the market place.

CONCLUSION

Since their creation in the early 1960s, DSSs have 
evolved over the past four decades and continues to 
do so today. Although DSSs have grown substantially 
since their inception, improvements still need to be 
made. New technology has emerged and will continue 
to do so and, consequently, DSSs need to keep pace 
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with it. Also, knowledge needs to play a bigger role in 
the form of decision making. 

Shim, Warkentin, Courtney, Power, Sharda, and 
Carlson (2002) emphasize that DSSs researchers and 
developers should (i) identify areas where tools are 
needed to transform uncertain and incomplete data, 
along with qualitative insights, into useful knowledge, 
(ii) be more prescriptive about effective decision making 
by using intelligent systems and methods, (iii) exploit 
advancing software tools to improve the productivity 
of working and decision making time, and (iv) assist 
and guide DSSs practitioners in improving their core 
knowledge of effective decision support. 

The prior statement sums up the courses of action 
that need to be taken very well. The successful inte-
gration of DSSs and KMSs could revolutionize DSSs 
and propel them to even greater heights in the future. 
In closing, DSSs have a storied history that spans the 
course of four decades; however, the greatest mark may 
be made in the not-so-distant future as DSSs continue 
to evolve.
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KEY TERMS 

Business Analytics (BA): A technological system 
that collects and evaluates all relevant data then scru-
tinizes them and puts them into different simulations 
to find out which are the most appropriate. 

Business Intelligence (BI): A system of technolo-
gies for collecting, reviewing, and hoarding data to 
assist in the decision making process.

Decision Support Systems (DSSs): An interac-
tive, flexible, and adaptable computer-based informa-
tion system, especially developed for supporting the 
solution of a nonstructured management problem for 
improved decision making. It utilizes data, provides 
an easy-to-use interface, and allows for the decision 
maker’s own insights

Interface (or User Interface): A component de-
signed to allow the user to access internal components 
of a system, also known as the dialogue component 
of a DSS. 

Knowledge Management: The distribution, access, 
and retrieval of unstructured information about human 
experiences between interdependent individuals or 
among members of a workgroup. 

Sensitivity Analysis: Running a decision model 
several times with different inputs so a modeler can 
analyze the alternative results.

Software Agent: A program that performs a specific 
task on behalf of a user, independently or with little 
guidance (Bui & Lee, 1999, p. 226).

Structured Modeling: A generic design strategy 
for representing complex objects that are encountered 
in modeling applications (Srinivasan & Sundaram, 
2000, p. 598).

Transaction Processing System (TPS): Computer-
ized systems that perform and record the daily routine 
transactions necessary to conduct the business; they 
serve the organization’s operational level.

Use Case: A collection of possible sequences of 
interactions between the system under discussion and 
its users relating to a particular goal (Tian et al., 2005, 
p. 406). 
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INTRODUCTION

Globalization is increasingly having a visible impact on 
the importance attached to interculturality in organiza-
tions, an impact which is even clearer in the context 
of virtual teamwork. Virtual teamwork is defined by 
Simsarian (2006) as a process whereby a group of 
people with a common purpose carry out interdependent 
tasks using technology as the key communicational 
interface. This phenomenon has both positive and nega-
tive aspects in that, on the one hand, it can produce a 
significant increase in the productivity, value added, 
and profitability associated with the deployment of 
organizational resources, whilst on the other it can 
lead to growing uncertainty, tension, and a feeling of 
failure among team members if they are not adequately 
prepared and trained. Just one illustration of the costs 
to organizations of ignoring the growing importance of 
intercultural communication is offered by Wederspalhn 
(2002) who highlights the conclusion reached in 2000 
by the American Society for Training and Development 
that “American companies suffer losses of over $2.5 
billion annually as a result of the inadequate training 
and preparation of employees sent overseas.” 

Managing this new virtual intercultural commu-
nication phenomenon is one of the most important 
challenges facing the company in relation to its use of 
human resources, since the problems created by the 
inadequate management of such resources can lead 
to substantial losses for the companies themselves, 
and may also lead to a feeling of failure among those 
professionals who, whilst having a well-demonstrated 
competence in a monocultural, face-to-face context,  
may  be completely unequipped to work in a virtual, 
intercultural one. In this new environment, it is the 
responsibility of the human resources department to 
respond to these new needs which are arising within 
the organization, through improvements in the selec-
tion, training, and evaluation processes.

BACKGROUND

virtual Teamwork 

The first references to virtual teamwork began to appear 
in the literature in the mid-1990s. Kristof, Brown, Sims, 
and Smith (1995), Jin and Levitt (1996), and Wellman, 
Salaff, Dimitrova, Garton, Gulia, and Haythornth-
waite (1996) are examples of some of the earliest work 
where the phenomenon is mentioned. 

Virtual teamwork may be defined as “groups of 
people who work interdependently with a shared pur-
pose across space, time, and organizational boundaries 
using technology to communicate and collaborate” 
(Kirkman, Rosen, Gibson, Tesluk, McPherson, 2002).  
Such virtual teams are increasingly used by companies 
and other organizations in a continuous effort to reduce 
travel, relocation, real estate, and other business costs. 
This process is particularly evident in the case of busi-
nesses that make use of virtual organizations to build 
their global presence, to outsource their operations, 
or who need specialist expertise or skills from people 
who are reluctant to travel or relocate from their home 
locations.

The organizational, technological, personal, and 
cultural complexes which constitute the frontiers and 
structures for working at a distance directly affect 
the productivity and efficiency of virtual teamwork 
when compared with that of more traditional work 
groups (Simsarian, 2006). Given some of the inherent 
limitations of the new channels of communication, 
the success and effectiveness of virtual teams is much 
more sensitive to the type of project the group works 
on, who is selected, and how the team is managed. 
Virtual organization is not appropriate for all classes 
of project. A particularly challenging case is offered by 
projects which rely heavily on sequential or integrated 
work, as is often the case in manufacturing industry. 
In particular, when the work of one person depends 
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to a great extent on what someone else is doing at the 
same moment in time (as, for example, in a sports 
team), there is both a substantial ongoing exchange of 
information in real time, and/or when the work task 
needs to follow a strict sequence of workers within a 
limited time frame. 

Interculturality in Organizations

The need to address the question of how to facilitate 
the adaptation of professionals and expatriate managers 
working for companies in new destinations, while at the 
same time guaranteeing their competence and efficiency, 
first began to be discussed in the 1980s  (Hall, 1981, 
1983). While some writers focused on the adjustment of 
the individual to a new cultural setting—as discussed, 
for example, in the work of Gudykunts (1995) and Ward 
(1996)—the issue of intercultural communication as a 
more general phenomenon began to be explored by such 
authors as Kim (1979), Samovar (1981), Scollon and 
Suzanne (1995), Ting-Toomey (1986), and Yum (1979).  
In particular, the processes of cognitive, behavioral, and 
affective interaction which emerge in situations where 
an element of intercultural communication is present 
were explored, drawing attention to the relation which 
exists between the individual and the psychological, 
social, and organizational environment. In the course 
of this discussion a series of factors which either facili-
tate or hinder the intercultural communication process 
were identified. 

Intercultural Competences 

At the present time, the concept of intercultural 
competences, understood as the complex of factors 
which enable the individual to perform effectively in 
an intercultural work context, has become the centre 
of attention for a considerable number of researchers 
and professionals. 

Some writers have addressed the question of profes-
sional competence directly (see, for example, Borman 
& Montowidlo, 1993; Bunk, 1994; Kuand & Steinberg, 
2004; Motowidlo & Schmith, 1999) and there is a 
general agreement that when we talk of professional 
competence we need to constantly keep in mind that 
performance on both the personal and the organizational 
level is influenced by the specific requirements of the 
work task and by the environment in which the work 
takes place. This remains true in that the individual 

can only be considered competent by an organization 
as long as he or she adequately develops the task in 
hand and manages to maintain an adequate level of 
integration both within the organization itself  and in 
relations with other, external, agents and agencies, 
regardless of whether these be colleagues, clients, 
suppliers, and so forth. The inclusion of the intercul-
tural-virtual element in the communication process 
has added a further level of complexity to the analysis 
of professional competence, given that each culture 
imbues its members with a certain number  of values 
and behavioral models, as well as ways of seeing and 
feeling. Thus, each culture unconsciously imprints its 
own idea of how to approach a task, of how to relate 
to other people, and so forth. These implicitly inter-
nalized ways of “doing” and “relating” may be very 
different from those which exist, and are accepted by 
colleagues, elsewhere, and this gains even more sig-
nificance when we are talking of virtual relationships 
which may extend to unseen individuals who live, liter-
ally, on the other side of the planet. Thus, even though 
two people work for the same company, hold similar 
responsibilities, and share common objectives, their 
way of achieving these may be totally different. Lustig 
and Koester (1999) were among the first to actually use 
the expression intercultural competence, and it was not 
until the early years of this century that the first models 
to define the components of intercultural competence 
started to appear. These early models attempt to de-
scribe the behavior, attitudes, and knowledge which 
are involved in intercultural communication as they 
are applied to the workplace and to the organization in 
general. Fantani (2000) was one of the first to formulate 
a model of intercultural competence. This model was 
constituted by five dimensions: awareness, attitudes, 
skills, knowledge, and proficiency in the host language. 
Aneas (2003) formulates a generic model of intercultural 
competence, which considers response capacity towards 
intercultural needs as being independent of the level or 
type of work involved. That is to say, the intercultur-
ally competent individual, whether they be operative 
or manager, needs to be aware, and be equipped to 
respond to the demands presented by an intercultural 
situation regardless of context. The difference between 
individuals, according to this model, lies in the details 
they need to be aware of and in the situations to which 
they need to respond. Sheridan (2005) also presents a 
model of intercultural competence which integrates the 
attitudes, behavior, and knowledge which are normally 
required of the manager. 
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The relevance of such models for the modern com-

pany is evident, since the organization today more than 
ever needs a framework and criteria which allow them 
to manage the members of intercultural teams based on 
rigorous criteria of professional competence.

INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE AS A 
TRUST FACTOR IN vIRTUAL 
TEAMwORK 

In the present article, the effects of interculturality on 
trust in the context of virtual teamwork is analyzed, 
and a number of guidelines are offered which assist 
in developing intercultural competences among team 
members.  

The Impact of Culture on virtual 
Teamwork

Taking the challenges of virtual teams identified by 
Kirkman et al. (2002) as a point of departure, it is pos-
sible to identify a series of critical points for virtual 
teamwork in relation to interculturality: 

Work Planning

Lusting and Koester (1999) outline the various cultural 
conceptions which normally permeate decisions about 
planning and time use. The individual may, for example, 
be simultaneously faced with planning horizons which 
extend from the short (resolving current problems) to 
the long term (anticipating future difficulties). In the 
same way interpretations of topics such as precision and 
punctuality, and meeting deadlines, may differ greatly 
between cultures. Thus, while one person may expect 
an immediate response to an e-mail, another may reply 
within a week, and while one person may feel that a 
week’s delay  in meeting a deadline is fairly normal, 
another may consider this to demonstrate the complete 
absence of professional  rigor. 

Another area where culturally grounded differences 
of interpretation may arise is in relation to agreed plans. 
According to the point of view of the participant, plans 
may be changed, or that they may not be, that is to say, 
some cultures accept change as a sign of flexibility and 
ability to adapt to the specific needs of a situation, while 
others, once a plan has been decided on and adopted, 
may interpret any change as a sign of incompetence, 

or as a sign of a lack of professional criteria.
Intercultural competence furnishes work team mem-

bers with an awareness of such differences, and allows 
them to adapt their performance in a way which can 
be reconciled with the creation of a positive affective 
environment. 

Social Needs and Communicative Style 

The concepts of individualism and collectivism in an 
organizational context have been developed, among 
others, by Hosfstede (1991) and Trompenaars and 
Hampden-Turner (1998). These concepts illustrate 
the way in which the members of a virtual team can 
have very different needs and priorities regarding their 
expectations for work relations, and regarding the 
feelings of social belonging and identity they attach 
to these relations, as well as in relation to the range of 
possible attitudes individuals may have towards the 
achievement of objectives and the feelings of individual 
recognition they receive from such achievement. In 
individualist cultures socialization is normally oriented 
to the development of autonomous and independent 
individuals, who find legitimacy in the achievement of 
the tasks they set themselves. In collectivist cultures, 
socialization is more directed towards the establish-
ment of interdependent relations and towards own-
group cohesion. These differing needs may produce 
behavior which is seen as being either too individualist 
and ambitious, or insufficiently competitive and too 
oriented towards group harmony at the expense of 
productivity, depending on the cultural values of the 
individual. Individualist values may also lead to com-
municative styles which are seen as being excessively 
direct since criticism and making demands are seen as 
something natural (so long as they are politely put), 
while in more collective cultures communication is 
always more contextualized and indirect, since these 
cultures tend to value the harmony of the group over 
the assertiveness of the individual.

Power, Rules, and Protocols of 
Performance 

Cultural differences have also been examined in relation 
to the attitudes towards power and authority that may 
be expressed. These are normally interpreted through 
the cultural categories of high power distance (HPD) 
and the low power distance (LPD). An individual who 
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belongs to an LPD culture is an autonomous subordi-
nate, with initiative and capacity for self-regulation. 
In LPD cultures, power tends to be more relative and 
functional, and this normally leads to a more horizontal 
and less hierarchical format for relationships whereas 
in HPD cultures leaders normally make more explicit 
demonstrations of power, and the power structure is 
often directive and even authoritarian. The implications 
of such variables for the virtual group are important 
since, depending on the origin culture of the group 
leader, he or she will adopt a style which may be seen 
by team members from other cultures as either too 
authoritarian or too permissive. The team leader may, 
in turn, look on subordinates from other cultures as 
either too competitive or too passive, or insufficiently 
responsible. 

Another cultural difference which has importance in 
a virtual teamwork context is associated with the differ-
ing conceptions of norms which may exist. These may 
be either social or work oriented in character. Certain 
cultures have what may be defined as a “psychologi-
cal” need to have regulative norms in writing (Aneas, 
2003), even if later these norms may be interpreted 
flexibly and be adapted to differing circumstances. By 
way of contrast, other cultures only establish a limited 
number of norms and rules, but these may be applied 
in a universal fashion and without exception. It is clear 
that if these differences are left inexplicit, and a protocol 
for their application which is acceptable to all is not 
established, then there will always be those who feel 
themselves to be excessively regulated and others for 
whom control over the use of   these norms seems to 
be exercised arbitrarily and unjustly. 

Trust and Culture

All the literature about virtual teamwork is in agreement 
over the central importance which is to be attributed to 
trust, and the establishment of trust is one of the key 
factors in determining the success or failure of such 
groups (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999). Trust is evidently 
important in every culture, but what distinguishes one 
culture from another is the way in which trust is won 
and lost. It is also possible to assert that intercultural 
incompetence, that is work difficulties caused by the 
lack of awareness of cultural differences, constitutes 
the greatest single risk factor in the process of estab-
lishing and maintaining trust. A permanent feeling of 
disappointed expectations over how work relationships 

should be conducted, and over how colleagues should 
relate to one another, can destroy any possibility of 
establishing trust (even though this feeling of disap-
pointment may be unconscious and the by-product of 
differing cultural conceptions). 

Some Guidelines for Facilitating 
Intercultural Competence in 
virtual Teamwork

We present some general guidelines which may help pro-
mote intercultural competence in virtual teamwork:

•	 Ensure that team goals are totally clear and com-
pletely understood and accepted by each and every 
team member. As has been previously suggested, 
in an intercultural situation, differences may exist 
in the level of assertiveness of the individual mem-
bers. It may be the case, for example, that some 
team members, in order to maintain their image 
or their communicational style, are reluctant to 
openly express disagreement or incomprehension. 
In order to avoid this situation do not rely on the 
use of direct questions and try to offer channels of 
communication which provide more possibilities 
for feedback or contextualization such as the tele-
phone or  the video-conference. Communicational 
tools which offer more possibility for indirect and 
more subtle expression of disagreement or lack 
of understanding are inherently more desirable

•	 For issues that rely heavily on obtaining team 
consensus and commitment, try to involve the 
whole team in the decision making process. For 
example, via the use of group goal-setting or 
group sessions with collective discussion of pos-
sible decision options or ideas for solving a given 
problem. The objective should be to achieve an 
outcome where each team member feels his or 
her ownership over the final decision, solution, 
or idea. And the more the individual feels this 
way, the more likely he or she is to agree with 
and commit to the decided line of action, and thus 
the more team commitment to goals and decisions 
is achieved. It should always be remembered 
that differences exist in levels of assertion, and, 
thus, in social needs for recognition, and this may 
mean that individuals from some cultures accept 
majority decisions without difficulty whilst others 
need a consensual agreement for everyone to feel 
committed to the final decision. 
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•	 Make use of the different possibilities offered 

by electronic communication according to the 
differing informational and emotional content of 
the message involved. It is important to keep in 
mind that every culture has its own way of facing 
up to criticism and of responding to requests for 
favors, as well as its own way of valuing self-
image, social harmony, and conflict. That is to 
say, systematically apply virtual communication 
(Tripathy, 2006). 

For example, e-mail has an important role in virtual 
teamwork. It is fast, direct, bi-directional, and people 
can open and reply to messages when they decide it is 
convenient for them to do so. Because you can send 
and receive e-mails at your own convenience, this 
media does necessarily interrupt meetings or other 
work. Because e-mail allows you to read and respond 
at your own pace, it is a good tool in situations where 
people with different time orientation need to work 
together. There are, however, risks attached to the use 
of e-mail. When e-mail is not answered within a given 
period of time, problems may arise in a team. Such 
problems may be caused by workloads or by cultural 
differences in the use of time. The solution here is to 
try to define reply-time standards and encourage the use 
of “out-of-office”/ or “am sick today” messages when 
recipients anticipate that they will not be able to check 
their messages over a given time horizon.

•	 Make sure there is complete clarity about who 
exactly is responsible for what, as well as over 
the chain of command structure. It is essential 
to spell out as clearly as possible the functions, 
responsibilities, and degree of autonomy of each 
team member in relation to their work tasks and 
to their line management superiors. It is impor-
tant to constantly bear in mind the role which 
cultural differences associated with perceptions 
of power and authority have in a professional 
context. The diverse conceptions which exist, 
and which may lead to either highly autonomous 
and self-directed forms of professional behavior 
or behavior involving much lower levels of in-
dividual initiative, need to be clearly regulated 
in such a way that all team members are clear 
on  the level of responsibility and management 
which is expected of them. It is also important 
to establish clear guidelines for the channels of 

communication and norms of relationship within 
the team so that team members belonging to one 
culture do not adopt forms of behavior which are 
seen as inappropriate when viewed from the point 
of view of those from another. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Intercultural competence in the context of virtual team-
work presents important challenges in terms of future 
trends. On the one hand, it is necessary to advance the 
process of empirical research into the operation of such 
work groups in a real world, rather than an experimental, 
setting, as Simsarian (2006) suggests.

On the other, it is necessary to examine organi-
zational learning processes in greater depth from an 
intercultural perspective, and thus to further our under-
standing of how the process of collaborative learning 
operates in a virtual intercultural work group.  

CONCLUSION

Virtual teams are an important new way to enable 
teamwork in situations where people are not neces-
sarily sitting in the same physical office at the same 
moment in time. Typically, the functioning of such 
groups involves establishing intercultural relations. 
Such intercultural relations may have a considerable 
impact on the outcomes of virtual teamwork as well as 
on the climate in which the work takes place, especially 
in terms of work planning, social and communicational 
needs, and attitudes towards work norms and protocols. 
Failings in the analysis of the behavioral style and mo-
tivation of team members which may occur as a result 
of the mentioned factors may make it difficult (or in 
the worst case impossible) to establish relationships of 
trust, which is a key element in all virtual  teamwork. 
For this reason, the selection, training, and evaluation 
of the intercultural competences of participants in 
virtual teamwork should be considered a key factor in 
determining the level of success which virtual groups 
have. As a result, the issue of intercultural competence 
constitutes a major challenge for all those working in 
the area of e-HRM.
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KEY TERMS

Adjustment: The process of adaptation to a new 
cultural environment, which implies overcoming pe-
riods of anxiety, cultural shock, or feelings of loss of 
roots (Aneas, 2004).

Collectivism: Some authors as Hosfstede (1991) 
or Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1998) have 
defined collective cultures value relationships of inter-
dependence between members of a cultural group and 
priorities collective objectives over individual ones. 

Competences: A body of knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes that enable a person to perform a task or a func-
tion, regardless of their background qualifications. 

Competency: “The degree of training, knowledge, 
and expertise needed to carry out the tasks and func-
tions of a job” (Levy Leboyer, 1996). 

Culture as a Key Concept in Intercultural Virtual 
Teamwork: A set of conscious or unconscious facts, 
rules, emotions, symbols, or artifacts that can determine 
practices, rules of social interaction, and so forth, and 

which can affect ethnographic variables (nationality, 
ethnicity, language, or religion) that may influence 
identities, images, or the sense of belonging. The goal 
here is to aid people in adapting to the social group 
in the surroundings in which they live, surroundings 
which determine social relationships and other more 
individual facets of a person both in their private life 
and in their professional performance

High Power Distance (HPD): This concept has 
been defined by such authors as Hosfstede (1991) or 
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1998) to define 
those cultures with a strong value of the hierarchy and 
the authority. 

Individualism: The concept of individualism has 
been employed by such authors as Hosfstede (1991) 
or Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1998) to define 
those cultures which value individual independence 
and priorities individual objectives.

Intercultural Competencies: Complex of factors 
which enable the individual to perform effectively in 
an intercultural context.

Intercultural Competency: Individual effectively 
performance in an intercultural context.

Intercultural Communication: Intercultural com-
munication is the discipline that studies communication 
from the perspective of the culture of those involved. The 
discipline analyzes affective, psychological, and social 
factors, and describes the communication process from 
cognitive, behavioral, and affective perspectives. 

Low Power Distance (LPD): Some authors as 
Hosfstede (1991) or Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 
(1998) have defined LPD cultures as those with a hori-
zontal value of the hierarchy and the authority. 

Virtual Teamwork: Members of virtual teams are 
geographically separated and may reside in different 
time zones scattered across the globe. Interaction 
among members of such groups is frequent and they are 
primarily conducted via an electronic communication 
tool (e.g., telephone, fax, e-mail, video conference). 
Members of the team may occasionally meet face-to-
face, but this is normally the exception rather than the 
rule due to the degree of physical separation between 
the various “home” locations involved. 
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INTRODUCTION

Currently there are many studies which deal with the 
impact of the Internet and Internet technology-based 
tools on organizations. Most of them are focused on 
such issues as the opportunities which have emerged 
with the development of the digital economy, possible 
new business models, establishing new kind of relations 
with customers, and security aspects. The impact of 
Internet technology-based tools on the internal work 
environment of organizations is an issue which is 
relatively rarely analyzed. Although more and more 
publications concerning this field are being released, 
they are only focused to a small degree on the chal-
lenges connected with the utilization, and, particularly, 
the misuse, of Internet technology-based tools in the 
workplace. Thus, this article is an attempt to deal with 
this issue in a more holistic way.

BACKGROUND

The problem of the impact of Internet technologies on 
the workplace of organizations has been discussed in 
various reports and publications since the second half 
of the 1990s. The resulting reports can be divided into 
two groups. The first involves general reports focused 
on the development of the digital economy, including 
parts devoted to the impact of the Internet and Internet 
technology-based tools on employees and the work-
place. An example of one of the early studies is the 
report released by the U.S. Department of Commerce 
in April 1998, containing the short and fairly general 
chapter “Workers in the Digital Age.” It mainly ad-
dressed such aspects as the changes in skills required 
by workers in the new situation and the necessity for 
greater flexibility and adaptability (Margherio et al., 
1998). The same approach is presented in the OECD 
report, published in 1999. Again, very few new ele-

ments were discussed with the ensuing reports from 
the U.S. Department of Commerce. A similar approach 
was presented in a United Nations report. This publica-
tion also featured aspects focusing on the possibilities 
emerging with the development of the Internet and 
Internet technology-based tools, relating mainly to tele-
working, outsourcing, or offshoring (United Nations, 
2002). A more detailed knowledge of the implications 
connected with the impact of Internet technology-based 
tools on the workplace of contemporary organizations, 
in the context of challenges, was presented in a series 
of reports “Surveying the Digital Future,” which have 
been issued annually since 2000. These reports are an 
attempt to show, holistically, the extent of both the 
impact of the Internet on various aspects of human life 
and in the context of the workplace. Each issue contains 
a chapter entitled “The Internet At Work,” where the 
results of annual surveys relating to elements such as 
the utilization of the Internet at work, its impact on 
employee productivity, the scope of private utilization 
of the Internet in the workplace, and employer percep-
tions of the ways Internet utilization in the workplace is 
presented. This is not, of course, a very deep analysis 
of the challenges connected with the utilization of 
Internet technology-based tools at work, but in some 
aspects the reports deliver important and up-to-date 
information (USC, 2004; USC, 2005).

The second group of reports addresses specific 
aspects related to the impact of Internet technologies 
on the workplace and the challenges connected with 
them. Examples of reports from this group are publi-
cations from the American Management Association 
(2003, 2004, 2005, 2006). Organizations such as Meta 
Group, AssetMetrix Research Labs, Dynamic Markets, 
eMarketer, the Pew Internet & American Life Project, 
and Blue Coat have also released reports devoted to 
various issues connected with the challenges emerg-
ing in the workplace along with the dissemination of 
Internet technology-based tools. They focus either on 
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the negatives related to a specific tool utilization (As-
setMetrix, 2003; Blue Coat, 2004; Dynamic Markets, 
2003; Fallows, 2002) or on more general aspects (Blue 
Coat, 2003; Meta Group, 2004).

There are also an increasing number of books de-
voted to the impact of the Internet on the workplace. 
One of the most interesting analyses on this issue is 
presented by P. Wallace. The areas covered in her book 
include such issues as e-learning, knowledge manage-
ment, the context of employment, and business com-
munication. The challenges are addressed mainly in 
the context of the impact of the Internet on employee 
productivity, the monitoring of employee Internet us-
age, and privacy issues. An important aspect mentioned 
is the cost of employee Internet management systems 
(Wallace, 2004).

There is also a group of books which address specific 
aspects connected with the usage of Internet technol-
ogy-based tools as e-policy issues (Flynn, 2000).

The problems of the challenges related to the utiliza-
tion of Internet technology-based tools are also men-
tioned in numerous press articles released in specialist 
and popular magazines.

CHALLENGES CONNECTED wITH  
THE UTILIzATION AND MISUSE OF  
INTERNET TECHNOLOGY-BASED 
TOOLS IN A COMPANY’S INTERNAL 
wORK ENvIRONMENT

In spite of the obvious and undisputed benefits related 
to the utilization of cyberspace by contemporary or-
ganizations in their business activities, it seems that 
today, in the era of the crystallization of the e-economy, 
it can be hypothesized that numerous internal chal-
lenges, threats, and potential problems connected 
with the functioning of organizations in an electronic 
environment have emerged. They primarily result from 
the common utilization of Internet technologies, and 
tools based on it, in the everyday business activities 
of organizations. 

Access to web Resources 

The first type of challenge concerns employee access 
to Web resources. Today, employee access to WWW 
resources is regarded as something quite obvious and 
natural. Furthermore, the lack of access is perceived 

as completely abnormal and as a hindrance to effective 
employee functioning. Undoubtedly, the utilization 
of workers of the multimedial aspects of the Internet 
can bring a company numerous benefits but, equally, 
according to the results of various surveys, employees 
commonly use Web access for entirely personal pur-
poses and the scope of this phenomenon is significant 
(see Figure 1).

The vast majority (about 80% ) declare that they go 
online for private purposes for about 3.5 hours a week 
but there is a small group (2%) who go online for more 
than 14 hours a week (USC, 2005). 

The scope of the potential problems and challenges 
connected with such mis-utilization of Web resources 
is very broad. Clearly, the basic challenge is the risk of 
the loss of worker productivity resulting from the devo-
tion of part of their work time on activities completely 
unrelated to their work. In fact, even a relatively low 
number of hours spent online by an average employee, 
translates into significant productivity losses. 

But there are also other, no less significant, chal-
lenges such as: the risk of various types of malware being 
inadvertently downloaded and installed on corporate 
systems; the legal risks related to the downloading of 
unsavory or copyright material, the former also associ-
ated with other issues such as sexual harassment, the 
“absorption” of part of a computer’s disk space, or the 
consumption of network bandwidth (Mitchell, 2004; 
Waldmeir, 2006; Zetter, 2006). 

Blogs, Chats, and Discussion Forums

If Web pages are considered commonly accepted tools, 
then connected with them are chat and discussion fo-
rums and blogs. The latter, especially, are developing 
very dynamically, estimated at the rate of one blog per 
second (American Management Association, 2006). 

Figure 1. Access to Web resources at work (Source: 
USC, 2004)
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Their popularity is also quickly growing as an important 
business tool. They are utilized for stimulating internal 
cooperation and to acknowledge exchanges among 
employees and as an important marketing tool as well. 
But there are also quite serious challenges in case of 
the use of this tool, the most important of which is the 
uncontrolled leaking of internal information. This could 
be through the disclosure in corporation blogs (either 
accidentally or intentionally) of important information 
for competitors, but additionally, a significant challenge 
comes from various types of private employee blogs 
which often contain comments concerning internal or-
ganizational issues and their functioning (Baker, 2005). 
A further potential challenge connected with blogs is 
the risk of productivity loss resulting from employees 
devoting part of their work day to the reading and 
writing of personal blogs. An added threat related with 
blogs is their increased exploitation for the distribution 
of malware (Websense, 2005). The earlier-mentioned 
chats or discussion forums can pose a big challenge for 
employers. There are numerous Web sites where people 
can rate their bosses or customers. As the tone of such 
online comments are often incensory and retaliatory, 
they can be a source of numerous kinds of risks for a 
company (Rainie, 2006).

Podcasting

It is worth mentioning one more tool connected with 
Web pages—podcasting. As a method of distributing 
multimedia files over the Internet using syndication 
feeds, it poses a number of risks connected with the 
potential distribution of information by an employee. 

Instant Messaging Programs

The next tool which can be a source of challenges 
for companies are instant messaging programs (IM), 
which feature very broadly in an organization’s work 
environment. They mainly allow for real-time commu-
nication between computer users, but they also provide 
opportunities for exchanging files, conducting voice 
conversations, or arranging video conferences.

But there are numerous threats which can surpass 
the mentioned potential benefits of IM usage. The 
most significant one seems to be the risk of employee 
productivity loss resulting from conducting private 
conversations with friends, resulting in the employees 
finding it difficult to concentrate on other tasks (see 
Figure 2).

Since a significant part of workplace users download 
free IM tools from the Internet (American Management 
Association, 2006), serious security challenges emerge. 
They result from the fact that most IM communication 
in the workplace takes place over public networks 
which means that important and often sensitive cor-
porate data is being transmitted through unknown and 
unsafe third-party servers (Murphy, 2004). Also, the 
whole IM process takes place outside company mail 
servers, so incoming messages are not controlled by the 
established virus scanning and blocking mechanisms. 
A quite significant challenge is the risk of the leakage 
of confidential information as a result of informal ad-
hoc conversations carried on with people outside an 
organization. This tool also facilitates the intentional 
disclosure of information. These activities have, of 
course, an associated impact on the consumption of 
network bandwidth.

Peer-to-Peer Applications

The next Internet technology-based tool which can be a 
source of challenges are P2P (peer-to-peer) programs. 
The results of the research conducted by Blue Coat 
prove that the utilization of such applications is com-
mon among employees (Blue Coat, 2004).

While the use of IM programs has some work-re-
lated benefits, it is hard to perceive any such benefits 
for P2P applications. They are utilized by employees 
solely for personal purposes and the fast broadband 
networks used by organizations additionally encourage 
the use of P2P file programs in the workplace (Blue 
Coat, 2004). 

There are four clear top-level groups of threats as-
sociated with P2P usage: security issues, the challenges 
connected with the proper functioning of company IT 

Figure 2. Usage of IM by office workers (Source: Blue 
Coat, 2003)
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infrastructure, legal risks, and employee productivity 
loss risks. When security issues are considered it is 
necessary to mention the risks connected with mal-
ware, which in the case of the usage of P2P networks 
is extremely significant (AssetMetrix, 2003).

The usage of P2P applications also poses a signifi-
cant threat for the proper functioning of corporate IT 
infrastructures, since a few dozen employees using P2P 
applications to download thousands of files can “con-
sume” over 30% of a company’s network bandwidth 
(Blue Coat, 2004). One cannot also omit the legal risks 
connected with downloading and storing copyrighted 
material on a company’s computers. Concerning pro-
ductivity loss, this mostly relates to the allocation of 
part of an employee’s work time to searching for files 
which are interesting to them on P2P networks and then 
downloading them (Meta Group, 2004). 

Electronic Mail 

The next group of challenges is connected with the 
utilization of e-mail in company work environments. 
In the current business climate, electronic mail has 
become an essential element of practically every single 
organization’s functioning, regardless of the sector in 
which it operates or its size. The most important as-
pects related to electronic mail utilization in the work 
environment are connected with improving commu-
nication processes.

Similar to the case for Web access, employees com-
monly use electronic mail in the workplace for private 
purposes (see Figure 3). The most popular types of 
private e-mail use in the workplace include: sending 
jokes or chain e-mails, discussing personal life, and 
gossiping about work (Fallows, 2003).

This kind of behavior is a source of numerous 
challenges. The most important one is productivity 
loss which results from devoting part of work time to 
reading and answering personal e-mails. Additionally, 
commonly received and forwarded e-mails containing 
jokes, pictures, multimedia presentations, or music 
files are their own source of challenges. They con-
tribute to an increasing amount of spam circulating in 
cyberspace, the rapid growth of which in recent years 
has become a serious problem, diminishing people’s 
confidence in e-mail as a business tool. Such e-mail 
use affects the bandwidth of Internet connection. 
Additionally attachments, commonly accompanying 
personal correspondence, pose a serious threat to an 
organization’s security, especially concerning virus or 
malware threats. There are also legal risks connected 
with sending co-workers certain types of e-mails. The 
first one relates to the forwarding of copyrighted ma-
terials. According to the results of a Radicati Group 
survey, 12% of corporate e-mail users admit to sharing 
music files over a company’s computer network. The 
second type of legal risk relates to offensive e-mails. 
According to the results of the same survey, about 
70% of respondents have received offensive e-mails 
at their corporate e-mail account, and 42% indicated 
that they had received such an e-mail from a co-worker 
(Radicati, 2005).

Another increasingly serious issue is the problem of 
the impact of the common utilization of electronic mail 
on the structure of the daily budget of an employee’s 
working time. The usage of this tool in everyday work 
forces them, more and more often, to spend an increas-
ing part of their workday on reading and answering 
e-mails. An average respondent spends almost 2 hours 
a day on e-mail, however, in the case of many work-
ers, this time is much longer (American Management 
Association, 2004; Fellows, 2003).

Thus, in extreme situations, the utilization of elec-
tronic mail as a business tool can lead to the opposite 
effects to those expected, that is, the loss of productivity 
through message overload and an increased number of 
tasks not completed on time (Reuters, 2003). 

It has also been shown that there is another signifi-
cant challenge connected with the common utilization 
of e-mails in an organization’s work environment. The 
phenomenon is called “info-mania” and it relates to 
the usage by workers of technologies allowing them 
continuous access to messages (“always-on” technol-
ogy). According to the results of the research, conducted 

Figure 3. E-mail utilization at work (Source: USC, 
2004)
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on behalf of HP, employees use tools based on such 
technologies to constantly check if they have received 
new messages and then respond to them. It affects their 
mental sharpness, lowering their productivity. In this 
context the most dangerous tool proved to be electronic 
mail (Wainwright, 2005).

There is also one more threat connected with 
growing e-mail utilization in an organization’s work 
environment: The risk of accidental disclose by em-
ployees of sensitive information in outbound e-mail 
correspondence. This kind of threat is especially high 
because of the fact that many employees use personal 
e-mail accounts for business purposes (Clearswift, 2005; 
Radicati, 2005). Of course, this tool can be also easily 
used for deliberate internal information disclosure.

FUTURE TRENDS

There are many issues concerning the functioning of an 
organization, in the present situation of a dynamically 
developing e-economy, which require deep analysis 
and rethinking. As we are at a very early phase of 
crystallization of the new form of the contemporary 
economy, there are numerous and unpredictable aspects 
which unceasingly emerge almost daily, thereby posing 
organizations with numerous new challenges. This is 
an extremely important issue for organizations as their 
employees increasingly have to work in an electronic 
environment. As numerous researches have shown, 
functioning in this new environment and the utilization 
of tools based on Internet technologies in everyday work 
has been not only a source of many benefits but also the 
cause of the emergence of numerous very real problems 
and challenges. Although the intensity of its impact on 
the work environment of contemporary organizations 
is various, it is already quite clear that this influence 
must be carefully observed and analyzed, taking into 
account not only the benefits but also the challenges. 
These challenges are not merely of a purely technical 
nature, connected with the proper functioning of an 
organization and its security vis a vis the increasing 
virtualization of its business activities, but also the 
numerous and difficult social and ethical implications 
which emerge with the more and more common utiliza-
tion of cyberspace in an organization’s functioning.

The range of essential shifts is so significant that 
it has become necessary to rethink and redefine the 
ways and rules which are the base of an organization’s 

functioning. This situation necessitates the introduction 
of comprehensive solutions including both organiza-
tional and technical issues, leading to the defining of 
the confines of employee functioning in the electronic 
environment. More and more companies have become 
aware of this fact and have undertaken various types 
of action. According to a study conducted by The e-
Policy Institute, 76% of surveyed organizations monitor 
employees’ Web site connections and 55% of them 
review their e-mails. Simultaneously, organizations are 
increasingly establishing their own policies concerning 
the usage of tools based on Internet technology utiliza-
tion. According to the previous mentioned research, 
84% of companies have a policy relating to personal 
e-mail usage, 81% of them are concerned with personal 
Internet usage, 42% of firms have regulated personal 
usage of instant messengers, and 23% have a policy 
concerning the postings on corporate blogs (American 
Management Association, 2005). It is worth underlining 
that increasing number of companies terminate employ-
ees for the misuse of Internet technology-based tools, 
especially e-mail, but also IM and blogs (American 
Management Association, 2006).  

Generally, various approaches to this problem are 
possible, from very restrictive ones to more liberal, but 
nowadays it is obvious that issues related with worker 
functioning in cyberspace can not be ignored. Such at-
titudes can lead to a situation where the benefits from 
the utilization of the Internet and Internet technologies 
by organizations are very questionable. Simultaneously, 
because of the big and dynamic changes taking place 
in cyberspace, it will be essential to monitor it and for 
organizations to be flexible as well as finding solutions 
for functioning in it.  

CONCLUSION

The emergence of the Internet and Internet technology-
based tools has completely changed the conditions and 
functioning of contemporary organizations. New tools 
bring a lot of benefits from their usage, but, as with 
every new technology, they are two sided. In the initial 
period of Internet development, attention was focused 
first and foremost on the numerous positive aspects, 
but as time has gone by, more and more negative is-
sues and numerous challenges have begun to emerge 
with increasing force. This especially has begun to be 
clearly seen with reference to the utilization of Internet 



  ���

Internet Technology-Based Tools Utilization in the Workplace of Contemporary Organizations

I
technology-based tools. The awareness and ability to 
manage them seems to be critical in the context of the 
functioning of contemporary organizations. It is par-
ticularly important with reference to HRM issues.
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KEY TERMS

Continuous Partial Attention: A more and more 
common condition of contemporary workers, where 
they are permanently scanning all available data sources 
(i.e., Internet technology-based tools and mobile de-
vices) for the optimum inputs. An idea coined by Linda 
Stone; related to the info-mania concept.

Cyber-Bullying: A situation where Internet-tech-
nology-based tools are used for intimidating or defam-
ing other persons.

Cyber-Challenges: Challenges connected with 
the utilization of cyberspace in various areas of hu-
man activity. Those relating to the usage of Internet 
technology-based tools are included.

Cyberslacking: The use of Internet technology-
based tools in the workplace for private purposes.

Cyberspace: A  non-physical terrain existing around 
the Internet (understood as a global computer network) 
in which, based on its technical infrastructure and the 
utilization of Internet technology-based tools, various 
entities such as firms, institutions, or private persons 
operate to accomplish their own goals.

Info-Mania: A situation where workers, with ac-
cess to “always on” technology (Internet technology-
based tools and mobile devices), constantly check to 
see if they have received any new messages and then 
respond to them.

Internet Technology-Based Tools: A group of 
various instruments such as Web browsers (and others 
strictly connected with them, e.g., discussion forums, 
chats, blogs, podcasts), electronic mail clients, instant 
messaging programs, P2P programs, RSS readers, IRC 
programs, or VoIP clients, where their functioning is 
based on the utilization of Internet technologies.
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INTRODUCTION

In a dynamic environment, knowledge is the only valid 
asset that allows organizations to adapt and change. 
That is why knowledge is one of the few resources 
on which any organization can support its sustained 
success. This resource, in its turn, appears as a result 
of a repetitive process of learning.

Learning is a social product—knowledge is social 
and has synergic possibilities—therefore, its value 
increases when it is shared, enriched, and developed 
beyond the individual, proportioning coherence to the 
interpretations of the members of the group (Brown 
& Duguid, 2001; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). Many 
researchers have pointed out that the capacity of an 
organization to get into the environment, interpret it, 
and understand it, in short, to learn it, requires dialogue 
and discussion among its members. Through dialogue 
(Isaacs, 1993), each member exhibits a perception or 
personal image of the world, and these perceptions will 
affect the other members when they are shared during 
interaction. Together, the discussion of individual per-
ceptions produces a shared image of reality.

In addition, collective knowledge is a needed 
complement to the individual (Brown & Duguid, 
1991). First of all, there are problems that require the 
integration of individual knowledge. Second, and not 
less important, collective knowledge implies that the 
members of an organization that share it are going to 
act according to the same criteria and that makes the 
organization predictable beyond individual contin-
gences. For example, it is of little use for a driver to 
know the obligation to drive on the right if the oth-
ers do not know such obligation (as anyone who has 
driven in countries where they drive on the left will 
have been able to confirm at the slightest distraction). 
It is collective knowledge that supplies standards of 

conduct whose validity stems precisely from the fact 
that it is collective.

The idea of social construction of knowledge links 
it to the communities that create, use, and transform it. 
According to this, if learning is the result of personal 
experience and processes of interaction among indi-
viduals, this should be understood in relation to the 
social and cultural context in which these experiences 
and interactions take place, that is, in relation to com-
munities of practice.

Over the last decades, the popularity of communi-
ties of practice has grown considerably in literature 
related to knowledge management as a consequence 
of the importance that an environment of collaboration 
has had in the generation of knowledge (Cox, 2005; 
Garavan & Carbery, 2007; Roberts, 2006). They are 
emerging as a complement to the existing structures 
and radically galvanize knowledge sharing, learning, 
and change. In the present-day society of knowledge, 
these are becoming essential.

Experience has shown over and over that what 
makes for a successful community of practice has to 
do primarily with social, cultural, and organizational 
issues, and secondary only with technological features 
(Peltonen & Lämsä, 2004). However, an increasing 
number of communities of practice are geographically 
distributed and must rely on some kind technology for 
keeping in touch. And even those that are colocated 
often need to process data, information, or knowledge. 
So, appreciation of this central role of technological 
has emphasized technical initiatives to promote col-
laboration in communities of practice (Cross, Laseter, 
Parker, & Velasquez, 2006).

On this basis, this chapter begins with a descrip-
tion of the communities of practice. This is followed 
by a review of the role of information technology 
management. The challenges of managing communi-
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ties of practice are subsequently discussed and brief 
conclusions drawn.

BACKGROUND

The concept of community of practice was originated 
in the context of a social theory of learning. Contrary 
to the idea that human learning occurs in isolation, a 
social theory of learning insists on the situated nature 
of human cognition and, thus, in learning as embedded 
in social practice (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989). 

Originally, the term was coined by Jean Lave and 
Etienne Wenger (1991) based on work in the late 80s 
when they investigated apprenticeship in various types 
of communities ranging from midwives in Mexico to 
butchers in U.S. supermarkets and quartermasters on 
U.S. Navy ships. Their idea of a community of practice 
is close the sociology of Tönnies, as noticed by Brown 
and Duguid (2001).

In particular, Wenger, McDermott, and Snyder 
(2002) define communities of practice as groups of 
individuals who share a worry, a set of problems under 
similar perspectives, or a common interest about a sub-
ject, and through communication among its members, 
share and generate a body of group knowledge. The 
operative of the communities is totally different. When 
there are not geographic barriers among its members, 
they can meet periodically; in other cases, when there is 
a long distance or the members’ agendas are full, they 
may opt for interchange of ideas through the Internet, 
video conferences, or any other resource. 

They may or may not have an explicit agenda or they 
may not even follow the agenda closely. Equally, they 
may or may not go beyond the limits of an organization. 
Whichever way they choose, communities of practice 
have something in common (Wenger, 1998):

The domain: A community of practice is not a 
merely a club of friends or a network of connections 
between people. It has an identity defined by a shared 
domain of interest. 

The community. In pursuing their interest in their 
domain, members engage in joint activities and discus-
sions and help each other to share information. They 
build relationships that enable them to learn from each 
other.

The practice. Members of a community of practice 
are practitioners. They develop a shared repertoire 

of resources: experiences, stories, tools, and ways of 
addressing recurring problems. This takes time and 
sustained interaction.

Belonging to a community of practice implies the 
existence of mental models shared by its members that 
often lends to a series of unspoken understandings within 
the actions, social relationships, and experiences of the 
community (Brown & Duguid, 2001). Handley et al. 
(2006) suggest that communities of practice emphasize 
interaction, interpretation, and the ongoing process of 
sense-making, story telling, and representation. There-
fore, the decisions that characterize the members of 
the group are only slightly formalized and arise from 
their own tradition.

Throughout this process a high level of confidence 
is generated based on the knowledge that each has of 
his/her own potential and of those members of the 
group. This model of performance creates, in addition, 
a strong tie among the members of the community 
that lets both ideas flow within its womb and people 
work together in a more efficient way. So, an infor-
mal atmosphere is created that offers its members the 
needed support and stability to be able to seek new 
ways of acting, taking risk, and, in a nutshell, having 
initiative. Thus, the communities of practice can be 
described as a “playful community,” characterized by a 
strong work ethic around collective knowledge sharing, 
mutual challenging, and ongoing learning (Garavan & 
Carbery, 2007).

Because its primary product is knowledge, the 
concept of community of practice has been identified 
as the setting for effective knowledge sharing. Call-
ing them “knowledge communities” might sound like 
another “soft” management fad, as if they were our first 
knowledge-based social structure. But that is not the 
case. Communities of practice are deeply rooted in the 
real world. They are formed through practice. 

Communities of practice refer to groups that have 
been practising together long enough to develop into 
a cohesive community with a relationship of mutuality 
and shared understanding (Lindkivist, 2005). Accord-
ing to Seely Brown the word “practice” is fundamen-
tal because in a community of practice the creation 
of knowledge, innovation, and learning is produced 
while one does daily work. This converts the com-
munities of practice into a key concept as a basic unit 
of analysis especially in the most knowledge-intense 
enterprises.



  ���

IT and the Social Construction of Knowledge

I
In this way, communities of practice take the 

analysis of research to the point where things happen, 
where work is developed, and where one can work and 
observe individual behaviour, resolution of interests, 
and the creation of identity. Communities of practice 
are natural constructions that respond to the need that 
the people in a practice recognize each other as col-
leagues and it is that mutual recognition that gives the 
community a meaning and lets it be useful. It emerges 
from a work-related or interest-related field and its 
members volunteer to join (Arbonies, 2005). 

Thus, we see how the communities differ for other 
work teams. Communities of practice must not be 
confused with other work teams, which are formal 
and work together, assigned by a superior, to develop 
a concrete project or task and are subject to the dura-
tion of such project or to changes that can arise in the 
organization of the enterprise. Communities of practice 
are informal, however, they can lend to the formation 
of work or project teams, especially if they are made up 
of members of a particular organization. They organ-
ize themselves, meaning they set their own agendas 
and establish their own leadership. Membership in a 
community is self-selected. They know if they have 
something to give and whether they are likely to take 
something away (Wenger & Snyder, 2000). What keeps 
their members together is the passion, the compromise, 
and the identification of their components with the 
subject matter of the community of practice. Their 
duration is infinitely tied to the interest of the members 
to keep the team alive.

Storck and Hill (2000) suggest that the differences 
between teams and communities can be characterized 
as follows:

•	 Team relationships are established when the or-
ganization assigns people to be team members. 
Community relationships are formed through 
practice.

•	 Similarly, authority relationships within the team 
are organizationally determined. Authority rela-
tionships in a community emerge from interaction 
through expertise.

•	 Teams have goals, which are often established by 
people not on the team. Communities of practice 
are only responsible to their members. 

•	 Teams rely on work and reporting processes 
that are organizationally defined. Communities 
develop their own processes.

THE ROLE OF INFORMATION 
TECHNOLOGIES IN COMMUNITIES OF 
PRACTICE

Information technologies are often pointed out as the 
anchor to achieve collaboration (Alavi & Leidner, 2001; 
Gold, Malhotra, & Segars, 2001) and thus to develop 
the communities of practice (Cross et al., 2006). The 
advantages of modern information technologies as a 
major issue for learning and knowledge in organiza-
tions have been widely recognized in literature (Alavi 
& Leidner, 2001; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). They are 
accepted as a real pipeline to codify, organize, and dis-
seminate information and knowledge, thereby removing 
barriers of time and location. At the same time, they 
create an interconnected environment that is a medium 
to vertically and horizontally integrate efforts within 
communities of practice, and in this way to shorten 
the length of the transformation cycles. As result, and 
based on the works of Van den Brink (2003), an effec-
tive information technology infrastructure demands a 
combination of two related dimensions: the convergent 
and the divergent dimension. 

The divergent dimension is about having information 
and explicit knowledge components online, indexed 
and mapped, with easy access and accurate retrieval 
for all members of communities of practice. It greatly 
affects how data and information are gathered and 
stored. In this situation the emphasis is put on explicit 
knowledge. The convergent dimension plays the role 
of enhancing analysis and discourse, and supports a 
virtual network that is not constrained by barriers of 
time and place. It improves coordination and commu-
nication between members of communities of practice 
by transferring knowledge from those who posses it 
to those who need or can use it. Here the emphasis is 
on tacit knowledge.

Several tools are present at the divergent dimension: 
integrated document management, document imagin-
ing, data warehouse, data mining, business intelligence, 
Intranet, and Internet. These tools hold collections of 
knowledge components that have a structured content 
like manuals, reports, articles, best practices, customer 
inquiries and needs, competitor analysis, and experi-
ence with production. A content classification scheme 
or taxonomy is used to organize knowledge, facilitate 
grouping, sort visualization, searching, publication, 
manipulation, refinement, and navigation. It mostly 
helps to explicit knowledge, since it can be expressed 
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in symbols and communicated through these symbols 
to other communities of practices members. It can be 
easily accessed and used by communities of practice’s 
members. 

Regarding the convergent dimension, its functional-
ity is incorporated in tools as e-mails, calendaring and 
scheduling, groupware, work management system, 
process support system, and so forth. Its goal is to 
facilitate group and teamwork regardless of time and 
geographic location. It offers communities of practice’s 
members the opportunity to interact and exchange 
views and thoughts with each other. It is thus useful 
to transfer tacit knowledge, the one that is difficult to 
express and communicate to other people because it 
cannot be codified and articulated. 

Both the convergent dimension and the divergent 
dimension configure the potential of information tech-
nologies to support communities of practice’ capabil-
ity to generate and utilize knowledge. Therefore, it is 
feasible to presume that the relationship between the 
convergent dimension and the divergent dimension 
may produce variations in the communities of practice. 
While some communities of practice tend to emphasize 
one dimension over other, other companies are able to 
manage the correct balance between both dimensions, 
or even adjust them in accordance with knowledge 
characteristics or environmental conditions. 

FUTURE TRENDS

In some organizations, the communities themselves 
are becoming recognized as valuable organizational 
assets. Whereas the value was previously seen as being 
relevant to the individual members of a community, it 
is now often recognized that benefits can also accrue 
to the organization itself (Lesser & Storck, 2001). 
Communities of practice can drive strategy, generate 
new lines of business, solve problems, promote the 
spread of better practices, develop people’s profes-
sional skills, and help organizations to recruit and retain 
talent (Wenger & Snyder, 2000). They are advocated 
as an innovative collaborative strategy for combining 
working, learning, and innovation (Gongla & Rizzuto, 
2001; Palinscar & Herrenkohl, 2002).

Given the importance of these outcomes, many 
organizations have spent time and resources design-
ing and implementing communities of practice in an 
attempt to connect people to others with similar issues 

and to collect knowledge valuable to the organiza-
tion. To get communities going—and to sustain them 
over time—managers should align communities and 
their members with business needs (Vestal, 2006). In 
this way, communities of practice remain vibrant and 
attractive to members and important to the business. 
Fluctuating business strategies and job changes greatly 
impact participation in and the effectiveness of com-
munities of practice. Therefore annual and systematic 
alignment checks should be conducted by communi-
ties of practice. In order to do this, community leaders 
and assistants should transmit business objectives to 
the community. 

While aligning organizational goals and those of 
communities of practice is the first step on the road to 
success, many authors consider that the efficiency of a 
community depends on the existence of an atmosphere 
which promotes confidence, compromise, creativity, 
and innovation (Roberts, 2000). It is therefore essential 
to have a climate of organization open to the production 
and application of new ideas, initiative, collaboration, 
and the establishment of quality relationships that pro-
mote individuals to share their information beyond the 
formally established channels. 

Specifically, informal as opposed to formal learning 
is emphasized and it is suggested that both the training 
and socialization processes will probably be ineffective 
if they are based on a formal routine, rather than on more 
informal and innovative experiences. It is difficult for 
communities of practice to be structured on a basis of 
decisions coming from the management, particularly 
taking into account the frequency with which a com-
munity can cross the boundaries of an organization, 
and therefore, be outside the confines of management 
decisions. Rather the opposite occurs: they emerge 
spontaneously around a reduced group of people that 
are interested in knowing and improving the way of 
doing things and bringing more people with similar 
interests together.

Their goals depend on the interest of their members 
in a specific subject and the learning that it implies. 
As a result, their members help each other without 
middlemen, tasks are delegated without scepticism, 
control processes are moderate and casual, and the 
individuals feel they can communicate their views or 
intuition through dialogue and cooperation. They do 
not yield to anyone but themselves and they do so in 
terms of satisfaction.
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Although they are not structured responding to man-

agement decisions, the recognition and stimulus they 
receive can determine their level of productivity. Chin 
and Carroll (2000) offer some pragmatic advice in this 
context. They identify steps in which collaboration can 
be implemented by a community of practice, including 
group formation, the derivation of goals, objective, and 
hypotheses, the definition of task, their negotiation and 
allocation among the members, the identification of 
resources, detailed analysis, and discussion and dis-
semination of findings. Additionally, it is essential that 
the management be aware of the social position of the 
process of knowledge creation. This means

•	 Not impeding members of the organization to 
belong to communities of practice in the belief 
that because of this they will neglect their other 
work.

•	 Increasing the development of the members of 
the community.

•	 Helping to create leaders with wide perspectives, 
who assume risks and facilitate interaction among 
the members of the community.

•	 Providing places where their members can express 
themselves freely about the way to face problems 
and analyze solutions as a group.

•	 Negotiating the border between the community 
of practice and the formal organization; for ex-
ample, community of practice teams and other 
organizational units. 

Furthermore, organizations should be prepared to 
invest time and money in helping communities of prac-
tice to reach their full potential. This means intervening 
when communities run up against obstacles in their 
progress, such as IT systems that do not serve them or 
reward structures that discourage collaboration. In this 
respect, Wenger and Snyder (2000) point out that one 
way to strengthen communities of practice is to provide 
them with official sponsors and supports teams. Such 
sponsors or teams do not design the communities of 
practice or prescribe their activities or outcomes. In-
stead, they work with the internal community leaders 
to provide resources and coordination.

Finally, it is important to use nontraditional methods 
to asses the value of their contribution to the organiza-
tion. The difficulty in assessing their contribution is 
that communities of practice are often hidden assets, 
appearing neither on an organization chart nor on a 

balance sheet (Lesser & Storck, 2001). Wenger and 
Snyder (2000) refer to this same idea saying that results 
generally appear in the work of teams and business 
units, not in communities themselves. As a result, it 
is often hard to determine if a great idea that surfaced 
during a community meeting would have bubbled away 
in a different setting.

Due to the difficulty in objectively establishing the 
value of the communities of practice, the use of more 
intangible indicators, more related to measurements of 
intellectual capital (Edvinson & Malone, 1997) or social 
capital (Naphiet & Ghosal, 1998) is required. Indirect 
approximations, such as the capacity of generating new 
knowledge for some people and how deeply integrated 
they feel in a community of practice can give a more 
exact idea although not accompanied by numbers.

CONCLUSION

In nature a simple parallelism to communities of practice 
can be found: The fact that trees standing alone grow 
slowly whereas, when they are grouped together, they 
compete for light and due to this competition, all grow. 
Communities of practice are emerging, following this 
parallelism, like a vehicle used by its members in the 
search for light (knowledge) and for its growth through 
exchange with others who are recognized as equals.

Given the great capacity that communities of 
practice have to increase available knowledge within 
the organization, it is no wonder the interest in their 
management. However, the nature of the willingness of 
its members makes it impossible to rigorously speak of 
managing communities from a board of directors that 
has no hierarchy over them. In order to take the highest 
advantage of some informal structures over which one 
has no control, a certain astuteness from management 
is required in order to keep the right distance, not 
overwhelming members with the weight of the formal 
organization nor leaving them completely alone. So, 
the management must understand what a community of 
practice is, how it works, and what kind of exchanges 
it can establish. Finally, it is also important for man-
agement to realize that they are nonformal sources of 
creation of knowledge, and therefore, their value is not 
easy to comprehend and even less to quantify. 
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KEY TERMS

Knowledge: It is defined (Oxford English 
Dictionary) variously as (i) facts, information, and 
skills acquired by a person through experience or 
education; the theoretical or practical understand-
ing of a subject, (ii) what is known in a particular 
field or in total; facts and information, or (iii) 
awareness or familiarity gained by experience of 
a fact or situation. 

Knowledge Management: KM comprises a range 
of practices used by organizations to identify, create, 
represent, and distribute knowledge for reuse, aware-
ness, and learning. It has been an established discipline 
since 1995 with a body of university courses and both 
professional and academic journals dedicated to it. 

Knowledge Transfer: In the fields of o and orga-
nizational learning, knowledge transfer is the practical 

problem of getting a packet of knowledge from one 
part of the organization to another (or all other) parts 
of the organization. 

Organizational Learning: An area of knowledge 
within organizational theory that studies models and 
theories about the way an organization learns and 
adapts.

Situated Learning: A model of learning first 
proposed by Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991). 
It suggests that all learning is contextual, embedded 
in a social and physical environment.

Social Organization: It can be defined in a nar-
row sense as any institution in a society that works to 
socialize the groups or people in it. Common examples 
include education, governments, families, economic 
systems, religions, and any people or groups that you 
have social interactions with. It is a major sphere of 
social life organized to meet some human needs.

Virtual Organization: An organization existing as 
a corporate, not-for-profit, educational, or otherwise 
productive entity that does not have a central geo-
graphical location and exists solely through telecom-
munication tools.
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I was transferred to the Berlin project, so I commute 
from London to Berlin. My parents live around the 
corner and look after my son during the week, but this 
situation is unsustainable in the long term.

—Jackie, Senior Manager, Consulting Firm

Tomorrow morning, my daughter is in the main part of 
a school play. It starts at 9:15, so my first appointment 
will start at mid-day... I was on the phone last night 
until 11pm for a client. It’s a give and take.

—Isobel, Headhunter, Recruiting Agency

INTRODUCTION

The quotations from Isobel and Jackie illustrate the very 
real problems that individuals encounter when trying 
to combine work, family, and lifestyle activities. In 
the course of our research, we interviewed thousands 
of men and women, who like Isobel and Jackie, were 
enacting nontraditional careers; careers based on their 
personal values, relationships, and life priorities rather 
than careers dominated by corporate values. Like many 
others, both Isobel and Jackie later left their corporate 
jobs to start their own companies. This growing phe-
nomenon of individuals, especially women, leaving 
established, “plum” corporate jobs was highlighted in 
recent media stories regarding the “opt-out revolution” 
which emphasized women’s desire to focus on family 
rather than career. Similarly, there was a shift in the 
academic literature away from models that focused on 
describing careers as a linear sequence of hierarchical 
promotions in one or two organizations to concepts that 
reflect nonlinear career structures and view careers as 
having “multidirectional” patterns (Baruch, 2004). This 
new, nontraditional, flexible career model has been de-

scribed as “boundaryless,” “protean,” “post-corporate,” 
“intelligent,” and “customized” (Arthur & Rousseau, 
1996; Arthur Inkson & Pringle, 1999; Hall, 1996; 
Peiperl & Baruch, 1997; Valcour, Bailyn, & Quijada, 
2005). Many of these newer models, however, fail to 
fully recognize workplaces changes due to increased 
globalization and technological advances and fail to 
fully capture the differences in how men and women 
enact their careers (Powell & Mainiero, 1992, 1993).

To understand the changes that are taking place 
in this new age of careers, Mainiero and Sullivan 
(2005, 2006) developed the kaleidoscope career model 
(KCM). A kaleidoscope career is a career created on 
an individual’s own terms, defined not by a corpora-
tion but by the individual’s own values, life choices, 
and parameters. Like a kaleidoscope, a career is dy-
namic and in motion; as an individual’s life changes, 
his/her career pattern can be altered to adjust to these 
changes rather than relinquishing control and allowing 
a corporation to dictate time demands associated with 
work. Unlike most of the previous research on careers 
(Sullivan, 1999), the KCM recognizes gender differ-
ences and takes a broader perspective by examining 
work/non-work issues rather than work/family issues 
so that relationships with friends, elderly relatives, and 
community members, as well as oneself (e.g., personal 
development and needs) are also factored into career 
decisions. Similarly, the KCM also considers how 
societal factors (e.g., discrimination, stereotyping, 
and government policies) and environmental influ-
ences (e.g., organizational culture, workplace policies, 
supervisor attitudes, and behaviors) impact the career 
choices of men and women. And unlike the traditional 
career models, the KCM can be readily used to the 
help explain the phenomenon of individuals, especially 
women, opting-out of corporate life to start new entre-
preneurial ventures.
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In sum, the purpose of this article is to detail the 

kaleidoscope career model, defining its major param-
eters, discussing its implications for other research 
areas including social capital and entrepreneurship, 
and discussing how the KCM can be used to enhance 
HRIS. Although the kaleidoscope career is a relatively 
new model, this article is based on extensive qualitative 
and quantitative research from multiple studies by the 
authors. First, in developing and testing the concept 
of the kaleidoscope career model, Mainiero and Sul-
livan (2006) used a multi-prong approach consisting 
of five parts: (1) a Web-based survey of 109 women 
about careers and aspirations, (2) an online survey 
of 1,657 men and women on career enactment and 
work/life transition, (3) an online focus group includ-
ing conversations with 27 men and women about their 
careers and career changes, (4) an online survey of 
1,525 men and women on flexible work arrangements, 
and (5) 52-in-depth interviews. Second, further support 
of the model is provided by Terjesen and associates’ 
(Terjesen, Freeman, Vinnicombe, 2006; Terjesen, 2005; 
Terjesen, 2006) far-reaching career studies including: 
(1) 36 in-depth interviews of men and women who 
left senior management positions to start their own 
businesses, (2) 32 interviews with male and female 
undergraduate students on career choices, (3) surveys 
of 863 undergraduate students about preferred organi-
zational attributes, and (4) biographical goal statements 
and conversations with 114 undergraduate students 
enrolled in management classes in several universities 
around the world.

BACKGROUND

The kaleidoscope career model (KCM) describes how 
men and women alter the patterns of their careers by 
rotating the varied aspects of their lives in order to ar-
range their relationships and roles in new ways. Consider 
the workings of a kaleidoscope: as one part moves, so 
do the other parts change. Like a kaleidoscope that 
produces changing patterns when the tube is rotated 
and its glass chips fall into new arrangements, workers 
shift the pattern of their careers by rotating different 
aspects of their lives to arrange their roles and relation-
ships in new ways. They evaluate the choices and op-
tions available through the lens of the kaleidoscope to 
determine the best fit among their many relationships, 

work constraints, and opportunities. As one decision 
is made, it affects the outcome of the kaleidoscope 
career pattern.

The KCM posits three underlying reasons, or de-
cision parameters, that lead women and men to take 
stock of their career decisions and make changes and 
transitions to meet their work, personal, and family 
needs. These parameters reflect:

1. An individual’s need for challenge, career ad-
vancement, and self-worth juxtaposed against

2. A person’s need for balance, relationships, and 
care giving, intersected by 

3. The individual’s personal quest for authenticity, 
defined as being genuine and allowing personal 
and work behaviors to be congruent with personal 
values.

The ABCs of kaleidoscope careers suggests that as 
a kaleidoscope uses three mirrors to create infinite pat-
terns, kaleidoscope careerists focus on three “mirrors” 
or parameters (authenticity, balance, and challenge) 
which combine in different ways throughout their lives, 
reflecting the unique patterns of their careers. Research 
supports that these three parameters, or decision-making 
questions, are active as signposts throughout people’s 
careers (Cabrera, 2006). Although all three parameters 
are active simultaneous throughout an individual’s life, 
certain parameters predominate at different points in 
the life span, sometimes forcing decisions about opt-
ing-out or staying-in the workforce. To use an artistic 
metaphor, the colors of an individual’s kaleidoscope are 
reflected in these three parameters, shaping decisions 
as one aspect of the kaleidoscope, or color, takes on 
greater intensity as a decision parameter at different 
points of the life span. Over the course of the life span, 
as a person searches for the best fit that matches the 
character and context of his/her life, the colors of the ka-
leidoscope shift in response, with one color (parameter) 
moving to the foreground and intensifying in color as 
that parameter takes priority at that time in his/her life. 
The other two colors (parameters) lessen in intensity 
and recede to the background, but are still present and 
active as all aspects are necessary to create the current 
pattern of an individual’s life/career. The strength of a 
parameter to shape a career transition depends on what 
is going on in that individual’s life at that particular 
time. If money is needed, then career issues may take 
priority. If family balance needs to be rectified, then 
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adjustments are made to better serve family needs. If 
both these parameters are not active, then an individual 
may take stock, and ask the question, “Am I doing what 
I need to be doing with my life?” and become more 
centered, reflective, and genuine.

In addition to these three parameters, Mainiero and 
Sullivan (2006) found distinct gender differences in 
how careers are enacted. Women’s careers tended to be 
more relational than men’s careers; each decision and 
action a woman takes is evaluated in terms of the last-
ing impact it will have on others around her. Women’s 
careers tended to be more discontinuous and character-
ized by interruptions and time-outs, often because of 
childcare or eldercare demands. While women tended 
to have nontraditional, nonlinear, discontinuous career 
patterns, men tended to have a more linear, traditional 
career patterns. Older men, including those in dual-ca-
reer marriages, had more uninterrupted career patterns 
focused on achievement. So despite recent conceptual-
izations that suggest that people, in general, are moving 
toward more nontraditional, multidirectional careers, 
most men studied had career paths similar to the lin-
ear patterns detailed by early career theorists, such as 
Donald Super’s (1957) stage model (see Mainiero & 
Sullivan, 2006 for more details). 

Mainiero and Sullivan (2006) also detailed two basic 
career patterns: the alpha kaleidoscope career pattern 
and the beta kaleidoscope career pattern. Individuals 
with an alpha kaleidoscope career tend to focus on 
challenge in early to mid-career, then, consider issues 
of authenticity, and finally focus on balance later in 
life. Most men of the baby boomer generation and of 
the greatest generation have alpha patterns. In contrast, 
individuals with a beta kaleidoscope career tend to 
have an early focus on challenge until balance, espe-
cially issues related to childcare and eldercare, take 
center stage. After balance issues have been resolved, 
then individuals with beta patterns can focus on their 
own personal objectives and other issues related to 
authenticity. Most women and younger men—Gen X 
men and men of the millennium generation, tend to 
have beta patterns.

AN EMERGING TREND IN THE  
ENACTMENT OF KALEIDOSCOPE  
CAREERS: ENTREPRENEURIAL  
CAREERS

Many individuals who opt-out or interrupt traditional 
career tracks start new ventures. This transition to en-
trepreneurship is not surprising as individuals receive 
higher relative returns for their skills in self-employ-
ment than in the wage and salary sector (Devine, 1994), 
especially in professional and managerial areas (Moore 
& Buttner, 1997), and report higher satisfaction from 
entrepreneurial careers (Burt, 2000). Indeed, a consis-
tent finding in entrepreneurship research is that most 
successful entrepreneurs have prior managerial, start-
up, and industry experience (Terjesen, 2006).

In research with 36 men and women who left senior 
management roles in the finance industry to start their 
own ventures, Terjesen (2006) found that these individu-
als left for reasons associated with the ABCs (authentic-
ity, balance, and challenge) of the KCM. Terjesen (2006) 
concluded that authenticity-seeking individuals were 
more likely to start new ventures outside the finance 
industry. These individuals followed an authentic “path 
with the heart” (Svejenova, 2005) to other industries. 
For instance, one of Terjesen’s (2006) interviewees, 
Caitlin, focused on how her transition from investment 
banking to operating a health spa emerged from the 
need to feel “whole,” commenting:

I kept having this conversation with myself, sort of 
about what the most important things in life were, 
the things that I really loved, that made me feel like 
a whole person. It just kept back to being healthy... it 
was not about eating take-out in the office and taxiing 
home late at night.

Similarly, Lauren described her personal values and 
beliefs as being “so different” from those held by her 
employing corporation that she “could not go on” in 
her job at a major credit card company. During the 18 
months in which she formulated her entrepreneurial 
plan, she organized volunteer workshops at her bank 
employer to test her ideas on colleagues. Lauren re-
ported wanting to “be honest with myself” even in the 
face of less financial rewards, declaring:

I couldn’t see the way forward for my career in the 
company at all. And that combined with the physical 
exhaustion of commuting to London... and I became 
increasingly intolerant of what I would call bad behavior 
in corporate life. And just thinking basically, ‘It’s my 
life’ and knowing that I just thought, well, ‘Let’s have a 
shot at doing something that you believe in.’ I certainly 
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wasn’t believing any more in what I was doing.

While authenticity was the predominate parameter 
spurring the career transitions of Caitlin and Lauren, 
others made the choice to focus on entrepreneurial 
career paths based on the need to regain balance. Some 
wanted more flexibility and the ability to spend more 
time with their families. For instance, Emily opened 
her own consulting firm, explaining:

It was more a case of wanting to spend more time with 
my son [age 4] to set something up that would enable 
me to be in more control over what assignments I take 
on that would also be financially rewarding that would 
still give me the flexibility to decide the number of hours 
I want to work, the number the days I want to work.

Likewise, Nancy started her own recruiting firm 
in order to gain more control over her schedule and 
balance her work demands with other parts of her life. 
She says:

I can’t distill my personal life from my business life 
because the two things absolutely go hand in hand 
because I have a son who is 8 and a son who is 6 and 
the whole of my business life is built around them. 
They come first. You know, I work on the basis of, if 
my clients want me, they can have me. So, I think if 
you talk to my clients, I think they will say that they get 
a better service from me and my business than most 
of our competitors because we will work outside the 
normal hours to fit their needs. 

For Emily and Nancy, balance was the parameter 
driving their transitions to entrepreneurship. In con-
trast, others who began entrepreneurial ventures were 
driven instead by the need for increased challenge. 
Some felt that they were blocked in their careers; they 
were frustrated with their lack of advancement, bored 
with the work or felt underpaid and underappreciated 
by their firm. For instance, Jerry described his new 
entrepreneurial career as driven by the need for chal-
lenge, saying:

I was driving into work one day, and I really had this 
epiphany that this is it for me... I could not go higher 
than what I was hired in at that time. I started to get 
a little bit depressed and discouraged and eventually 
frustrated because I realized that there was no place 

else for me to go no matter how hard I worked... and 
my wife was pregnant with twins... and that’s when, 
to my delight, this [new venture] career opportunity 
came. And that very much appealed to me because I 
could use my educational background in finance, but I 
would have all the freedoms, responsibilities, and chal-
lenges that come with being a small business owner. 
And that hit me like a thunderbolt, so I immediately 
put in my notice.

In a similar vein, Kathy opened her own firm in a 
quest for greater challenge. She wanted to create a busi-
ness on her own terms. She wanted to create a culture 
that would set her firm apart from the rest of the pack. 
She explained this drive by sharing:

When I left [investment bank], it was a new challenge 
to take on. My mission is to build a profitable me-
dium-sized investment business which is consistently 
distinguished by its unique approach and its high 
returns and a creative environment. One of our core 
principles is that we tend to do thinks in a contrarian 
way. We are located outside of London purposely. Hu-
man considerations are critical to us. And optimization 
of intellect is critical to performance. We want to work 
apart from the pack. We foster that in our approach. 
We have extremely high tech office. We have a very old 
lovely building, and we gutted and stuck in extremely 
advanced technology—video conferencing facilities, 
flat screen TVs everywhere. There are vaulted ceilings 
and white walls. It’s quite minimalist really. And all the 
windows look out over green fields. And we want to 
promote this different way of working. And we believe 
that this helps us. 

Terjesen’s (2006) research is important not only 
provides support for the KCM, but because it suggests 
a theoretical framework which can be used to further 
examine the increasing number of individuals, espe-
cially women, who are opting-out of corporations to 
start their own business ventures.

FUTURE TRENDS 

Recent research suggests that tomorrow’s workforce 
of GenXers and Millennials/GenMers bring a different 
set of expectations to the workforce. A recent catalyst 
(2001) survey reports that 76% of GenXers desire a 
compressed work week, and 59% want to telecommute 
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or have flexible workweeks. GenXers are interested 
in contributing to society, with 73% of the GenXers 
having engaged in volunteer work. Similar attitudes 
have been found among GenMers (Harris Interactive, 
1998, 2005, 2006). 

Terjesen and associates’ (2006) survey of 862 UK 
university undergraduate students revealed key prefer-
ences in organizational attributes as well as gender dif-
ferences in these preferences. They found that students 
were most interested in pursuing careers in organiza-
tions that were willing to invest in their training and 
development, provide an ethic of care, offer long-term 
opportunities, provide variety in daily work, and had 
a dynamic, forward-looking approach to business (see 
Table 1). There were also several significant (p<.001) 
differences based on gender, with women more likely 
to indicate wanting to work for organizations with care 
ethics, variety of work, international colleagues, and 

standard work hours.
Additional interviews of university students indi-

cate that they were seeking careers that would provide 
them with challenge, the chance to balance work and 
non-work domains, and to be authentic, such as by 
contributing to society in a meaningful way. For ex-
ample, the following three quotes illustrate how these 
students were searching for careers that address all 
three parameters of the KCM.

I am looking for a career that is constantly challenging, 
financially sustaining, focused on social impact, allows 
me to support a family, and to creatively address issues 
of poverty. I realize this is a dream job... a job I might 
very well have to create as a social entrepreneur. 

—Jason, graduate student, Oxford University, UK

My ideal career should have enough flexibility for my 

Organizational Attribute Mean Rating Significance

Invest heavily in the training & development of their employees 6.15

Really care about their employees as individuals 6.13 a ***

Offer clear opportunities for long term career progression 6.11

Would offer variety in your daily work 6.05 a ***

Have a dynamic, forward-looking approach to their business 5.83

Have a friendly, informal culture  5.62 a **

Would offer the opportunity, in the early years, to move around the organization and work in different 
areas/role 5.57

Would allow a lot of freedom to work on your own initiative 5.43

Would offer a lot of scope for creativity in your work 5.41

Employ people with whom you feel you will have things in common   5.24 a *

Are a pure meritocracy (i.e., rewards and promotions are based on performance) 5.13

Would offer the opportunity for international travel 4.98

Would use your degree skills  4.97 a **

Are widely regarded as a highly prestigious employer 4.94

Offer a very high starting salary  4.92 b ***

Offer a relatively stress-free working environment 4.91 a **

Would offer the opportunity to work (and live) abroad 4.70

Would provide you with an internationally diverse mix of colleagues 4.51 a ***

Would require you to work standard working hours only  3.89 a ***

Are a small organization 3.38

1-7 Scale where 1=not of importance and 7=of great importance; significant gender differences: a = females rate higher; b = males 
rate higher; * significant at the p<.05 level; ** significant at the p<.01 level; *** significant at the p<.001 level

Table 1. UK University students’ organizational attribute preferences (Source: Adapted from Terjesen, Freeman, 
Vinnicombe, (2006))
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initiative and creativity. I am not workaholic, but I do 
hope my work can make my family, the related com-
munity and the society better.

—Elaine, undergraduate student, Peking University, China

I want a career that is exciting, challenging, and 
fulfilling. One that makes me happy and allows me to 
financially support my family. But most importantly, I 
want my career to give me the feeling that I have, in 
some way, made a difference in the lives of others.

—Patricia, undergraduate student, UC Berkeley, USA

Although recent polls and research on work attitudes 
suggest that GenXers and GenMers, especially the men 
of these generations, desire careers much different from 
previous generations, only time will tell how they will 
actually enact their careers. Much additional research is 
needed on the attitudes and behaviors of these individu-
als as their careers unfold over their life spans. 

CONCLUSION

This article has provided an overview of the kaleido-
scope career model, illustrating how personal values 
are influencing career decisions and shaping individual 
experiences at work. Both women and men operate with 
kaleidoscope career thinking, but they do so in differ-
ent ways at different points in the life cycle. Research 
has shown that women as well as men may prioritize 
different parameters—authenticity, balance, and chal-
lenge—at unique points in their careers and life cycles 
(Mainiero & Sullivan, 2006). The parameter(s) that are 
most salient at a particular point in the life cycle for 
a woman or a man dictate the career changes that are 
made as a consequence.

For employers, understanding the importance of the 
kaleidoscope career is critical, because the timing of life 
cycle issues affects turnover as well as other workplace 
behaviors and attitudes. Firms that fail to make room 
for kaleidoscope careerists may try to force individuals 
into the traditional, linear career pattern, expecting long 
hours, considerable face time, and extensive travel, not 
realizing that inflexible corporate policies contribute to 
turnover, especially the turnover of women. Organiza-
tions must realize that gender issues do affect career 
development possibilities and succession planning. 
Human resource policies and criteria for advancement 

based on the traditional linear career model work against 
women and men who wish to follow a kaleidoscope 
career. The kaleidoscope career model can serve as the 
foundation for organizations to redesign the way work 
is done and where work is done (e.g., home vs. office) 
as well as the development of policies that enhance 
employees’ authenticity, balance, and challenge.

The KCM suggests that technology should be used 
to enable individuals to pursue alternative career paths, 
such as working from home full or part-time or engaging 
in continuous learning via internet courses. Moreover, 
employees who opt-out of the company for periods of 
time, perhaps for childcare or eldercare reasons, may 
remain in contact with current organizational members 
as well as organizational alumni via e-mail and Internet 
communities. While taking a time-out from the orga-
nization, these employees can still remain up-to-date 
on company events as well as receive training via the 
Internet. Some organizations have already adopted such 
kaleidoscope career thinking and have used technology 
to permit their employees to enact kaleidoscope careers 
(for examples see Mainiero & Sullivan, 2006). 

Moreover, there are a number of tools that have been 
developed based on the KCM that would enhance an 
organization’s HRIS. One such tool is the kaleidoscope 
career self-assessment inventory (KCSI). The KCSI 
can be completed by an employee online and the em-
ployee can receive his/her kaleidoscope career profile 
and related explanation of what the profile means also 
online. While the KCSI can be used by the employee as 
a self-assessment tool to help him/her to better under-
stand how the parameters of authenticity, balance, and 
challenge (ABC) are interacting to affect his/her current 
career choices and decisions, the KCSI can also become 
a valuable part of an individual’s personnel record. 
Like other HR tools, such as assessment center scores 
and performance evaluations, an employee’s KCSI 
scores can provide HR professionals with important 
insights into what areas the employee may be most in 
need of training (e.g., stress management for balance 
issues), what kinds of job moves the person may be 
most receptive to (e.g., international assignments for 
those seeking increased challenge while increased in-
volvement in the firm’s social responsibility programs 
or mentoring newer employees may be good activities 
for those seeking authenticity). The KCSI can stand 
alone or be used in conjunction with other assessment 
tools to assist HR counselors in helping individuals 
develop career development plans. 
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Likewise, the KCM’s “family friendly audit” can 
become part of a firm’s HRIS. Employees can complete 
the audit yearly, providing the firm with feedback on 
how it is doing in various areas related to work/non-
work conflict (e.g., offering of eldercare, sabbatical, 
and other HR programs). The results of these yearly 
audits can be posted online along with the firm’s plans 
for better addressing employees’ needs. The audit can 
be repeatedly yearly and the annual information can 
be used to benchmark the improvements the firm has 
made as well as areas of concern. 

In sum, although studies of organizational career 
management systems in the U.S., UK, and Israel sug-
gest that relatively few firms have instituted programs 
for nontraditional careerists (Baruch, 2006; Baruch 
& Budhware, 2006), as the number of Gen X and M 
employees—who are typically very tech savvy—con-
tinues to increase, the use of these e-HRM systems may 
become more prevalent. The KCM and its related tools 
can be integrated into existing HRI systems or can be 
used as the foundation for creating a HRI system that 
meets the needs of employees with evolving, informa-
tion age careers. 
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KEY TERMS

Alpha Kaleidoscope Career Pattern: One of the 
career patterns of the kaleidoscope career model, char-
acterized by an early focus on challenge, then a switch 
in focus to authenticity usually around midcareer, and 
a focus on balance later in life. 

Authenticity: One of the parameters of the kaleido-
scope career model which emphasizes being genuine, 
being true to oneself, and making career choices base 
on one’s own values. 

Balance: One of the parameters of the kaleidoscope 
career model which emphasizes making decisions so 
that the different aspects of one’s life, both work and 
non-work, form a coherent whole. 

Beta Kaleidoscope Career Pattern: One of the 
career patterns of the kaleidoscope career model char-
acterized by an early focus on challenge, then a switch 
in focus to balance as family and non-work needs take 
center stage, and a focus on authenticity later in life. 

Challenge: One of the parameters of the kaleido-
scope career model which emphasizes engaging in 
activities that permit one to demonstrate responsibility, 
control, and autonomy while learning and growing. 

Kaleidoscope: A tube-like instrument containing 
loose pieces of colored glass and strategically arranged 
mirrors that produces changing patterns when its tube 
is rotated and its glass chips fall into new arrange-
ments. 

Kaleidoscope Career: A career which is defined 
by the individual, based on his/her own values, rather 
than determined by corporation values. Those with 
kaleidoscope careers are driven by the need for au-
thenticity, balance, and challenge. 
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INTRODUCTION

With the wide use of computer technology nowadays, 
organizational management in recent times appears to 
be more complex than it ever was. Electronic human 
resources management (e-HRM) has become a popular 
term in today’s organizations. Does this mean knowl-
edge facilitator is better than a knowledge dictator or 
vice versa? The author of this article puts forward an 
indispensable dichotomy to discuss the interdepen-
dence and relationship of a knowledge facilitator and 
a knowledge dictator in order to determine effective 
training or management for human resources devel-
opment (HRD) and human resources management 
practitioners in today’s organizations. 

Numerous studies (e.g., Grow, 1991; Jarvis, 2002a; 
Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 1998, 2005; Rogers, 
1951, 1961, 1969) have postulated that the knowl-
edge facilitator is superior to the knowledge dictator 
in Western literature in that a knowledge facilitator 
is germane to learning whereas a knowledge dictator 
may well stifle learning in today’s organizations. Be-
cause Rogers (1961) defines growth not as a process 
of “being shaped,” but as a process of becoming, he 
maintains that we cannot teach another person directly, 
we can only facilitate the other person’s learning. After 
many years of providing corporate training in different 
organizations, Knowles, Holton, and Swanson (1998, 
2005) replaced getting rewards for controlling students 
with getting rewards for releasing students. The latter 
rewards are much more satisfying because knowledge 
facilitators have positive assumptions about human 
learning whereas knowledge dictators have negative 
assumptions about human learning. However, in some 
other cultures such as in China, South Korea, Japan, or 
Singapore, scholars and practitioners may prove oth-
erwise (Biggs, 1996). This may be due to the fact that 
the major determinant of the subservient role expected 
of a learner in collectivist Eastern cultures is the tradi-
tional hierarchical relationship between students and 
instructors (Hampden-Turner & Trompenaars, 2000); 

students expect their instructors to be unchallengeable 
figures (Wang, 2007). The issue of knowledge facili-
tator vs. knowledge dictator seems to be a perennial 
topic for scholars and researchers in all cultures. The 
open relationship between students and instructors in 
individualist Western cultures (Hampden-Turner & 
Trompenaars, 2000) encourages students to take charge 
of learning; scholars and practitioners in the West do 
not seem to agree with their counterparts in oriental 
cultures. Likewise, scholars and practitioners in the 
Eastern Hemisphere do not seem to buy into Western 
thinking on the premise that knowledge facilitator 
necessarily leads to effective learning (Wang, 2007). 
On the basis of this dichotomy, little agreement has 
been reached regarding whether a knowledge facilita-
tor or a knowledge dictator is more needed in today’s 
organizations. Because of this dichotomy, subsequent 
research has been sparked to determine which side of 
the coin is conducive to learning. 

BACKGROUND

Jarvis (2002b) defines a knowledge facilitator as a 
teacher (or trainer) who assists in the learning process 
without being the provider of information or the dem-
onstrator of skills; one who creates the opportunity to 
learn. It can be understood that a knowledge dictator 
does the opposite of what a knowledge facilitator does. 
In the West, it was individuals like Rogers (1951, 1961, 
1969) and Knowles (1970, 1973, 1975, 1984, 1986) 
and Knowles, Holton, and Swanson (1998, 2005) who 
shaped academic thinking. Both Rogers and Knowles 
believed that we cannot teach another person directly 
and that we can only facilitate the learning. This hy-
pothesis comes from Rogers’ (1951) personality theory 
that “every individual exists in a continually changing 
world of experience of which he is the center,” and “the 
organism reacts to the field as it is experienced and 
perceived” (pp. 388-391). On the basis of this theory, 
Rogers (1969) defines the aim of education as the fa-
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cilitation of learning (pp. 104-105). He further defines 
the role of the teacher or trainer as that of a facilitator 
of learning. In order to have a personal rapport with 
the learner, a successful facilitator must have three 
attitudinal qualities according to Rogers: (1) realness 
and genuineness, (2) nonpossessive caring, prizing, 
trust, and respect, and (3) empathic understanding and 
sensitive and accurate listening (as cited in Knowles, 
Holton & Swanson, 1998, p. 85). In today’s HRD and 
HRM, Rogers’ theory has been translated into learner-
centered training, as parallel to Roger’ client-centered 
therapy. In a nutshell, this facilitative approach requires 
a shift in focus from what the trainer does to what 
is happening in the learner (Wang & Sarbo, 2004). 
Knowles believed in Rogers’ theory so firmly that he 
wrote a chapter entitled “From Teacher to Facilitator 
of Learning” in which he vehemently opposed being 
a knowledge dictator or a presenter: 

Finally, I found myself performing a different set of 
functions that required a different set of skills. Instead 
of performing the function of content planner and trans-
mitter, which required primarily presentation skills, I 
was performing the function of process designer and 
manager, which required relationship building, needs 
assessment, involvement of students in planning, link-
ing students to learning resources, and encouraging 
student initiative. (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 
1998, p. 201)

In the Eastern Hemisphere, it was individuals such 
as Confucius who influenced Asian thought for several 
millennia. According to Cotterell (1994), Confucius 
(551-479 B.C.) saw only growing disorder in his life-
time. Therefore, he developed a new outlook which 
calls for maintaining the status quo in society. His 
teaching philosophy could be summed up as “let the 
teacher be a teacher, the student a student.” What this 
means is that teachers assume the role of transmitting 
knowledge to students and that teachers serve as role 
models. Students are supposed to follow their teach-
ers. They are supposed to have respect for them and 
not to challenge their teachers as authority figures. To 
encourage teachers or trainers to be knowledge dicta-
tors, Confucius had this to say: “Knowing through silent 
reflection, learning without satiety, and teaching others 
without becoming weary—these are merits which I can 
claim” (as cited in Chai & Chai, 1965, pp. 43-44). 

Explicit in this statement are significant points that 
can be summarized in the following proposals: 

•	 Learning is a result of silent reflection.
•	 Learning should be tireless.
•	 Teachers should control teaching.
•	 Teaching should be tireless.

Note that Confucius did not emphasize the point 
that teaching should be the facilitation of the learn-
ers. Rather, he emphasized the role of a teacher as a 
knowledge dictator. To apply Confucian teaching to 
today’s organizations in Asia, trainers are supposed to 
lecture much, transmiting information to large groups 
of learners in the least possible time (Bott, Slapar, & 
Wang, 2003). Those trainers or teachers who are inca-
pable of speaking eloquently are frowned upon (Wang 
& Bott, 2003-2004). Although in the academic circles 
in the Eastern Hemisphere, Western thought regard-
ing trainers as facilitators is heatedly discussed; it has 
never been widely applied to practice as is the case with 
Confucian thought. To boil it down, Western learning 
facilitators may be met with resistance from cultures 
in the East. Hence, the dichotomy, knowledge facili-
tator vs. knowledge dictator, has emerged. Research 
and subsequent research to shed more light on this 
dichotomy has been conducted. Yet little agreement 
has been reached in the literature. The focus of this 
article may lead our readers to an exciting journey of 
perceiving this dichotomy from a new angle. 

KNOwLEDGE FACILITATOR vS. 
KNOwLEDGE DICTATOR IN TODAY’S 
ORGANIzATIONS

To remain competitive, today’s organizations retain a 
pool of knowledge workers, most of whom have a col-
lege degree. This is tantamount to saying that today’s 
employees bring prior experience to their employers. In 
other words, employees are experts in different fields. 
As organizations downsize and restructure, there is 
pronounced need for training, retraining, and learn-
ing. However, in any organizations in any cultures, a 
trainer-learner relationship (Wang, 2005) needs to be 
examined in order for effective learning to occur. In 
the West, because of the teaching efforts of Rogers and 
Knowles, the traditional image of the teacher and or 
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trainer being someone who tells trainees what to learn 
and encourages them to learn and rehearse what they 
have been taught, is frowned upon. In today’s orga-
nizations, employees access knowledge via multiple 
access points. For example, technology is one of the 
many access points to knowledge. Trainers may be 
experts in one area only. Trainees are experts in dif-
ferent other fields. In today’s training sessions in the 
organizations, it is really hard to tell who the trainer 
is and who the trainee is. Both trainers and trainees 
are required to keep pace with the latest development 
of knowledge, for it increases exponentially. In short, 
Rogers was not incorrect in saying that a learner “ex-
ists in a continually changing world of experience of 
which he is the center,” and “the organism reacts to 
the field as it is experienced and perceived.” On this 
basis, Jarvis (2002a) argues strongly that teachers were 
“the fount of all wisdom” in the past, but now that has 
all changed (p. 20). It must be noted that even in the 
Western cultures, there has been an element of teacher-
centered learning for a long time. In other words, the 
role of a teacher as a dictator and the role of a teacher 
as a facilitator may coexist in a culture. The way Jarvis 
(2002a) defines the role of the teacher does not deviate 
very much from that of Rogers or that of Knowles in 
that he postulates that teachers no longer

•	 Have a monopoly on transmitting knowledge;
•	 Determine or legislate on matters of knowledge 

but they may be interpreters of different systems 
of knowledge;

•	 Deal with truth but they certainly teach truths;
•	 Teach with unchanging knowledge but now they 

deal with scientific knowledge that is transient; 
•	 Are confined to the classroom, but like the ancient 

teachers they may have to function where their 
learners are;

•	 Teach only theoretical knowledge but now they 
also help learners acquire practical knowledge; 
and

•	 Can assume that their learners know nothing 
about the subjects that they teach but must learn 
to build on knowledge acquired by their learners 
from a wide variety of sources. (p. 20)

It is true that a trainer’s mission in the West is to 
help learners develop a positive attitude toward lifelong 
learning, acquire skills to be self-directed, and achieve 
self-actualization by taking responsibility for their own 

learning (Wang & Sarbo, 2004). In other words, teachers 
or trainers must see themselves as facilitators, helpers, 
and partners in the learning process. Facilitators or 
helpers must establish a context for learning and serve 
as a flexible resource for learners. However, this is not 
to say that Eastern thought has no place in training 
today’s employees in today’s organizations. Although 
experienced, well educated, and well skilled, there must 
be situations where trainees require their trainers to be 
knowledge dictators or information presenters because 
of learners’ learning style preference, speed, or even 
convenience (Knowles, Holton & Swanson, 1998). This 
brought up Grow’s (1991) seminal research regarding 
learners’ stages in learning autonomy. What the author 
is trying to argue is that the indispensable dichotomy, 
knowledge facilitator vs. knowledge dictator, corrobo-
rates Grow’s (1991) research in that stages in learning 
autonomy determine the situational roles of trainers in 
today’s organization (see Table 1). 

In the Western sense of training, it is when learners 
become involved in learning that teachers/trainers can 
become facilitators. When learners are dependent or 
just interested in learning, teachers/trainers can only be 
knowledge dictators. It must be noted that in some or-
ganizations, some learners may never become involved 
in learning or never become self-directed in learning if 
their knowledge dictators tell them everything they need 
to know. Take some Asian countries, for example, if their 
rulers, leaders, and teachers/trainers wish to maintain 
the status quo by telling their learners what to learn and 
how to learn, there is little room for teachers/trainers 
to become facilitators of learning. Teachers/trainers 
in these organizations in these countries simply enjoy 
teaching without becoming weary in Confucius’ terms. 
Learners/trainers may just enjoy the submissive role of 
simply following their teachers/trainers. It is beyond 
this research to determine whether the knowledge 
facilitator is superior or the knowledge dictator is 
inferior to the knowledge facilitator. Each mode of 
teaching or training exists for its own reasons. Certain 
organizational cultures may predetermine the use of 
certain training methods. Researchers are uncertain 
whether the knowledge facilitators lead to more learn-
ing or vice versa. What scholars and practitioners do 
know for sure is that certain teaching styles may lead 
to certain types of relationships with learners/trainees. 
For example:
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•	 Knowledge dictators create a sense of group de-
pendence on the teacher/trainer, that their presence 
held the group together and that in their absence 
no work was done.

•	 Knowledge facilitators achieve group cohesion 
and harmonious working relationships whether 
they were present or not. (Jarvis, 2002a, p. 27)

FUTURE TRENDS

The issue of knowledge facilitator vs. knowledge 
dictator has been a perennial topic for HRD and HRM 
practitioners. Scholars and researchers in the West claim 
that the knowledge facilitator should be the norm in 
today’s organizations given the fact that Westerners buy 
into the teachings by Rogers and Knowles. When we 
think of their personality theory, we can easily come to 
the realization that “we can lead a horse to water, but 
we cannot make him drink.” Because learners/employ-
ees are self-directed learners, because their learning is 
motivated by internal motivators, their trainers/teachers 
have to facilitate their learning. A knowledge dictator 
may most probably disappoint these types of learners. 
One obvious trend in the future will be whether the 
knowledge facilitator will be challenged even in the 
most democratic organizations in the world. 

Since a knowledge dictator is the product of a 
country’s culture and organizational cultures, its 
existence has been well justified in particular social 
and organizational settings. Its coexistence with the 
knowledge facilitator is further justified by Grow’s 
stages in learning autonomy. To claim that all employees 
are involved in learning and that all trainers have to 
be facilitators is unfair. Some learners/employees are 
bound to be dependent learners. Therefore, they require 
their trainers to be knowledge dictators. Another trend 

in the future will be that scholars and researchers will 
look further into the relationship between dependent 
learners/employees and knowledge dictators. Can this 
kind of relationship result in more effective learning 
that is comparable to effective learning produced by 
the relationship between the knowledge facilitator and 
involved and or self-directed learners? This debate of 
knowledge facilitator and knowledge dictator may well 
be extended to realms of psychology and management. 
It is not surprising that HRD and HRM seek answers to 
unsolved problems from other fields such as psychol-
ogy and management. 

CONCLUSION

The debate of knowledge facilitator vs. knowledge dic-
tator has been ongoing in the fields of HRD and HRM. 
It really depends where HRD and HRM practitioners 
come from. If they come from Western industrialized 
nations, they may well support Roger’s learner-centered 
approach to training, which is characterized by learners’ 
involvement in learning and trainers’ being facilitators. 
If HRD and HRM practitioners come from authoritarian 
cultures, they may still prefer the traditional approach 
to training, which is characterized by learners’ being 
submissive followers and trainers’ being lecturers. To 
say that the knowledge facilitator is superior to the 
knowledge dictator in today’s organizations is to fail 
to recognize the fact that training may be prescribed 
from the above in some organizations. Certain orga-
nizational cultures allow no room for Rogers’ client-
centered training. To say that the knowledge dictator 
is superior to the knowledge facilitator is to fail to 
recognize the fact that we are a world market economy 
(Petty & Brewer, 2005. p. 93). However, this is not to 
say that the knowledge facilitator is for Westerners and 

Table 1. Grow’s stages in learning autonomy

Stages Learner Educator Methods/Styles

Stage 1 Dependent Coach Coaching with immediate feedback,

Stage 2 Interested Motivator Inspiring lecture plus guided 
discussion. Goal-setting.

Stage 3 Involved Facilitator Discussion facilitated by teacher 
who participates as equal.

Stage 4 Self-Directed Consultant Internship, dissertation, self-study
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the knowledge dictator is for Asians. The knowledge 
dictator is realistic for some employees in some Western 
organizations and the knowledge facilitator is realistic 
for some trainees in some Eastern organizations. Cer-
tainly, this is not to say that the knowledge dictator 
is bad and the knowledge facilitator is good; each is 
appropriate given the relevant organizational settings 
and philosophies. The issue of knowledge facilitator 
and knowledge dictator must be viewed dialectically so 
that both can be adopted in whole or in part (Knowles, 
Holton, & Swanson, 1998, 2005) according to different 
learning situations that may arise in today’s organiza-
tions in the 21st century. 
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KEY TERMS 

Culture: The ideas, activities (e.g., art, foods, 
businesses), and ways of behaving that are special to 
a country, people, or region. In this article, it is also 
used to refer to ways of behaving that are special to 
an organization. 

Dichotomy: A division into two parts, especially 
opposing ones. In this article, dichotomy is used to 
refer to knowledge facilitator and knowledge dictator 
because they are opposing sides that trainers may find 
themselves aligned with in today’s organizations. 

Knowledge Dictator: A knowledge dictator is one 
who arranges top-down training/education. The chief 
mode of instruction is informational lecture. Plus the 
knowledge dictator coaches or drills heavily. 

Knowledge Facilitator: A knowledge facilitator 
makes learning easier by involving learners in a col-
laborative learning process in which the knowledge 
facilitator does not lecture heavily; instead, the knowl-
edge facilitator serves as a flexible resource person to 
learning. 

Learning Autonomy: Learners/trainees reach a 
stage where they become self-directed. Before learners/
trainees reach this stage, they may have to go through 
other rudimentary stages such as dependent stage, inter-
ested stage, and involved stage. Once learners/trainees 
become self-directed, which is the final stage in their 
learning autonomy, they require that their trainers be 
knowledge facilitators and consultants. A knowledge 
dictator will normally disappoint them. 

Self-Actualization: This is a term used by edu-
cational psychologist, Maslow, in the 1960s to refer 
to one’s potentialities and abilities that have been 
developed to the fullest. According to Maslow, very 
few people can realize self-actualization during their 
life time. 

The Fount of All Wisdom: This is used in the ar-
ticle figuratively to refer to an active source of useful 
information and ideas. 

The Status Quo: The status quo refers to the way 
things are now. In this article, Confucius wanted teach-
ers/trainers to be unchallengeable authority figures and 
he wanted learners and trainees to assume a submissive 
role of following their instructors. This way, social status 
quo can be kept according to Confucian thinking. 
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INTRODUCTION

Information and communication technology (ICT) 
helps to remove barriers and improve mechanisms that 
support e-business. E-business involves collaborative 
systems that enable trading partners to work together 
as members of communities of practice. This article 
argues that the ICT components of e-business are 
necessary to support communication but in themselves 
are often insufficient as enablers of collaboration. A 
knowledge management orientation is taken to viewing 
the dyad between human ability, organisational need, 
and the extent to which electronic information systems 
can mediate between them. Concepts from the social 
practice literature are identified that may contribute 
to addressing the gap between generic technology 
and situated business applications, which may inform 
human resource strategy.

BACKGROUND 

The communication of information is a key factor 
affecting the efficiency of business transactions. ICT 
provides mechanisms to support the accurate and timely 
communication of information across organisations 
in the supply chain. E-business involves the use of 
interfirm computer networks to exchange information 
that supports business applications or processes (Li 
& Williams, 1999). It extends beyond e-commerce, 
the buying and selling of goods and services on the 
Internet, to incorporate the entire supply chain (Mar-
tin, 1999). Organisations can benefit from cooperat-
ing within the supply chain. Benefits of cooperation 
may include improvements in customer service (Tan, 
2001), understanding future product demand (Sahay, 
2003), transaction costs, and time to market (Graham 
& Hardaker, 2000).

Supply chain management requires collaboration 
between trading partners (Sahay, 2003) which can take 
many forms requiring different degrees of coopera-
tion and commitment (Cox, Krasniewicz, Perkins, & 
Cox, 2006). John-Steiner, Weber, and Minnis (1998) 
emphasise the need for multiple definitions and models 
of collaborative practice. The term ‘collaboration’ can 
offer positive connotations meaning ‘to work together, 
especially in a joint intellectual effort’ (www.yourdic-
tionary.com). This view of collaboration is socially 
situated, implying that the partners in the collaborative 
relationship share agreed goals and that the balance of 
power, control, and potential benefits are equal in the 
relationship. However, the term can also have negative 
connotations as in ‘to cooperate treasonably, as with 
an enemy occupation force in one’s country.’ The term 
‘cooperate’ can be defined as ‘to work together toward 
a common purpose’ or ‘to form an association for com-
mon, usually economic, benefit.’ This relates to the 
‘working together’ aspect of collaboration. However, 
a further definition of cooperation is ‘to acquiesce 
willingly; be compliant.’ This demonstrates the key 
difference between cooperation and collaboration; 
cooperation can imply deference and subservience in 
the relationship.

Technology provides the means to communicate data 
and information and integrate processes within the value 
chain. Value is added to collaborative relationships in 
e-business through the information exchanged which 
allows knowledge to be shared for joint benefit, chang-
ing processes and developing new products (O’Toole, 
2003). Knowledge can be defined as a combination of 
contextual information that is produced through syn-
thesis of information and reflection from experience 
(Davenport, DeLong, & Beers, 1998). Nonaka and 
Takeuchi’s (1995) model of knowledge conversion 
modes established explicit and tacit dimensions of 
knowledge into current knowledge management think-
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ing (Grover & Davenport, 2001). Explicit knowledge 
is often found in the form of information; it is the 
component of knowledge that can be expressed with 
textual or symbolic representation. Tacit knowledge 
is more subjective and difficult to express and codify. 
Communication and cooperation using collaborative 
systems lead to reciprocal dependency of knowledge 
sharing which is highly dependant upon the establish-
ment of trust between trading partners. 

The study of practice within communities of prac-
titioners is necessary to determine the cultural rules 
that underpin routine practice and establish knowledge 
requirements. An approach emerging from the domains 
of social sciences and organisation studies is that of 
social practice theory. This focuses on the study of 
organisational culture through the medium of the work 
practices that comprise and result from it (Engestrőm, 
2001). Engestrőm’s model of socially distributed activ-
ity systems explores the dynamics between the users 
of collaborative systems, objects of activity (such as 
trading processes), and the community within which 
this trading takes place; it then analyses how these 
elements are mediated by implicit or explicit rules, 
roles, and technology.

E-BUSINESS COLLABORATION

ICT changes the way work is conducted including how 
people work together and the degree to which they need 
to (Pearlson & Saunders, 2004). Internet technologies 
are the major enabler of improvements in supply chain 
management (Kirchmer, 2004) enabling customers 
and suppliers to work together towards a common aim 
to the benefit of both parties, for example, reducing 
transaction costs.

Ward, Griffiths, and Whitmore (1996) identify 
four levels of using technology to support interor-
ganisational cooperation and strengthen intercompany 
relationships. At the lowest level of connectivity, 
batches of transaction data are transmitted between 
partners. This requires commitment to send accurate 
and timely data in agreed formats, trusting that they 
will be used appropriately. At the next level, direct 
access to data held in each other’s computer systems 
is given. This requires additional technical integration 
but also requires a shared understanding of the data (to 
ensure they are interpreted appropriately) and trust that 
the data will not be misused. At levels three and four, 

further integration enables partners to automatically 
initiate business processes in response to electronic 
transactions and update data in both parties’ computer 
systems. These levels require increasing degrees of 
trust and commitment to the collaboration, changing 
the relationship between trading partners.

Information technology can be used to change proce-
dures (O’Toole, 2003) but a change of culture is needed 
in both partner organisations in order to develop the de-
gree of trust required for collaboration to be successful. 
E-relationships are a layer of value-added interaction 
between trading partners. Value is determined by the 
level of commitment and engagement of the partners in 
the relationship (O’Toole, 2003). Value can be added 
in information exchanged; closer relationships result in 
more communication with richer content, though this 
requires a form of community to be in place to allow 
the development of shared understanding and mutual 
trust (O’Toole, 2003). 

Collaboration is built upon interpersonal communi-
cation and it is trust that differentiates partnerships from 
traditional relationships (Handy, 1995). Communities 
are traditionally developed through face-to-face inter-
action which is often not possible within e-business. 
The recurring events that form common practice are 
often inscribed in a technical infrastructure mediated 
by sociocultural rules within a collaborative system. 
Such systems depend upon participants knowing what 
constitutes appropriate practice in a particular situation, 
knowing accepted ways to carry out that practice and 
upon a high degree of knowledge sharing. 

 
KNOwLEDGE MANAGEMENT

Knowledge management involves implementation 
of tools, processes, systems, structures, and cultures 
that promote creation, sharing, and use of knowledge 
(DeLong & Fahey, 2000). The knowledge management 
philosophy focuses on knowledge as ‘people-embod-
ied activity’ (Mohamed, Stankosky, & Murray, 2006). 
Problems with e-business systems occur when the 
development of the system is based on espoused require-
ments of practice projected from policy requirements. 
The actual practice often results from practitioners 
‘working around’ policy directives to achieve finite 
results in a situation where time and other operational 
resources are rationed; actual practice should form the 
basis for determining e-business processes. However, 
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the nature of the encultured and embodied knowledge 
that enables expertise is highly tacit and often not 
recognisable in an explicit form even by the practitioner 
who employs it. 

Lee (2005) emphasises the difference between pro-
cess and practice. Process relates to routines involving 
explicit knowledge; practice relates to heuristics and 
tacit ‘know-how.’ Formal explicit business processes 
document the actions and routine decisions of business 
activity; business practices becomes established where 
there is ambiguity or omissions in the documented 
processes or exceptional circumstances occur (Wenger, 
1998). This provides a continuum. At one end, routine 
decisions which require little human intervention can be 
documented in business processes and at the other end, 
decisions requiring significant judgment are founded 
in business practice (Lee, 2005).

For e-business collaboration to succeed beyond 
the operational level of reducing transaction costs, a 
knowledge management approach that more effectively 
enables collaborative activity needs to be situated within 
the study of practice. The individuals using the col-
laborative system adopt business practices that involve 
embodied, embedded, and encultured knowledge that is 
located not within individuals, but distributed amongst 
a community of practitioners (Blackler, 1995). 

TRUST AND COMMUNITY

E-business removes the temporal and geographical 
boundaries of business transactions, however, it also 
impacts the situational context within which communi-
ties are developed and sustained. Shared understanding 
and mutual trust need to develop between workers 
across the interfirm partnership. Perceptions of trust 
evolve through the experience of recurring events to 
strengthen or weaken the initial cultural boundaries 
between the workers in each organisation. 

Individuals relate to a ‘we group’ as opposed to 
‘them,’ that is, those people who are excluded from the 
‘we group,’ (Hofstede, 1991) fulfilling the basic human 
need to belong. Dingley, Shah, and Golder (2000) use 
the metaphor of a tribe to examine the communication 
difficulties experienced between groups of workers in 
different departments within the same organisation 
as they attempt to collaborate. A tribe (Dingley et al., 
2000): 

1. Possesses culture.
2. Retains self-awareness.
3. Maintains a sense of boundaries.
4. Enforces a shared pattern of socialisation to re-

inforce values.
5. Consists of a complex social structure.
6. Shares problems.
7. Engages in rituals for coming together.
8. Establishes traditions which sustain cohesive 

relationships.
9. Influences politics closely involved with the rest 

of the social organisation.
10. Settles disputes by the next higher order.

They suggest that departments of workers are ‘tribes’ 
separated by differences in behavior, terminology, 
language, cognition, and values. Interfirm collabora-
tion can be viewed as two ‘tribes’ needing to work 
together and develop a shared culture to enable the 
collaboration. Differences in thinking are a key factor 
of why solutions do not work or cannot be implemented 
in organisations (Hofstede, 1991); this is particularly 
true in the context of e-business collaboration. Differ-
ences in the use of language, goals, cognitive views, 
frames of reference, and organisational pressures all 
contribute to communication difficulties and lack of 
trust in collaboration. 

SOCIAL ACTIvITY THEORY

Human activity is mediated by the tools and concepts 
that are used; the situational rules, organisational pro-
cesses, and shared practice interact within the human 
activity system (Engestrőm, 1987). Collaborative ac-
tivity between two or more communities involves the 
reconciliation of human activity systems with different 
ecologies. Processes of human meaning construction 
are mediated not only by technology but also by local 
culture, most explicitly represented by the recurrent 
activities that represent practice carried out by local 
communities of workers (Lave & Wenger, 1991; 
Wenger, 1998). The collaborative system changes 
the situational context, the artifacts, and actions of 
the people in both partner organisations and therefore 
impacts the communities of practice. Oliver and Kan-
dadi (2006) report the prominent role of formal and 
informal communities of practice in the formation of 
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knowledge communities. They suggest that organisa-
tions need to provide an appropriate communication 
infrastructure, such as knowledge portals, to provide 
virtual interaction and content management. As knowl-
edge is contextual (Snowdon, 2003), communities of 
practice that cross organisational boundaries need to be 
developed to establish a collaborative context within 
which knowledge can be shared.

TAXONOMIES OF COLLABORATIvE 
PRACTICE IN E-BUSINESS

Collaboration changes trading relationships in the sup-
ply chain. Cox et al. (2006) propose that e-business 
collaboration can be examined from three perspectives. 
First, the strategic perspective examines the rationale for 
collaboration, and issues of with whom to collaborate, 
why, and how (Barratt, 2004). Second, the integration 
perspective considers what is being integrated, the 
degree of the collaboration, and the value emerging 
from it. Finally, the community perspective explores 
the operational issues of collaborative practice.

These levels of collaborative practice provide a 
basic taxonomy with which to examine knowledge 
management within e-business collaboration. Once the 
collaboration has been agreed at the strategic level, the 
means for the collaboration needs to be established. 
At this integration level, the contribution of business 
practice, as opposed to business process, needs to be 
used as the basis for developing the collaborative sys-
tem, embedding the encultured knowledge from the 
communities of practice. Collaboration then needs to 
be considered at lower levels in the organisation (Na-
hapiet, Gratton, & Rocha, 2005). At the community 
level, the individuals using the collaborative system 
provide the key source of knowledge to exploit or 
restrict the potential benefits of the collaboration. The 
key questions faced by organisations concerning why, 
with whom, and how to collaborate also need to be 
addressed at the operational level. This requires issues 
such as human motivation to be considered (Nahapiet 
et al., 2005) as colleagues ask, ‘With whom should 
I collaborate with and why?’ Individuals cannot be 
forced to share knowledge, it must be volunteered in 
order to avoid camouflage behavior (where knowledge 
is shared but in an unusable manner) or conformance 
behavior (where only the minimum requirements are 
met) (Snowdon, 2003). Coercion leads to negative 

connotations of collaboration. 
Fahey, Srivastava, Sharon, and Smith (2001) exam-

ine the role of knowledge management in e-business 
using the taxonomy of knowledge comprising know-
why, know-what, and know-how. Know-what involves 
the assembly and application of information, know-how 
is gained through the application of knowledge, and 
know-why is the result of combining ‘knowing-what’ 
and ‘knowing-how’ through reasoning. The why, what, 
and how broadly relate to the previous perspectives of 
collaboration (i.e., strategic, integration, community). 
This knowledge management framework provides a 
means to explore and develop the human role within 
e-business systems (Fahey et al., 2001). The potential 
strategic benefits of e-business can only be achieved 
through the effective collaboration of interfirm commu-
nities of practice. Neglecting the emergent knowledge 
from business practice reduces e-business collaboration 
to a series of automated business processes and neglects 
the powerful and unique contribution of personnel in 
the organisation.

FUTURE TRENDS 

The challenges and opportunities posed by technology 
are increasing at a fast pace. ICT removes geographi-
cal and temporal boundaries providing a means for 
communication between organisations, processes, and 
people. However sophisticated technology becomes 
one factor in communication remains the same, that 
is, the human element. Routine business processes 
supporting interfirm transactions require minimal hu-
man intervention but the scope of such processes will 
be limited to the extent that practice, as opposed to 
espoused procedure, is codified. Processes will need to 
be established for seeking to capture and codify business 
practice. But it is the opportunities for innovation and 
organisational learning that remain firmly grounded 
in the human ability for insight, reason, and creativ-
ity. As technology advances and continually ‘frees up’ 
staff (as processes become increasingly automated), 
organisations need to seek ways to harness and exploit 
the knowledge of their more precious resource, that 
is, employees. The human resource strategy needs to 
provide opportunities for staff to develop ‘know-why’ 
(Evans, 2003) by facilitating communication between 
teams by creating the time, space, and reward systems 
to develop a ‘care-why’ culture. 
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CONCLUSION

Collaborative systems are a vital component of modern 
business. Technology provides a means of communica-
tion, facilitating the transmission of information and 
the integration of processes between organisations. 
However, the value from e-relationships is dependent 
upon the ability to share, create, and implement knowl-
edge embedded within the information communicated. 
Knowledge is contextual and situated within communi-
ties of practice. Collaborative relationships require a 
new community to be established which bridges the 
cultures of the workers in the partnership organisa-
tions. Collaboration requires trust; in the absence of 
face-to-face interaction trust emerges from recurrent 
actions. If e-business systems are developed on es-
poused requirements rather than practice, problems 
are likely to occur which may generate mistrust and 
limit the collaboration. An approach to improving the 
ability of collaborative information systems to support 
authentic work practice is proposed. This places the 
recurring activities that comprise professional practice 
and work culture at the centre of an enquiry about 
distributed knowledge in e-business collaboration and 
provides a multilevel approach to begin an exploration 
into socially embedded knowledge-based collaborative 
work processes.
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KEY TERMS

Collaborative Practice: The ways of working 
which emerge between communities of practice as they 
work towards the achievement of common goals.

Collaborative Systems: A computer-based system 
that is accessed and used by more than one organisation 
to support business transactions in the supply chain. 
The system allows data to be automatically updated in 
a partner organisation’s systems during the processing 
of a transaction. 

Community of Practice: The emergent process 
of social learning as a group of people with shared 
values, beliefs, and goals, work together towards a 
common aim.

E-Business Processes: The explicit procedures 
and routine decisions supported by data and informa-
tion communicated electronically within interfirm 
networks to support business transactions and value 
added activities. 

E-Collaboration: The use of information technol-
ogy to establish, facilitate, and sustain cooperation 
between two geographically dispersed parties, who 
have common goals, to enable them to work together 
for mutual benefit. 

E-Community: The development of shared pur-
pose, values, and experience resulting in the forma-
tion of trust between a group of people who may be 
geographically dispersed and communicate mainly via 
electronic means. 

Knowledge Workers: A person who works with 
data, information, and knowledge rather than physical 
components. 

Practice-Centric: The focus on the way in which 
knowledge workers carry out tasks based on their 
learning and experience of a situation, addressing 
anomalies or omissions that may exist in formalised 
business processes.
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Situated Knowledge: Knowledge that emerges 
from experience relating to specific business prac-
tices.

Social Activity Theory: The study of authentic 
practice arising from communities of knowledge work-
ers engaged in business practice.
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INTRODUCTION

Within the last 10 years we have witnessed the ap-
pearance and consolidation of a brand- new discipline, 
that of knowledge management (KM), which has the 
organization and organizational environment as its 
primary focus. This discipline seeks to design systems 
and strategies to make it possible to systematically take 
advantage of the knowledge generated by and within 
an organization. Within the current economic situation 
characterized by extreme competitiveness and market 
globalization, the correct application of knowledge 
management offers an important competitive advan-
tage in the business world, one capable of ensuring a 
company’s ongoing survival and operation. 

This article seeks to present a brief analysis of this 
new discipline and, at the same time, offer a useful 
conceptual framework as a tool for orientation to the 
literature of the field. In order to accomplish this, first we 
shall tackle the historical context of the discipline and 
describe the two main schools which have dominated 
the theoretical outlook of knowledge management ever 
since its inception, as well as their evolution. Secondly 
we shall compile an outline of the fundamental concepts 
upon which KM is based, and we shall introduce a de-
tailed working definition of knowledge management. 
Last of all, we shall consider the methodological and 
pragmatic aspects involved in developing an effective 
KM program or system within an organization. 

BACKGROUND

After World War II, various companies began to develop 
a series of strategies for improving their productivity 
through experience-based learning. The key theoreti-
cal expression of this line of thought is to be found in 
the work of economist Kenneth Arrow (1962). Other 
authors (Prusak, 2001) cite these strategies as clear 
intellectual predecessors of the knowledge manage-

ment movement. This movement, however, did not 
establish itself nor spread until the second half of the 
90s. It is only then when, amongst other factors, the 
key founding works on the conceptual and applied 
aspects of knowledge management first appear (Chen 
& Chen, 2006). 

The birth of this discipline cannot be attributed to 
any single factor. Nonetheless there are two different 
variables, one technological and the other more directly 
economical in nature, which may have been largely 
responsible for setting the scene.

On one hand, the appearance of new information 
and communication technologies made it possible 
to access, manage, and use information, and thereby 
knowledge, to a hitherto unknown extent. Moreover, 
the market evolution of the technological sector was 
such that costs were lowered so as to place technol-
ogy within the reach of most medium and small-sized 
companies.

On the other hand, the globalization of the market-
place and the growth of a new culture of competitiveness 
created a new economic milieu. In response, compa-
nies designed new alliance strategies and policies for 
organizational culture in order to successfully adapt to 
these new and changing conditions. Knowledge and 
intangible assets―rather than only material resourc-
es―began to be looked upon as value-added assets 
contributing to a company’s operation and survival 
within the global market (Roos, Pike, & Fernstrom, 
2006; Stewart, 1997). 

Two distinct schools, each offering its own way of 
understanding and defining knowledge management, 
were conceived within this specific context. One of 
these schools understood knowledge as process, as per 
Karl Sveiby (2001). This Eastern (or Japanese) school 
stemmed from the ideas defended by Nonaka and 
Takeuchi (1995), two of the most prominent authors 
of this line of thought, and focused its investigation 
upon tacit knowledge and its creation, using theoreti-
cal fields of learning such as psychology, sociology, 
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or education as its cornerstones. Within this school or 
knowledge-process group, the company or corporation 
is viewed as a living organism that interacts with its 
environment and is therefore seen as being more ex-
periential than mechanistic (Gueldenberg & Helting, 
2007). In such a context knowledge is understood as 
a psychological process directly related to experience, 
and the enabling of knowledge and its sharing or so-
cialization process as thus being crucial to knowledge 
management. According to this view, knowledge man-
agement projects are usually developed by the human 
resources department. 

The other school understood knowledge as an object, 
as per Karl Sveiby (2001). This Western school derived 
from the ideas defended by Davenport and Prusak 
(1998)―to name just a couple of the authors―and 
focused its investigation upon explicit knowledge and 
its management, and found nourishment from theoreti-
cal fields such as information theory and management. 
Within this second school or knowledge-object group, 
the company or corporation is identified as being 
a mechanism for processing information. In such 
context, knowledge is viewed as the end product of 
adequate information management; it gains value once 
it is transformed into explicit knowledge recorded in 
documents capable of being handled and managed. In 
keeping with this alternative viewpoint, knowledge 
management projects are usually initiated and under-
taken by the information management and information 
systems departments. 

As could be expected, friction between the two 
schools has dissipated over the last years and nowadays 
practitioners (and academics) simultaneously combine 
the advantages offered by both approaches within the 
same strategy. The solutions currently implemented 
are drawn from a wide span: from the realm of human 
resources to that of information management, also 
including technological development. 

KNOwLEDGE MANAGEMENT IN 
ORGANIzATIONS

It is not easy to define what knowledge management is. 
There is a lack of a shared consensual definition within 
the scientific community at large (Ichijo & Nonaka 
2006; Wilson, 2002). 

To begin with, it is necessary to point out that it 
is difficult to discuss knowledge management in the 

abstract. Strictly speaking it only makes sense to talk 
about knowledge management within the context of an 
organization. In its broader sense, an organization is any 
community or group of individuals with a structured 
membership that has been formed in order to achieve 
certain objectives. 

Upon taking this into account, knowledge man-
agement is a discipline in charge of designing and 
implementing systems capable of systematically 
identifying, capturing, and sharing knowledge within 
the organization in order to turn this knowledge into 
an organizational asset. Knowledge, in this context, is 
the information metabolized or assimilated by someone 
in order to do something (Bates, 2005; Rowley, 2006; 
Tywoniak, 2007). On the other hand, knowledge turns 
into an organizational asset when it becomes clearly 
capable of assisting an organization to obtain its sought 
objectives (Becker, 2007; Boisot, 1998). 

This first intuitive definition of knowledge manage-
ment can be improved and made more operative or 
functional if we take into account the fact that there are 
different types of knowledge within an organization: 
tacit, explicit, individual, corporative or organizational, 
internal, and external knowledge. Tacit knowledge 
corresponds to the knowledge based upon personal 
experience which is often identified with someone’s 
personal abilities. Explicit knowledge is character-
ized by the fact that it can be directly codified into a 
representational system such as language, for example. 
Individual knowledge is understood as the knowledge 
held by a certain member within an organization. Or-
ganizational or corporative knowledge, in contrast, is 
that held or created by the organization at large. Inter-
nal knowledge is that knowledge which is vital for an 
organization to operate correctly. External knowledge, 
however, is the knowledge used by an organization in 
order to relate to other organizations.

Knowledge management in organizations can ac-
cordingly be understood as the discipline in charge of 
designing and implementing a system whose principle 
objective is to systematically convert all tacit, explicit, 
individual, internal, and external knowledge within 
the organization into corporative or organizational 
knowledge in order to share this knowledge and make it 
fully accessible. This shared organizational knowledge 
increases the individual knowledge of each member 
and thereby enables each member to better contribute 
towards the organization’s stated goals. This definition 
is represented graphically by Figure 1. 
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It is customary for works on knowledge manage-
ment to provide or at least outline a series of rules or 
guidelinesa methodology, in factto follow for 
adequately implanting a program of knowledge manage-
ment within an organization (Collison & Parcel, 2005; 
Davenport, 2005; Li, Montazemi, & Yuan, 2006). In 
spite of this, no one single suggested methodology has 
become an accepted standard for knowledge manage-
ment practitioners. 

It is nevertheless possible to identify a series of 
phases and actions that can help implement programs 
of knowledge management in most cases. The proposed 
methodology recommends completing the following 
phases in the following order, as listed: an initial phase 
of analysis, a second phase of design, and a third and 
last phase of implementation. The three phases and 
their respective tasks are visually summarized by 
Figure 2. 

During the phase of analysis, it is necessary to com-
plete two processes or operations, that is, to perform a 
knowledge audit and obtain a knowledge map.

Intuitively, the first step we need to take before begin-
ning to directly manage knowledge is to identify what 
it is that the organization really needs to knowwhat 
knowledge it requiresin order to achieve its objec-
tives. A knowledge audit, by means of surveys and 
interviews with the organization’s significant members, 
has such identification as its goal. 

The next step is to identify what knowledge actually 
exists within an organization. Knowledge is mapped in 
order to achieve this second identification. A knowledge 
map tends to include a taxonomy or ontology of the 
knowledge at hand. Such a map not only shows existing 
knowledge, but also indicates its location or where it 
resides (whether it is within people or documents).

Once it is clear what knowledge is necessary (the 
outcome of the knowledge audit) and what knowledge 
is actually held (the outcome of knowledge mapping), 
the last step of the analysis phase, the comparison of 
these two sets of knowledge, is performed. 

Successful completion of this first phase of analysis 
is followed by the design phase. At this second stage 

Figure 1. Knowledge management in organizations
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another three critical tasks are undertaken: the planning 
of the content management process, the conceptual 
design of the documental resources, and the structure 
of the knowledge community. 

Planning a process for managing the cognitive con-
tents (documents containing or representing knowledge) 
consists of determining and regulating the life cycle of 
these contents with the organization so that these can 
be made accessible and shared by all of its members 
to the extent desired by the organization. 

In general, a database provides the most adequate 
system for allowing members of an organization to 
access documents and share cognitive contents within 
the organization. The next step is to take care of the 
conceptual design of the documentary resources. More 
specifically, this involves designing the data dictionary 
of this system and deciding whether the database will 
actually house and provide full access to the documents 
or only identify and provide reference to the existing 
resources. 

In order to complete the design phase in its entirety, 
it is now only necessary to define the knowledge com-
munity, the team or group of persons that are going to 
dedicate themselves (part-time or full-time) to real-
izing the tasks resulting from the implementation of 
the KM program.

Once the analysis and design phases are successfully 
completed, the development of KM program enters its 
last phase, the actual implementation, which consists 
of first implementing a pilot program and later migrat-
ing this program to the general KM program of the 
organization, and the development of the technological 
tools involved. 

In putting a pilot program into action, it is neces-
sary to have taken into consideration, amongst other 
factors, what part of the knowledge community it to 
be implicated, the politics of work incentives and eco-
nomic awards to those who participate, the handling 
of the budget assigned to this pilot program, the life 
cycle of the cognitive contents, technical development 
and implementation, and the calendar or timeline for 
comfortably and effectively achieving the posterior 
migration to general KM program of the organization 
at large. 

The integrated implementation of technological 
tools has as its goal the coordination of the electronic 
resources and tools useful in developing the knowledge 
management system (KMS) within the organization 
(Tiwana, 2002). These resources usually include a 

database management system and some data ware-
house and data mining and text mining programs (to 
improve documents management and to also create 
new knowledge). On the other hand, groupware and 
workflow solutions are used to enhance the flow of 
knowledge, especially tacit knowledge, and generate 
a collaborative culture within the organization. 

However, Intranet is one of the most interesting re-
sources for KM. This tool makes it possible to establish 
synchronic and diachronic communication between 
all members of an organization and can also serve 
as a means of integrating the previously mentioned 
information technology solutions in an ergonomic and 
well-articulated fashion.

In order to extract full benefit from the use of the 
KM information technology solutions, it is neces-
sary to simultaneously develop and undertake steps 
for adequate training (via traditional instruction or 
e-learning) to ensure that the organization’s members 
are comfortable in using the tools necessary to further 
their advantage and make full use of the enlarged 
cognitive stock. 

The development of the program cannot be com-
pleted unless other measures concerning human capi-
tal are taken. It is necessary, for instance, to create a 
culture that facilitates knowledge sharing, and a policy 
of incentives that stimulates active participation of the 
members of the organization in the project must be 
adequately designed. On the other hand, and always 
counting on the implication and complicity of firm’s 
executive staff, necessary resources and strategies 
(e.g., meetings, focus groups, communities of practice 
or virtual discussion groups, among others) must also 
be designed in order facilitate communication and 
exchange among participants in the project.

FUTURE TRENDS

Knowledge management is currently in good health. 
Nonetheless, in order to consolidate its status as a 
theoretical and practical discipline within the not so 
distant future, it needs to advance, especially within 
three different spheres of the technological, the meth-
odological, and the epistemological. 

Technologically speaking, it is necessary to urgently 
develop a new global tool with all the features necessary 
for creating a technological standard for implementing 
knowledge management systems. In this regard, content 
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management systems (CMS) begin to be identified as 
possibly candidates for such standards.

In the case of methodology, it is necessary to 
create a clear and, in its broadest sense, consensual 
methodological standard to offer adequate guidelines 
for ensuring the success of a knowledge management 
program within an organization. The very polyhedronic 
or multifaceted nature of this discipline, which addresses 
concerns as apparently distant as, for example, human 
resources and computer science, has slowed down the 
creation of such a standard. 

Lastly, in the field of epistemology, it is necessary to 
develop a protocol for identifying the knowledge held 
by the organization. There is great need for a definition 
of knowledge that is conceptually consistent and yet 
at the same time of pragmatic use for identifying and 
representing the knowledge within an organization. It 
is not possible to implement a KM program if we are 
not first sure whether what we wish to manage is or is 
not really knowledge. In other words, it is necessary 
to know what knowledge consists of in order to iden-
tify it and to be able to distinguish that which is not 
knowledge and which does not merit the investment 
of great effort for its management.

CONCLUSION

The emergence of knowledge management has 
prompted a large number of businesses―especially 
multinational corporations—to gradually opt for im-
planting this kind of projects as a means for obtaining 
a series of important benefits. 

Within organizations, these programs allow reducing 
knowledge deficit in an organization and, simultane-
ously, prevent negative consequences derived from 
knowledge leaks produced in cases of cutbacks in the 
workforce, or sick leave or retirement of a worker. 
On the other hand, decision-making processes also 
improve, with quicker, more flexible, and better deci-
sions. It is also important to remark, that improvement 
in the adaptability and flexibility of the workforce in 
the face of new situations is achieved, as well as the 
capacity of profiting more fully from the investment 
in training. This training will sooner or later arrive 
(given the knowledge sharing), through the adequate 
circuits, to all members of the organization. Finally, 
it must be emphasized that this sharing also causes 
an improvement in self-confidence and commitment 

among members of the organization, and generates a 
context of ecology of knowledge (a context of com-
petence among different instances of knowledge), in 
which only knowledge that is useful, that really works, 
survives. The superfluous, obsolete, or hardly useful 
rest ends up being eliminated from the system.
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KEY TERMS

Explicit Knowledge: Knowledge directly codified 
into a representational system such as language, for 
example. In this sense, it is easy to transmit or commu-
nicate and thus directly accessible to other individuals. 
To show that someone, A, possesses knowledge of this 
type we usually use the expression “A knows that P” 
(in which P is usually a statement). 

Knowledge: Information metabolized or assimi-
lated by someone in order to do something. In other 
words, knowledge is that mental state (or more con-
cretely neural disposition) possessed by someone as a 
result of their having received information making it 
possible to make adequate decisions and complete the 
actions stemming from these decisions. Knowledge 
turns into an organizational asset when it becomes 
clearly capable of assisting an organization to obtain 
its sought objectives. 

Knowledge Audit: Systematic process to iden-
tify what it is that the organization really needs to 
knowwhat knowledge it requiresin order to achieve 
its objectives. 

Knowledge Management: Discipline in charge of 
designing and implementing a system whose principle 
objective is to systematically convert all tacit, explicit, 
individual, internal, and external knowledge within 
the organization into corporative or organizational 
knowledge in order to share this knowledge and make it 
fully accessible. This shared organizational knowledge 
increases the individual knowledge of each member 
and thereby enables each member to better contribute 
towards the organization’s stated goals.

Knowledge Management System (KMS): Set of 
articulated technological tools or resources to develop a 
knowledge management program within the organiza-
tion. This set usually includes a database management 
system (a system for constructing and using the future 
database containing the documents and cognitive con-
tents), some data warehouse and data mining and text 
mining programs (to improve documents management 
and to also encourage document use and interpretation 
and therefore the creation of new knowledge), some 
groupware and workflow solutions (to enhance the 
flow of knowledge, especially knowledge of the tacit 
type and generate a collaborative culture within the 
organization), and an Intranet (to establish synchronic 
and diachronic communication between all members 
of an organization and to integrate other information 
technology resources and tools in an ergonomic and 
well-articulated fashion). 

Knowledge Mapping: Systematic process to 
identify and represent that knowledge actually exists 
within an organization. 

Methodology for Knowledge Management: 
Rules, best practices, and guidelines to follow for 
adequately implanting a program of knowledge man-
agement within an organization.

Organizational or Corporative Knowledge: 
Knowledge held or created by the organization at large. 
This type of knowledge is usually physically embodied 
in some kind of document. 

Tacit Knowledge: Knowledge based upon personal 
experience which is often identified with someone’s 
personal abilities. Its main characteristic is that it is 
difficult to transmit or communicate and, consequently, 
not directly available to others. To indicate that some-
one, A, possesses knowledge of this types, we usually 
use the expression “A knows P” (in which P is usually 
substituted by a verb).
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INTRODUCTION

Designing information systems from the traditional 
database orientation is not sufficient to cope with 
today’s organisational difficulties. Employees need 
information technologies (IT) which provide them 
not only with information but also with knowledge. In 
this context, using a knowledge management system 
(KMS) perspective can be appropriate. Although the 
potential benefits of applying this approach have been 
argued, there is evidence of failures when applying a 
KMS, caused normally by overestimating the role of 
technology. To suit the role of IT in KMS, a process 
perspective is proposed.

BACKGROUND

One of the most important changes that human resources 
management is experimenting with concerns the use of 
information and communication technologies. Informa-
tion needed by an employee in the workplace is being 
increasingly provided by electronic means. Information 
systems (IS) is the research field responsible for the 
management of information flows so that information 
needs are satisfied (Gunasekaran, Love, Rahimi, & 
Miele, 2001). Early IS were based on a previous defini-
tion of information; then databases were built to satisfy 
a user’s information needs. Nowadays, this approach is 
not enough. It is widely accepted that the most important 
information is not inside the databases but in people’s 
mind. The growing importance of knowledge manage-
ment is the result of firms recognising that they need 
to go beyond the information management, reaching 
employees knowledge.

Information technology has been critical to improve 
information management. In a similar way, IT is ex-
pected to enhance knowledge management. The new 
challenge for IT is connecting with people. Some authors 

such as Lee and Choi (2003) and Gold, Maholtra, and 
Segars (2001) contemplate IT as a KM enabler. In fact, 
IT can be conceived as the KM infrastructure (Chou, 
2003), or as the knowledge platform (Tiwana, 2002). 
Despite the potential benefits of IT in KM contexts, 
there is evidence of failed investments in knowledge 
management initiatives (Schultze & Boland, 2000; 
Storey & Barnett, 2000). Most of these failures are 
related to an overstress on technology. Technology does 
not guarantee the existence of the appropriate climate, 
nor the processes for sharing information or knowledge 
(Davenport, De Long, & Beers, 1998). 

The benefits of IT are clear in well-structured work 
environments. If work flows can be predefined, includ-
ing people, tasks, and tools, automation via IT may be 
the best option. According to Fielder, Grover, and Teng 
(1994), the conservative approach to IT implementation 
has involved the automation of existing processes within 
the limits of traditional functional structures based on the 
supposition of satisfactory process designs. To a large 
extent, KM information technologies mean a rupture 
with these approaches since their benefits are not as 
easily predetermined as in the case of traditional tech-
nologies. KM-IT differs from traditional ones because 
benefits are subject to the existence of process, politics, 
habits, and so forth, where sharing and collaborative 
actions are taken into account. 

To suit the role of technology in knowledge man-
agement initiatives, this article adopts a knowledge 
management systems approach. KMS are systems 
designed and developed to provide to decision makers 
and users in organisations the knowledge they need 
to decide and carry out their tasks (Davenport et al., 
1998). Our KMS framework is based on knowledge 
processes (i.e., knowledge use, storage, and generation). 
The next sections will describe each process in detail 
and their links. Also, examples of KM tools (mostly 
IT-based) are provided. A satisfactory KMS can help 
employees not only to find information but also the 
knowledge they need to work. 
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A MODEL OF KNOwLEDGE 
MANAGEMENT SYSTEM BASED ON 
PROCESSES 

In the knowledge management field there is a well-ac-
cepted approach based on knowledge processes. Many 
KM definitions include knowledge processes and also 
there are diverse KM frameworks with a process view 
(e.g., Probst, Raub, & Romhardt, 1999; APQC, 1997). 
The present work formulates a KMS model based on a 
process view where the IT contribution in each process 
will be identified.

The literature review may result in an apparent 
diversity in number and type of knowledge processes; 
nevertheless, they are in fact very similar. In our model 
there are three main processes: use, storage, and gen-
eration. These processes are linked by another kind of 
process, that of knowledge transfer processes. In Figure 
1 all these processes are shown and will be explained 
in the following paragraphs. It is important to note 
that an evaluation process is necessary to refine KMS 
performance in each organisation.

Users 

Knowledge use can be considered as KM’s beginning 
and end. Its aim may be explained from the knowledge-
based theory. Grant (1996) states that the main task of 
an organisation is the application and integration of their 

knowledge in goods and services production. However, 
prior to this application, knowledge is demanded by 
the knowledge users: there is no knowledge without 
knowers (Davenport & Prusak, 1998). In regard to 
users’ profile, another important feature is its duality 
in that knowledge workers sometimes alternate acting 
as demanders with acting as suppliers. 

As previously mentioned, knowledge use is the 
beginning, the trigger for KM. A rationale view will 
have the establishment of knowledge aims as departure 
points (Probst et al., 1999) or what the organisation 
will need to know (Zack, 1999) in order to provide 
the organisation with that knowledge. However, apart 
from the planned uses, other knowledge needs will 
arise in an unforeseen way. To cope with these two 
different kinds of knowledge, Gray and Chan’s (2000) 
proposal may be useful. These authors formulate a 
framework based on the differentiation of knowledge 
needs according to the class of problem, they may be 
new or previously solved problems. Especially in the 
case of previously solved problems, organisations may 
foresee the knowledge they will need. The challenge 
will be to generate this knowledge for later reuse; it is 
in this context that information technologies are really 
valuable in offering the solution through knowledge 
repositories. In remaining cases, those of knowledge 
required to solve new problems, the role of information 
technology consists in supporting knowledge transfer, 
as will be explained in following paragraphs.

Figure 1. Knowledge management system
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Storage

The core of the KMS is the possibility of storing knowl-
edge to be reused, so permitting the location of the person 
or document containing it. Markus (2001) gives this 
element the name of knowledge repository, although 
other denominations have been given such as organi-
sational memory (Ackerman, 1994) or organisational 
memory information systems (Hackbarth & Grover, 
1999). In terms of intellectual capital, the knowledge 
repository stands for the structural capital, that is, what 
the organisation knows. Therefore, through knowledge 
repositories, organisations must seek to externalise or 
to pool their employees’ knowledge.

The design of knowledge repositories has important 
strategic consequences. March (1991) states the need 
for a balance between knowledge exploration and 
exploitation, that is, between the creation, discovery, 
or acquisition of knowledge and its refinement, reuse, 
or a focus on efficiency in knowledge resource man-
agement. In the exploitation dimension, firms have 
two main strategic orientations. Hansen, Nohria, and 
Tierney (1999) denominate them personalisation and 
codification strategies. The codification strategy focuses 
on codifying knowledge using a ‘people-to-document’ 
approach, that is, knowledge is extracted from the 
person who developed it, made independent of that 
person, and reused. Codification firms invest heavily 
in IT. This strategy allows many people to search for 
and retrieve codified knowledge without having to 
contact the person who originally developed it, since 
knowledge is stored in documents, manuals, databases, 
electronic repositories, and so on. On the other hand, the 
personalisation strategy focuses on dialogue between 
individuals. Knowledge is transferred in group sessions 
and one-on-one conversations. It is a person-to-person 
approach where knowledge is shared not only face-to-
face, but also over the telephone, by e-mail, and via 
videoconferences, thus building networks of people. 

In our model, flow (1) stands for codification strat-
egy; the knowledge demander arrives at knowledge 
repositories to locate it. Whereas, flow (2) corresponds 
with personalisation strategy, and the demander uses 
the KMS to find who can help it, and the knowledge 
is shared or transferred to the demander either directly 
through the KMS or face-to-face with the supplier. It 
is important to notice the difference between shar-
ing and transferring. For Markus (2001), knowledge 
transferring only takes place when the demander is a 

novice; conversely, when they have a similar status, 
the knowledge is shared. 

In Figure 2 the initial model is developed by detailing 
KM tools for each process. Definitions of some of them 
can be found in the Key Terms section. A key KM tool 
is a knowledge portal. In an attempt to consolidate the 
various departmental Intranets, organisations are con-
structing corporate Intranets or portals which function as 
home pages to departmental Intranet sites and external 
Internet resources. A great contribution of portals is to 
integrate heterogeneous information sources, providing 
users with a standard interface. According to the KM 
strategic orientation, two kinds of tools have been dis-
tinguished in storing process. Knowledge portals, docu-
ment management systems, data warehouses, intelligent 
agents, and workflow systems are more suitable for a 
codification-firm. Knowledge mapping, yellow pages, 
and groupware as discussion forums should perform 
better when following a personalisation strategy. An 
interesting tool is learned lessons, which may suitable 
for both strategies. For further information about KM 
tools and their assignment to a KM strategy see work 
by Meroño, López, and Sabater (2007). 

Generation 

Knowledge generation is the process oriented at obtain-
ing knowledge either from inside the company or from 
outside. In most cases it is the result of an exploration 
activity. The objective is to obtain new and better 
knowledge to allow a firm to increase competitiveness 
(Wiig, 1997). In this process it is important not only to 
generate new contents, but also to validate, replace, or 
update existing knowledge (Alavi & Leidner, 2001).

In the model, flows (3) and (4) stand for knowledge 
generation. When the user cannot find the knowledge 
needed or, in aggregate terms, when the organisation 
requires knowledge that is not available, then it needs 
to generate it. A coherent policy consists of integrat-
ing the new knowledge in the organisational memory 
to be reused. By development it is meant that knowl-
edge generation is derived from internal knowledge 
resources (e.g., business intelligence, knowledge fairs, 
communities of practice, and teams), whereas the term 
acquisition is related to the incorporation of external 
knowledge into the organisation. In this case, the most 
frequent ways are licensing or buying patents, statistics, 
reports, or even the hiring of new employees; training 
is also included.
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FUTURE TRENDS

To take advantage of information technologies in KM 
contexts a KMS framework has been proposed. In 
order to clarify knowledge flows in organisations this 
framework argues for the need to differentiate between 
knowledge processes and also to consider the KM 
strategic orientation. Nonetheless, it is obvious that the 
framework does not include all the elements needed 
for success in KM initiatives. Although it foresees the 
processes and the tools for KM, the correct working 
of the system will depend on employees’ motivation 
to use it either as knowledge demander or as supplier. 
Organisational and cultural aspects mainly related 
to incentives to participate and trust in the KMS are 
crucial. Thus future research around this framework 
should focus on, firstly, validation of its usefulness in 
the employment of KM tools, especially IT-oriented, 
and secondly, on its development embracing other more 
human-oriented elements (cultural and organisational 
aspects).

CONCLUSION

Unlike other more structured contexts, in KM environ-
ments, IT employment to take advantage of all their 
benefits needs processes, politics, or habits. These are 
all usual concepts in the research field of informa-

tion systems. A KMS framework was introduced that 
considered progress in the IS research field. As in any 
system, the point of departure is the definition of their 
elements and links. Consistent with KM perspective 
based on process, a KMS model was introduced em-
bracing use, storage, generation, and transfer processes. 
The model was formulated according to the KM tools 
contribution in each process. Thus, successful KMS 
are expected to provide employees with the knowledge 
they need to work.
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KEY TERMS

Business Intelligence: It is a set of tools used to 
manipulate a mass of operational data and to extract 
essential business information from them.

Competitive Intelligence (CI): Competitive intel-
ligence aims at systematically feeding the organisational 
decision process with information about the organisa-
tional environment in order to make possible to learn 
about it and to take better decisions in consequence. 
In contrast to business intelligence (BI), CI depends 
heavily on the collection and analysis of qualitative 
information

Knowledge Creation: Is a continuous process 
whereby individuals and groups within a firm and 
between firms share both tacit and explicit knowledge. 
Organisational capability to create knowledge is the 
most important source of firms’ sustainable competi-
tive advantage.

Knowledge Management Strategy: A firm’s 
knowledge strategy describes the overall approach 
an organisation intends to take to align its knowledge 
resources and capabilities to the intellectual require-
ments of its strategy, thus reducing the knowledge 
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gap existing between what a company must know to 
perform its strategy and what it does know.

Knowledge Management System (KMS): A dis-
tributed hypermedia system for managing knowledge 
in organisations, supporting creation, capture, storage, 
and dissemination of expertise and knowledge. The idea 
of a KMS is to enable the employees of the organisa-
tion to have access to the company’s knowledge of 
facts, sources of information, and solutions. Having 
employees share their knowledge (in brains and files) 
could potentially lead to more effective problem solv-
ing and it could also lead to ideas for new or improved 
products and services.

Knowledge Maps: They work like yellow-pages 
that contain a ‘who knows what’ list. A knowledge 
map does not store knowledge. The map just points to 
people who own it, creating opportunities for knowledge 
exchange. They are a tangible representation or cata-
logue of the concepts and relationships of knowledge. 
The catalogue is a navigational aid that enables a user 
to find the desired concept, and then retrieve relevant 
knowledge sources.

Knowledge Workers: A knowledge worker is any-
one who works for a living at the tasks of developing 
or using knowledge. For example, a knowledge worker 
might be someone who works at any of the tasks of 
planning, acquiring, searching, analysing, organising, 
storing, programming, distributing, marketing, or other-
wise contributing to the transformation and commerce 
of information and those (often the same people) who 
work at using the knowledge so produced. A term first 
used by Peter Drucker in his 1959 book, Landmarks 
of Tomorrow.

Lessons Learned: Many organisations have devel-
oped lessons learned databases and best/worst practice 
repositories to formalise, document, and share these 
lessons learned. They are supported by an infrastructure 
within the organisation that is actively capturing and 
validating these lessons learned and then analysing and 
disseminating them to appropriate individuals in the 
organisation. Additionally, a knowledge sharing culture 
needs to be created to include an incentives/reward 
system to motivate others to share their knowledge. 
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Topic: Knowledge and Organizational Learning

INTRODUCTION

Electronic human resource management (e-HRM) 
may mean that human resource management must 
now embrace electronic provisions. The environments 
that today’s managers work in have changed. The 
methods through which human resource managers 
choose to ameliorate an organization have changed. 
With the current technological revolution taking place, 
management methods can be catered to electronically. 
Although applying e-based solutions to human resource 
management is important, managers must have a clear 
view of what learning and static organizations may 
entail in order to add the electronic effect to ameliorate 
management. Without in-depth knowledge of learning 
organizations vs. static organizations, e-HRM would 
become an empty term. 

In today’s organizations, corporate leaders use 
strategies such as “downsizing,” “restructuring,” and 
“merging” in an effort to prevent an organization from 
collapsing or going bankrupt. Such organizations that 
go through these processes wish to say goodbye to their 
past, which may qualify them as what we call static 
organizations. To depart from static organizations, 
today’s organizations must strive to become what we 
call learning organizations in order to remain com-
petitive in a global economy (Petty & Brewer, 2005). 
Learning organizations are drastically different from 
static organizations in terms of structure, atmosphere, 
management philosophy, decision making, and com-
munication. Addressing these indispensable aspects 
may lead to the rise or fall of an organization in today’s 
competitive global economy. 

BACKGROUND

Both scholars and practitioners have pointed out that 
learning organizations are born of static organizations, 
just like the saying, “failure is the mother of success.” 
To better understand the attributes of learning organiza-

tions, some important aspects of static organizations 
must be discussed first. Numerous studies (e.g., Arends 
& Arends, 1977; Baldridge & Dean, 1975; Bennis, 
Benne, & Chin, 1968; Goodlad, 1975; Greiner, 1971) 
have indicated that static organizations possess some 
dimensions that are really worth the attention of cor-
porate leaders, human resources development (HRD), 
and human resources management (HRM) practitioners. 
Without the knowledge of static organizations, it will 
be extremely hard for static organizations to transform 
themselves into learning organizations. Static organi-
zations are first of all rigid (Knowles, 1978). In these 
organizations, much energy is given to maintaining 
permanent departments and committees. Respect is 
given to tradition, constitution, and by laws. These 
organizations are hierarchical. In other words, they 
adhere to a chain of command. Employees’ roles are 
defined rather narrowly. Both organizational leaders 
and employees focus on tasks (Hersey & Blanchard, 
1969). The organizational atmosphere is impersonal, 
cold, formal, reserved, and suspicious with personnel 
managed through coercive power. Employees are cau-
tious and low risk-taking. They tend to avoid errors. 
It is not an open system (McGregor, 1960). Instead, 
organizations feature closed systems regarding sharing 
resources. There is little tolerance for ambiguity. In static 
organizations, there is high participation at top, but low 
participation at bottom. Employees are reserved and 
do not work wholeheartedly for organizational goals. 
There is a clear distinction between policy making and 
policy execution. It is worth noting that decisions are 
made by legal mechanisms and that any decisions are 
considered final. Communication is one-way communi-
cation or downward communication. Feelings are rather 
repressed or hidden. A natural flow of communication 
is restricted. These are the basic characteristics of static 
organizations that prevent today’s organizations from 
remaining competitive in a global economy. Because 
static organizations reveal these unproductive practices, 
HRD and HRM consultants constantly seek to solve 
these problems. These problems are manifold and 
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solving one problem does not lead to stopping static 
organizations from collapsing. The best solution is 
to transform these static organizations into learning 
organizations that will embrace these problems in a 
way that these organizations can be reinvigorated again 
in this global economy (Cramer & Wasiak, 2006). A 
pertinent question to ask will be: “What are learning 
organizations?” 

LEARNING ORGANIzATIONS

Unlike static organizations, learning organizations are 
flexible (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 1998, 2005). 
Learning organizations make frequent use of tempo-
rary taskforces. They easily shift department lines 
if they work for them. They do not adhere to a rigid 
constitution. In fact, they are always ready to change 
constitutions if they find flaws with them. They like 
tradition, but they are ready to depart from tradition if 
it stands in their way. Learning organizations are no 
longer hierarchical. Rather, they have multiple linkages 
based on functional collaboration. Instead of defining 
everyone’s roles narrowly, roles in learning organiza-
tions are defined broadly. The atmosphere in learning 
organizations is that people are caring and that these 
organizations are people-centered (Rogers, 1951, 1961, 
1969, 1980). On the whole, the atmosphere is warm, 
informal, intimate, and trusting. 

Management philosophy in learning organizations is 
to release the energy of personnel by delegating power 
to the employees. Corporate leaders believe that every 
one in the organization has pent-up energy (Knowles 
et al., 1998, 2005). Once released, these people will 
contribute substantially to the organization. Power 
does not have to be used coercively. Instead, it can 
be used supportively. Employees are high risk-taking 
and experimental. They are willing to commit errors 
because they know that is part of the learning process. 
And they are willing to learn from errors. Leaders in 
learning organizations allow employees to fail. They 
reward success among their employees. Leaders in these 
organizations place emphasis on personal development 
rather than on things or events (Galbraith, 2004). In 
static organizations, the whole system is closed. In 
learning organizations, the system is open regarding 
sharing resources. All in all, there is high tolerance 
for ambiguity. 

Because of the democratic nature of learning 
organizations, there is relevant participation by all 
those affected. In static organizations, there is low 
participation at the bottom because employees believe 
decision making is none of their business. In learning 
organizations, policy making and policy execution are 
collaborative. Leaders do not make policies without the 
input from employees. Any decisions made in learning 
organizations are not final. Rather, learning organiza-
tions make decisions by solving problems. Decisions 
are treated as hypotheses to be tested. Should they work 
for the organizations, they will keep them; if they do 
not work for them, they seek to discard them and look 
for good ones. 

In static organizations, communication is one way. 
In learning organizations, communication is multidi-
rectional, that is, up, down, and sideways. Specifically, 
communication in learning organizations feature open 
flow and easy access. Leaders communicate with 
leaders freely. Leaders communicate with employees 
freely. Employees communicate with employees freely. 
Nobody’s feelings are repressed; rather, feelings are 
expressed freely. 

By virtue of simply discussing the nature of learn-
ing organizations in terms of structure, atmosphere, 
management philosophy and attitudes, decision making 
and policy making, and communication, it is easily 
concluded that learning organizations are the keys to the 
survival of today’s organizations in a global economy. 
Both HRD and HRM practitioners strive to turn static 
organizations into learning organizations by changing 
corporate leaders’ and employees’ mindsets (Bennis, 
1989; Bennis & Nanus, 1997). To survive and remain 
competitive in this global economy, organizations must 
rise from static organizations that prevent themselves 
from being successful. Unlike leaders in static orga-
nizations, leaders in learning organizations tend to do 
the following (Knowles et al., 1998): 

• Have faith in people, offer them challenging op-
portunities, and delegate responsibility to them. 

• Involve their clients, workers, or students in every 
step of the planning process, assessing needs, 
formulating goals, designing lines of action, car-
rying out activities, and evaluating results (except, 
perhaps, in emergencies). 

• Believe in and use the power of self-fulfilling 
prophesy; they understand that people tend to come 
up to other people’s expectations for them.
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• Value individuality in sensing that people perform 

at a higher level when they are operating on the 
basis of their unique strengths, talents, interests, 
and goals than when they are trying to conform 
to some imposed stereotype.

• Stimulate and reward creativity.
• Are committed to a process of continuous change 

and are skillful in managing change.
• Emphasize internal motivators over external 

motivators.
• Encourage people to be self-directing. (pp. 203-209)

Any organizations that perform by the standards of 
learning organizations can taste the fruits of success. 
Likewise, any organizations that perform by the stan-
dards of static organizations can taste the bitterness of 
failure. And downsizing, restructuring or merging are 
bound to be under way. Once we understand the drastic 
differences between static organizations and learning 
organizations, perhaps we should be on the verge of 
beginning to understand how to optimize the release 
of the enormous pent-up energy in our human energy 
systems (Knowles et al., 1998, 2005). After all, human 
capital is the more valuable corporate resource capable 
of contributing to the improvement of the organization’s 
competitive advantage. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Like other HRD and e-HRM issues in today’s organiza-
tions, static organizations vs. learning organizations will 
continue to be a subsequent research focus by scholars 
and practitioners. In addition, handling issues such as 
employee retention and electronic human resource 
management in relationship to learning organizations 
and static organizations will continue to spark further 
research by scholars and practitioners. Although some 
basic characteristics of static vs. learning organizations 
have been identified in the literature, there is still room 
for developing more dimensions so that today’s organi-
zations can benefit. One area of scholarly interest will 
be: “Can the level of employees’ education contribute 
to the types of organizations they work for?” To what 
extent, does the level of employees’ education predeter-
mine the types of organizations? Learning organizations 
must hire people that are flexible, caring, high-risk 
taking, and above all, well-educated. What about one’s 
moral goodness? Will this contribute to the types of 

organizations? This will be another area of scholarly 
research in the future. In HRD and e-HRM, we often 
hear, “one’s IQ and performance are not synonymous!” 
How come a highly intelligent individual does not 
contribute to the development of an organization while 
an individual with a mediocre IQ contributes to the 
development of an organization? The answer may lie 
in the individual’s moral goodness. To test this area, a 
comparison of assumptions about human nature and 
behavior (Knowles, 1978; Maslow, 1970; McGregor, 
1960) has been extant in the field for years. A renewed 
fresh look in this area may result in astonishing dis-
coveries for HRD and e-HRM practitioners. Types of 
organizations do not exist in a social vacuum. How the 
larger social setting (e.g., political culture, social culture, 
and cultural settings) may affect organizations will be 
a perennial topic for HRD and HRM practitioners in 
the future. For example, a static organization will be 
turned into a learning organization by itself if a social 
landscape is drastically changed. 

CONCLUSION

This article supports a fresh look at some of the generic 
characteristics of static organizations vs. learning orga-
nizations in terms of structure, atmosphere, management 
philosophy and attitudes, decision making and policy 
making, and communication. Further, this article argues 
that learning organizations are more desirable if today’s 
organizations wish to remain competitive in a global 
economy. To thrive or not to thrive, this is the question. 
For human capital to contribute to the improvement 
of the organization’s competitive advantage, learning 
organizations provide fertile ground for both corporate 
leaders and employees. 

Static organizations are detrimental to the develop-
ment of any organizations. Therefore, they must be 
transformed in this 21st century. To transform them into 
learning organizations, the traditional aspects such as 
structure, atmosphere, management philosophy and 
attitudes, decision making and policy making, and 
communication cannot be overlooked. In fact, unless 
we fix these first, we cannot expect to transform an 
organization. In view of the difference between learn-
ing organizations and static organizations, it can be 
concluded that automated management characterized 
by e-HRM may not work well in static organizations 
because of their management philosophies. Automated 
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management reduces excessive worry regarding smaller 
tasks and allows management to focus on other more 
important areas where immediate attention has to be 
applied. An e-based side of business would not be 
possible unless we strive to transform static organiza-
tions into learning organizations. Table 1 illustrates 
how learning organizations differ from static organi-
zations in terms of those traditional dimensions such 
as structure, atmosphere, management philosophy 
and attitudes, decision making and policy making, 
and communication. This is not to say that learning 
organizations cannot use any of the strategies utilized 
by static organizations at all. There may be situations 
where strategies used by static organizations may be 
realistic for learning organizations. However, on the 
whole, learning organizations should keep their own 
characteristics in order to qualify themselves as true 
learning organizations. 
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Management Philosophy and Attitudes Use of coercive power Use of supportive power

Decision Making and Policy Making High participation at top, low at bottom; 
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Communication Top-down, one way Multidirectional
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KEY TERMS

Ambiguity: This is the noun from the adjective 
ambiguous which means confusing, able to be under-
stood in different ways. 

Dimension: It this article, it is used as a countable 
noun. Thus, it means a measurement of something in 
one direction. 

Downsizing: Downsizing refers to the process of 
making smaller, especially a work force or business. 
In this article, it also refers to laying off employees. 
Although this may not be the best solution to existing 
problems in today’s organizations, this technique may 
help ease the shrinking operating budget of an organiza-
tion. Employees are meant to produce surplus value. If 
they are unproductive for whatever reasons, their jobs 
should be terminated and handed over to those who can 
produce surplus value. 

Hierarchical: This is the adjective form of the noun 
hierarchy which means an organization from higher to 
lower by rank, social status, or function. In this article, 
it also means that a static organization is too rigid. It 
adheres to a rigid chain of command. 

IQ: This refers to one’s intelligence quotient, a 
measurement of intelligence based on standardized 
test scores. Although IQ tests are still widely used 
in the United States, there has been increasing doubt 
voiced about their ability to measure the mental ca-
pacities that determine success in life. IQ testing has 
also been criticized for being biased with regard to 
race and gender.

Learning Organizations: Learning organizations 
refer to innovative organizations that strive to trans-
form themselves from static organizations to learning 
organizations. Anything that does not work for these 

organizations is bound to be changed in a timely man-
ner. In this article, learning organizations are flexible, 
people-centered, and operated through supportive 
power with high participation at all levels. Decisions 
are treated as hypotheses and their system is open. Com-
munication is multidirectional. Above all, employees’ 
energy is released rather than suppressed. Learning 
organizations are full of learning facilitators instead 
of knowledge dictators. Leaders in learning organiza-
tions serve as resource persons, linking employees to 
learning resources. Leaders in learning organizations 
reward their employees in a fair and open manner. Lead-
ers in learning organizations are creative leaders that 
strive to release the energy of their employees. They 
understand that power they hold need to be delegated 
rather than reinforced through coercion. Coercion is a 
technique mostly used by leaders who do not believe 
in the Y assumptions of human beings. Creative leaders 
in learning organizations have faith in pent up energy 
of human beings. Therefore, they utilize a facilitative 
approach to their leadership styles. 

Merging: Merging refers to the process of being 
combined or becoming combined. Organizations often 
merge into one in order not to waste resources. For ex-
ample, recently K-Mart and Sears in the United States 
of America merged into one company where customers 
can use the same credit card issued by Sears to shop 
at both K-Mart and Sears. This kind of merging will 
facilitate their management at both Sears and K-Mart. 
Many universities and colleges in developing countries 
have merged into mega universities in order to better 
serve students. 

Restructuring: Restructuring refers to the pro-
cess of reorganizing an organization, often to make a 
work force smaller in order to be profitable in a global 
economy. Restructuring often occurs as a result of 
organizational leaders changing their management phi-
losophies. Sometimes, organizations have to shut down 
in order to do restructuring. Leaders and employees in 
these organizations need to reflect upon their practices 
to find out where things have gone wrong. Often times, 
they find conflict between leadership and management. 
Leadership and management are two distinctive and 
complementary systems of action. Management is 
about coping with complexity whereas leadership is 
about coping with change. 
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Static Organizations: In general, static organiza-
tions refer to organizations that are not moving or 
changing in the right direction. In this article, static 
organizations refer to organizations that are rigid, task-
oriented, controlled through coercive power without 
proper participation expected at all levels, and so 
forth. Any decisions made in these organizations are 
considered final and communication is top-down. 
Many factors lead to static organizations. Confusion 
between management and leadership is a huge factor 
that leads to static organizations. Employee morale is 
another factor. The level of education of employees also 
contributes to static organizations. When examining 
static organizations, it is always a good idea to approach 
them comprehensively. One single factor alone does 
not necessarily lead to static organizations. 
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Topic: Building Human Capital: Training and Development

INTRODUCTION

Since the 1990s, more and more corporate learning has 
been moved online to allow for flexibility, just-in-time 
learning, and cost saving in delivering training. This 
trend has been evolved along with the introduction of 
Web-based applications for HRM purposes, known as 
electronic Human Resource Management (e-HRM). 
By 2005, 39.67% of the corporate learning, among the 
ASTD (American Society for Training and Develop-
ment) benchmarking forum companies, was delivered 
online in comparison to 10.5% in 2001. 

E-learning has now reached “a high level of (techni-
cal) sophistication, both in terms of instructional de-
velopment and the effective management of resources” 
in companies with high performance learning function 
(ASTD, 2006, p.4). The cost per unit, reported by 
ASTD in its 2006 State of Industry Report, has been 
declining since 2000 despite the higher training hours 
received per employee thanks to the use of technology 
based training delivery and its scalability. However, the 
overall quality of e-learning either public available in 
the market or implemented at the workplace remains 
unstable. 

Findings from a recent European survey on quality 
and e-learning indicated that 65% of the 433 respondents 
(European training professionals) rated the overall qual-
ity of e-learning as “fair” or “poor.” Only 1% rated it 
“excellent” and only 5% rated it “very good” (Massy, 
2002). Criteria used to evaluate quality in e-learning 
are in order of priority:

1. Functions technically without problems across 
all users.

2. Has clearly explicit pedagogical design principles 
appropriate to learner type, needs, and context.

3. Subject content in state of the art and maintained 
up to date.

4. Has a high level of interactivity.

Lack of better match between learning design and 
learner needs and context could significantly reduce 
the intended impact of training. This shortcoming 
could be more effectively remedied by introducing a 
quality management system for training in general and 
for e-training in specific. However, most managers do 
not know how to measure the benefits of training and 
the return on training investment. ISO 10015: 1999 
Quality management—Guidelines for training, provides 
answers to the crucial question: how to make training 
cost effective and more?

BACKGROUND

In response to global competition coupled with tech-
nological innovation, companies from European and 
North American economies have been shifting from 
industrial to knowledge-based production of goods 
and provision of services. Traditional advantages 
such as manufacturing know-how have been eroded 
due to competition from companies based in newly 
industrialized countries. For the advanced industrial 
nations, competitive advantage now depends on superior 
innovation, intellectual property, and intellectual capi-
tal–which, in turn, demand increasingly sophisticated 
human skills and knowledge. In this context, during 
the last decade 

there has been a shift of attention from the formal 
education system as provider of knowledge and skills, 
towards the role of training in enterprises; the latter 
is increasingly recognized as already having a signifi-
cant contribution to knowledge and skill formation. 
(OECD, n.d., p.2)

On the other hand, developing countries are fac-
ing similar challenges as their competitors in OECD 
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countries in terms of their need to ensure higher quality 
workforce based productivity gain. These countries 
can no longer count on cheap labor as key factor for 
their market success since least developed countries 
can offer even more favorable labor conditions and 
attract labor intensive foreign direct investment. For 
companies in developing countries, the move towards 
higher value added production and services has already 
become a reality and cannot be avoided any longer. 
Consequently, the old human resource stratagem of 
providing no training but relying on ample supply of 
cheap and unskilled labor to drive down the cost and 
push up the productivity became unattainable (Saner 
& Yiu, 2005). 

Porter and Sölvell (1998) offer a more holistic 
explanation of regional competitiveness. Discussing 
innovation and sustainable competitive advantage of 
firms, he states:

... While some knowledge is embedded in materials, 
components, products and machinery, other knowledge 
is embedded in human capital, part of which is tacit. 
(p 447)

Findings from studies focusing on regional com-
petitiveness support this view that availability of 
highly skilled labor is the most important factor in 
determining a region’s competitiveness and prosperity 
(Koellreuter, 1997).

“Knowledge” based production and services demand 
higher percentage of knowledge based jobs and a higher 
share of utilizing technology for innovation; both points 
to greater investment in human capital development 
through effective training. Lifelong learning is there-
fore not just “slogan” for the developed economy, but 
a must for all countries wish to move forward in terms 
of their economic development. 

To keep pace with these changing market conditions 
and workplace practices, companies must continuously 
increase their re-investment in the upgrading of the 
competence of their human resources. Yet while most 
managers recognize the need to attract, develop and 
retain a highly skilled and innovative workforce, few 
feel comfortable with the idea of investing in people, 
especially with profit margins under pressure. Instead, 
reducing expenditure occupies top management think-
ing, and training budgets are cut without considering 
the effect on competitive advantage in the future and 
on the company’s innovation capital (Edvinsson & 

Malone, 1997). Should training managers be able to 
provide documented evidence that training do contrib-
ute to business results, such occurrence would sure be 
dramatically reduced, if not avoided.

Most managers do not know how to assess the 
return on investment in training (Phillips, 2002), nor 
are they equipped with the necessary management 
tools to monitor the decision-making process of such 
investment and the quality of its implementation (Yiu 
& Saner, 2005). 

So, how does one know if investment in staff training 
will return in the form of better performance, higher 
productivity, or new and more competitive goods or 
services? How can one measure the benefits of training 
and amortize investments in human capital? How can 
an organization be sure that recently trained employees 
will not simply walk away with their newly acquired 
knowledge and skills? Indeed the persisting question 
regarding training management has long been—how 
can an organization ensure the quality of its training 
investments so that optimal return is guaranteed?

Integrating the ICT as part of the delivery modality 
does not change the validity of this question. Instead 
it adds more urgency to it by the fact that technology-
based learning requires substantial upfront investment 
and less amenable to customization and change.

This article examines the necessity of investing in 
training and of adopting technology based learning 
modality for upscaling of training coverage. It also 
highlights benefits of implementing the International 
Standard ISO 10015: 1999 Quality management—
Guidelines for training within companies. While ISO 
10015 may have been a relatively new and lesser known 
standard of the successful ISO 9001:2000 family, it is 
proving to be a highly effective tool for solving the 
problem of measuring the effectiveness of training 
thereby helping organizations to justify investment in 
training and in maximizing technology-based learning 
infrastructure.

INvESTMENT OR EXPENDITURE?

There is a discrepancy between what organizations 
may say—“people are our most valued asset”—and 
what they actually do. This gap is often self-evident 
when one scrutinizes the human resource manage-
ment policies and practices of a company. One reason 
why few companies report on their training is because 
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organizations are not required to report on its human 
capital in general and training investments in specific 
to shareholders, nor to society in general. Therefore, 
there is no external accountability regarding manage-
rial responsibility for safeguarding the organization’s 
human and intellectual capital.

According to the American Society for Training 
Development (ASTD) 2006 State of the Industry 
Report, many major companies in North America and 
Western Europe spend up to 2%-3% of total payroll on 
training, amounting to tens and billions of U.S. dollars 
in expenditure. ASTD estimates that, 

U.S. organizations spend $109.25 billion on employee 
learning and development annually, with nearly three 
quarters ($79.75 billion) spent on the internal learn-
ing function, and the remainder ($29.50 billion) spent 
on external services. (2006 State of Industry Report, 
p.4)

However, the big corporations do not scrutinize such 
training investment as thoroughly as they do with other 
investments (Durfee, 2003). This is because training 
continues to be treated as an expense, rather than as 
an investment in an organization’s capacity to compete 
and innovate (Yiu et al., 2005). This is also because 
the companies lack the tools in measuring the effects 
of training on business results (Phillips, 2003).

wHY INvESTMENT IN TRAINING IS A 
MUST?

Managers are understandably concerned about justify-
ing and protecting their investments. However, since 
mobility of labor is part of the market economy, employ-
ees can leave without the organization recuperating an 
adequate return on its training investment. On the other 
hand, when downturn happens managers tend to seek 
short-term solution to the economic hardship by cutting 
the head counts as the first intervention in reviving the 
company’s fortune. Therefore, a vicious cycle starts to 
perpetuate itself whereby companies are reluctant to 
invest in people for fear of employee turnover. 

To be successful, companies must nonetheless 
manage this dilemma and invest in people, or lose 
ground as competitors abroad continue to do so. For 
example, U.S. employers spent an average of USD 677 
per employee in 2000 and increased the spending to 

USD 1,424 per employee in 2005, representing about 
2.2% of payroll, in spite of seemingly relentless price 
competition and a significantly more mobile labor 
market than Europe (2006 State of the Industry Report 
, p. 3). Continued investment in skill development and 
human capital in the U.S. coupled with the application 
of ICT (information and communication technology) 
and continued drive toward innovation help explain 
the economic dynamisms and sustained productivity 
gains in the U.S. (OECD, 2007).

However, similar examples can be found in Europe. 
A recent survey of 1,200 companies in Ireland showed 
that training averaged 3.01% of payroll in 2001(Training 
Survey 2001). This is probably one reason why Ireland 
has become one of the most dynamic European econo-
mies. As OECD (1998) indicated in its international 
comparative studies that, 

Human capital thus constitutes an intangible asset 
with the capacity to enhance or support productivity, 
innovation, and employability. It may be augmented, 
or may decline or become redundant. It is formed 
through different influences and sources including 
organized learning activity in the form of education 
and training. ( p. 9) 

MEASURING RETURN ON INvESTMENT

Measuring return on investment (ROI) from training is 
difficult—but not impossible. Since 1997, ASTD has 
been collecting data on company training investment 
in order to answer the question: does it pay to train?

Data collected from over 2,500 companies, mea-
sured against TSR (total stockholder return), indicated 
that organizations making higher training investments 
in 1996, 1997, and 1998 yielded higher TSR the fol-
lowing year (Bassi, Ludwig, McMurrer, & VanBuren, 
2000). The sample included some European companies 
with similar links between higher training investment 
and TSR. These pioneering findings help confirm that 
training does pay off in terms of organizational per-
formance. It supports the argument that investment in 
people can impact the bottom line. However, as with 
all investment portfolios, investment in training does 
not automatically result in performance improvement 
without smart strategy and competent management. 
Training management requires vision, strategy, exper-
tise, and management tools. 
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ISO 10015: THE SOLUTION  
TO QUALITY IN TRAINING

Different quality management tools are available, such 
as TQM (total quality management), EFQM (European 
Foundation for Quality Management), EduQua (Educa-
tion Quality Standard). However, they are either too 
cumbersome or too general; none address the decision 
making aspect of the training investment which affects 
the outcome of training. 

International Standard ISO 10015: 1999 Quality 
management—Guidelines for training is something 
of an undiscovered gem in the ISO 9000 family of 
standards. It provides guidelines to assist organizations 
and their managers when addressing issues related to 
training. ISO 10015 offers three key benefits:

Benefit 1: It offers a clear road map in terms of mak-
ing training decision.

Benefit 2: It makes explicit at the training design stage 
the measurements to be used in assessing 
training results.

Benefit 3: It offers guidance focused on training 
technology and organizational learning, 
since it is designed specifically to meet 
training needs.

In addition, ISO 10015: 1999 has two crucially 
important features which provide management with 
a scientific base in managing people and performance 
related challenges. It provides the “soft” discipline 
with hard facts in taking strategic decision. These 
features are:

Feature 1: ISO 10015 links training investment to 
organizational performance.

Testing the professional competence of trainers 
and verifying the pedagogical concepts of training 
programmes are vital. But the key to assessing return 
on training investment is its link to organizational 
performance and business results. When asked, “Why 
do you pay for training?”, an organization should be 
able to track the decision process back to its defined 
performance objectives. In other words, the key “cus-
tomer” is the organization itself, even more than the 
individuals being trained.

An organization must first recognize the perfor-
mance challenge it faces and the causes (see the “de-
cision tree” in Figure 1). For example, if sales have 

slumped, the obvious starting point is to find out why. 
Are the wrong products being produced, or are the 
right products being targeted to the wrong markets? Is 
product quality deficient because of old and unreliable 
production machinery? Is service quality poor because 
employees are not equipped to deal with customer 
requirements and complaints?

Following the decision tree exercise, if the per-
formance gap is linked to under-performing human 
resources, then the organization should again ask itself 
why. Are employees demotivated by poor pay levels, or 
by lack of leadership? Is it because their competencies 
do not fit the job requirements, or because of a differ-
ential between the skill levels of established and new 
employees? If either of the last two factors exists, then 
training could well be the solution (Figure 2).

ISO 10015: 1999 offers a clear road map towards 
sound training investment decisions by requiring top 
management to connect training to performance goals, 
and use it as a strategic vehicle for individual and col-
lective performance improvement. As a result, training 
effectiveness is not only measured by improvement 
in individual professional competence, but also by 
the extent to which individuals have contributed to 
the organization’s performance.Feature 2: ISO 10015 
requires training to be based on pedagogical and or-
ganizational learning principles.

Staff training should be implemented as an interven-
tion strategy once an organization has identified it as 
the optimal approach to closing the performance gap. 
Consequently, the next critical phase of investing in 
people is to establish appropriate training design and 
learning processes. This is where ISO 10015 can be 
a valuable management tool by helping to ensure that 
training is organized

• Efficiently in the use of finances, time, and energy, 
and

• Effectively in enhancing performance.

Quality principles of the ISO 10015 ensures that 
knowledge, skills, competences, and other attributes are 
combined in different ways according to the individual 
and the context of use. It is in this design imperative 
resting the power of this training management tool.

ISO 10015 defines training as a four-stage process 
(see Figure 3):
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Figure 1. “Why training?” decision tree

1. defining training needs,
2. designing and planning training,
3. providing the training (including e-learning), 

and
4. evaluating the outcome of training.

Each stage is connected to the next in an input 
and output relationship (see Figure 3). As a quality 
management tool, ISO 10015 helps to specify the op-
erational requirements for each stage and establishes 
procedures to monitor the process. Such a transparent 
approach enables training managers to focus more on 

the substance of each training investment, rather than 
merely on controlling expenditure.

Unlike other quality management tools, ISO 10015 
helps an organization to link training pedagogy and 
evaluation to performance objectives. This approach 
provides an organization with constant feedback re-
garding its investment in human competencies. The 
International Standard also encourages companies to 
examine their training models, and validate their train-
ing approaches and premises via comprehensive data 
and documentation.
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This data based approach to training management 
provides a unique opportunity for continuous improve-
ment of training operation. Most importantly, it provides 
evidence based feedback to the training solutions ad-
opted in solving performance issues at the workplace. 
Data concerning individual learning, opportunities to 
apply on the job, impact on productivity are collected 
to corroborate with the initial performance diagnosis 
thereby closing the loop of training intervention. Thus 
making it possible to actually measure the impact and 
contribution of training to business operation. 

CONCLUSION

To sustain business development, companies need 
to invest in people more urgently than ever. Training 

is “mission critical” in a knowledge-based economy 
and should not be considered dispensable at times of 
economic difficulty. Only by raising the quality of its 
human capital can an organization ensure long-term 
competitive advantage.

In view of the fast changing customer requirements 
and continued product and service innovation, em-
ployees need to be trained more frequently on diverse 
topics. Learning will continue expanding its presence 
on-line in synchronous and asynchronous modes. How 
to avoid the quality deficit of traditional training in e-
training processes is a concern needs to be addressed 
in order to avoid ineffective use of the technology and 
potential loss of investment.

Like any other major investment, (e)Training must 
be managed carefully. ISO 10015 offers a transparent, 
logical and easy to follow four-stage process which 

Figure 2. The performance diagnosis and training decision

Knowledge: insufficient mastery of the product portfolio,
weak understanding of the customer needs 
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can benefit any training programme. Above all, ISO 
10015 is a training-specific quality management tool 
to strengthen the link between e-training and the or-
ganization’s performance requirements and objectives. 
ISO 10015 based training management system provides 
a sound structure to carry out training that is critical 
to the long-term financial success of the company. It 
ensures that training will deliver results in improving 
the productivity of the company.

“What can’t be measured can’t be managed! What 
can’t be measured and managed can’t be improved” as 
the saying goes. Companies that act early in identifying 
and measuring the salient factors affecting their hu-
man capital development and (e)Training investments 
shall be able to leverage more effectively their human 
capital in achieving organizational objectives. To create 
value from (e)Training, managers must start viewing 

“(e)Training” not as expenditures but investments, 
and devising ways to bring such a process approach to 
training management. While recognizing that human 
capital is an intangible asset and its development might 
need time to bring to fruition in terms of productivity 
gains and innovation, a management system that links 
business objective and training intervention, regardless 
whether it is done through classroom teaching or on-
line, must be the first step.
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KEY TERMS

E-Learning: Learning activities conducted through 
Internet or Web-based course materials or activities. 
Learners engage in this activities alone or in groups. 
These learning groups could be geographically dis-
persed.

E-Training: Training delivered through the elec-
tronic means, which could be Web-based training 
programmes and activities.
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ISO 10015 Qualiy Management (1999): It is an 

international standard provides guidelines to assist 
organisations and their personnel to address issues 
related to training. It is applicable to all types of edu-
cation and training. 

Quality Management System: It is management 
system to ensure quality of performance and consists 
of quality policy, work processes, procedures, quality 
measures, and documentation system.

Regional Competitiveness: Competitiveness is 
seen as the economic capability to generate higher 
productivity and monitised values. The factors under-
lying regional competitiveness include human talent, 
innovation capacities, connectivity of the region and 
entrepreneurship.

Training: Process to provide and develop knowl-
edge, skills, and behaviors to meet performance or 
task requirements.
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INTRODUCTION

Due to their nature and market position, service com-
panies are committed to excellence. But to achieve 
excellence they must have a clear vision of their product 
that gives them the best competitive advantages and 
guides the resources of the company toward success. 
Human resources management is a tool that has been 
implemented to develop human potential; service 
quality depends on understanding the processes and 
tools that promote a positive attitude in members of 
an organization and a greater commitment to meeting 
management goals. These elements are translated into 
concrete actions, which can be seen in the mechanisms 
that ensure client satisfaction. The new information 
development culture is based on three elements: first, 
globalization, which has created a world market that is 
not constricted by time and space; second, a business 
model and opportunities based on networked economic 
activity; and finally, interdisciplinarity, a fundamental 
mechanism for managing resources. 

In this work, we seek to identify the factors that 
influence a company’s human resources management 
and service quality. What factors influence modern 
human resources management in companies facing 
technological and administrative changes requiring an 
adequate level of service quality? The content is related 
to human resources management, service quality, and 
factors that influence both areas, specifically in the 
case of urban transportation companies, because they 
are an indispensable resource for society providing a 
service directed at the inhabitants and tourists of the 
selected region. 

BACKGROUND

The theoretical basis for this work includes organiza-
tional behavior theory and organizational development 
theory, which are based on the theories of human rela-
tionships and the classic theory in the field of adminis-
tration, of the late 1940s. The theory of organizational 
behavior includes diverse contributions from experts 
such as Herbert, Banard, McGregor, Likert, Argyris, 
Maslow, Herzberg and McClelland, as Chiavenato 
affirms (2000). 

These theories have allowed the introduction of new 
theoretical foundations in the field of motivation, such 
as the theory of necessities, the satisfaction and nonsat-
isfaction approach, and X theory and Y theory. One of 
the theories that stands out is Maslow’s (1943)theory of 
human motivation that he applied to the study of em-
ployees in a company. In his theory Maslow states that 
“motivation theory is not synonymous with behavior 
theory; motivations are only one class of determinants 
of behavior. While behavior is almost always motivated, 
it is also almost always biologically, culturally and 
situationally determined as well.”

The second theory, organizational development, 
arose in the 1960s, with proponents such as Bennis 
and Beckhard. This theory incorporates new ideas into 
business administration by emphasizing people, organi-
zations, environments, and social groups (Chiavenato, 
2001). In addition, Weick and Quinn (1999) state that 
understood from the perspective of organizational de-
velopment, change is a set of behavioral science-based 
theories, values, strategies, and techniques aimed at 
the planned change of the organizational work setting 
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for the purpose of enhancing individual development 
and improving organizational performance by altering 
how members of the organization behave at work. With 
this in mind, Porras and Robertson (1992) affirm that 
in order to meet business goals organizations usually 
turn to modifying how employees behave while doing 
their regular work.

The Industrial Revolution gave birth to the bu-
reaucratic system favored from the 1950s until the 
1980s. In this system, jobs were rigidly defined, rules 
and policies were strictly enforced, and a hierarchy 
of authority controlled all decisions. The bureaucratic 
design implements many levels of managers, each of 
whom has dominion over a highly separate division, 
for example, accounting or marketing. The bureaucratic 
system gave way to another design for the workplace, 
called the high-performance system. This approach, 
more and more common since the 1980s, has work-
ers on teams that individually have greater freedom, 
collectively are responsible for a range of activities in 
a business process, and are also expected to initiate 
improvement of the process (Wheeler, 2000).

These theories have been mentioned because they 
are representative of the many changes in business 
administration literature and processes that have oc-
curred as a consequence of the interdependence of the 
growing global market economy. It is very difficult to 
keep up with these fast-moving changes, and without 
a doubt many advances made in the last two decades 
have failed to reach a large part of society.

Research done in the area of human resources is 
interrelated with these theories because they are part 
of the origins of management in this area, and also 
because they specialize in the study of people and 
their behavior in the company in accordance with the 
nature, objectives, activities, policies, markets, and 
other factors that allow them to successfully manage. 
It is useful to mention these theoretical foundations 
here because they allow us to compare new concepts 
and theories characterizing the work environment of a 
business, which is necessary to establish high-quality 
performance by workers.

In today’s virtual workplace people do not always 
work in the same place or at the same time as other 
workers (Crandall & Wallace, 1995, cited by Wheeler, 
2000). This author states that the current technological 
revolution using virtual electronic communication sys-
tems make it possible for people who are rarely in the 
same place to collaborate on various tasks and projects. 

In this sense, organizational systems are designed to be 
in synch with the abilities of individual workers; these 
capabilities, or competencies, are supported by the or-
ganization, which arranges the workforce according to 
them (Risher & Fay, 1995, cited by Wheeler, 2000).

In this context, the resources and capacities theory 
in the strategic management area should be mentioned. 
This theory affirms that sustained competitive advantage 
is a major factor in an organization’s productivity. Such 
an advantage is achieved when a company develops 
a strategy that can create value and is not simultane-
ously being applied by others (Arbelo, Parra, Chinea, & 
Rodríguez, 2004). In this theory, resources are defined 
as physical capital, human capital, and organizational 
capital or also as tangible (physical and financial) and 
intangible (value, knowledge, culture, abilities and 
information, among others). 

In addition, while resources can be physically 
possessed by any company, they must be correctly 
implemented for a business strategy to be successful; 
correct implementation also allows the business to better 
comprehend the capacities of their resources (Santos, 
Sanzo, Vázquez, & Álvarez, 2000). 

The main authors of this methodological position 
include, among others, Knight (1921), Selznick, (1957), 
Penrose (1959), Richardson (1972), Winter (1982), 
Wernerfelt (1984), Prahalad and Hamel (1990), Barney 
(1991), Pettigrew and Whipp (1991), and Teece and 
Pisano (1994). The contributions of these authors have 
allowed this theory to evolve based on the distinction 
made between “capabilities,” “resources,” and “com-
petences.” Recent research introduces new approaches 
to this theory which consider the company to be a 
mechanism made up of both tangible and intangible 
“resources” (R), “capabilities” (C) consisting of the 
abilities of the workers, and the “competences of the 
company” (C), based on the learning acquired by the 
organization (Montresor, 2004). 

As suggested by Carmeli and Schaubroeck (2005), 
“management practices can leverage HR capital by 
developing it in ways that are uniquely suited to the par-
ticular organization’s design and strategy” (p. 393).

Companies use human resources management 
(HRM) to direct and control the people that work in 
different areas of the organization and to guide them 
in their effort to obtain certain managerial objectives. 
As with material resources, human resources have 
an established end and are governed by rules so that 
they can develop within the company, socially as well 
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professionally, and also so that they can obtain eco-
nomic and personal benefits. This function improves 
the organizational climate by establishing suitable 
working conditions through methods, processes, and 
technical and administrative procedures. Ultimately, 
these refined working conditions make it easier for 
the company to carry out activities that will allow it 
to achieve its proposed goals.  

According to Schneider (1994), HRM includes 
the organization’s policies and procedures for attract-
ing, recruiting, selecting, training, supervising, and 
managing employees based on productivity and job 
satisfaction. HRM “doesn’t consist of programs, but of 
relationships” (Ulrich, Losey, & Lake, 1998), because 
its most important function is to create an environment 
in which the employees are committed to the success 
of the company and to develop a union between the 
people that make up the organization, thereby promot-
ing efficiency and effectiveness in their work. This 
implies work teams operating under good conditions 
which allow them to complete their tasks and also 
includes engaging employees in greater collaboration 
by accepting their opinions and contributions. This 
includes the acquisition of new aptitudes that improve 
their capabilities, allowing their effort and contributions 
to be recognized by the company. 

The interaction between people and organizations 
is defined by how well they collaborate to produce 
a service. When working to achieve objectives and 
proposed goals, it is important to stress the value of 
people, because they are an indispensable resource in 
the organization. International HRM involves five major 
functional areas: recruitment and selection, develop-
ment and training, performance appraisal, remuneration, 
and labor relations (Treven, 2006).

Because service quality is so important, businesses 
must maintain high levels of excellence in order to 
improve their market share, productivity, costs, com-
petitiveness, customer loyalty, innovation, and tech-
nological advances, and also to motivate their human 
resources and capture new clients, among other factors. 
As a result, managing service quality has become an 
essential strategy for the success of companies in the 
tertiary sector. 

It is crucial to analyze service quality management 
along with HRM, because they both continually pro-

mote practices and activities designed to provide good 
service and maximize customer satisfaction.

Parasuraman (1985) defines service quality as the 
difference between consumer expectations of service, 
and the perceptions of the actual service rendered. 
What is important is the customer’s perception of the 
quality of service they receive, which is not necessarily 
the same as the company’s perception of the quality 
of service it provides (Snipesa, Sharon, LaTouré, & 
Achilles, 2004).

One of the most popular measures of service quality 
is the SERVQUAL model, developed by Parasuraman 
(1988-1991). However, the research of Maxwell, Wat-
son, and Quail (2004) suggests that SERVQUAL should 
be adapted to customer service, in terms of worker 
motivation and the quality of service they provide. 

The SERVQUAL model is a questionnaire that 
consists of two sections: a section to measure the ser-
vice that customers expect from companies within a 
specific sector and a corresponding section to measure 
customer perceptions of a particular company in that 
sector (Robledo, 2001). The SERVQUAL portion of 
the survey asks respondents to compare their perception 
of the quality of service received to the performance 
level they believed should be delivered in several ar-
eas, including job satisfaction and employee feelings 
of empowerment.

Gowana, Seymourb, Ibarrechec, and Lackeyd 
(2001), say that “the physical intangibility of services 
and the often non-standardized product and interactive 
production process stress the importance of a perceived 
quality description suitable for services.” Also, per-
ceived service quality is most often described as the 
discrepancy between a customer’s expectations and 
perceptions of performance (Carman, 1990; Colier, 
1987; Grönroos, 1983; Lewis & Booms, 1983; Para-
suraman, Zeithaml, & Berry, 1985, 1988, 1991).

In this respect, Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Malhotra 
(2005) affirm that the quality of service refers to the 
quality of the client’s interactions and experiences with 
the organization when receiving a service. Among the 
earliest authors to deal with this topic are Grönroos 
(1982), Lehtinen and Lehtinen (1982), Lewis (1983), 
Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1985), and Sasser, 
Olsen, and Wyckoff (1978).
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MODERN HUMAN RESOURCES  
MANAGEMENT AND ITS 
RELATIONSHIP wITH E-HRM

Three powerful exchange brokers have had a power-
ful impact on world economic activity over the past 
several years: globalization, information technologies, 
and communication. Digital innovations and products 
have generated new productive activities that have 
denominated the information industry, also known as 
information and communication technologies (ICT) 
and digital content (Vilaseca, 2003).

In this sense, Hernández, Jiménez, and Martín 
(2006) affirm that “technology has been considered a 
production input because it allows businesses to improve 
their position in the market and to obtain a sustainable 
competitive advantage” (p.54). The implementation of 
new information technology systems is a key factor in 
the evolution of companies over the past few years, 
because it indicates that they are prepared to negotiate 
with the owners of this new resource, as well as to take 
on the challenge of their adoption.

It should be mentioned that the evolution of the 
Internet, a revolutionary innovation, has taken place 
between 1969 and 1993 and from 1994 until the pres-
ent. According to Day, Shoemaker, and Gunther (2001), 
this evolution has allowed these new technologies to be 
applied to traditional markets, which in turn has made it 
possible to analyze their efficiency and the performance 
of business managers. In addition, the rapid growth of 
Internet commerce in recent years has allowed com-
panies to use exclusive processes such as e-business, 
which allows personnel to be managed online. 

The implementation of e-businesses may require 
companies to invest substantial resources in develop-
ing or hiring staff to handle new kinds of marketing, 
sales, and delivery systems, and to hire outside consul-
tants and service providers to take charge of technical 
aspects that cannot be managed by their own people 
(Hendershot, 2006). 

Moreover, this new type of business has opened 
the door to electronic human resources management 
(e-HRM), as explored by Huub (2006):

 Since the 1990s, for profit and not for profit organiza-
tions have been replacing face to face HRM activities 
with Web-based HRM tools, e-HRM for short, for 
employees and their managers. The basic expectations 
are that using e-HRM will decrease costs, will improve 

the HR service level and will give the HR department 
space to become a real strategic partner. (p. 1)

Current research uses the innovative term “talent 
management” when referring to a managerial style 
focused on handling employees as a profit-generating 
resource through the use of information, technology, 
and knowledge. 

In order for this modern management of human 
talent to be successful, companies have to adapt to 
far-reaching changes in the purpose, tendencies, and 
future of human resources. They can achieve this by 
globalizing their operations, developing information 
technologies, competently managing virtual teams, 
e-training their employees virtually, using digital 
information and integrated systems that are based on 
information and solid communication, as well as other 
factors (Chiavenato, 2002). 

All of this confirms how relevant this new manage-
ment style has become, since it requires a change in the 
organizational culture and innovation in how work is 
carried out in order to improve the quality of service, 
employee motivation, and the level of competitive-
ness that is characteristic of these new technological 
advances. 

Talent management solutions such as sourcing, 
screening, selection, interviewing, employee reten-
tion, development, deployment, and renewal of the 
workforce with analysis and planning illustrate how 
traditional HRM concerns are being shaped by avail-
able technology (Buenger, 2006).

The following characteristics are at the heart of tal-
ent development: business models and cultures where 
education and staff development are fundamental; 
leaders who are passionate about education, train-
ing, and promoting from within; succession planning 
that identifies and develops managers at all levels; 
an integrative approach to learning that recognizes 
the importance of coaching, on-the-job mentoring, 
and experiential learning; and traditional instruction 
(Grossman, 2006). 

Intellectual capital in the service industry is made up 
of human talent, which is considered to be the origin of 
a company’s competitive advantages. These advantages 
could be optimized through e-recruiting strategies, 
professional development, and online advertising. 
Implementing these strategies would create an efficient 
and effective e-management that takes full advantage of 
the opportunities offered by the Internet to work with 
inputs, clients, and partners (Piscitelli, 2002). 
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Today, e-HRM is an advanced business solution 
that many modern companies need, because it provides 
complete online support for the management of all 
processes, activities, data, and information required 
to manage human resources.

A key part of this management model is com-
munication, understood as a process of popularizing 
information and information systems. It is essential 
to connect employees in different workplaces through 
Internet/Intranet applications that can be used for the 
decentralized management of many human resource ac-
tivities, such as managing personnel profiles, absences, 
training, employment candidates, and evaluations.

Our research is oriented towards HRM, service 
quality, and customer satisfaction in the area of trans-
portation and emphasizes communication as one of 
the most important factors in the services sector. Our 
work is based on an empirical study which identified 
different factors that influence the quality of service 
provided by tourism companies and how they manage 
human resources. In this case, e-HRM is one of the ap-
plications derived from technological advances that is 
growing in all current markets; organizations are waging 
a “war for talent” through the use of talent manage-
ment solutions and by establishing or refining their HR 
application strategy, aligning employee performance 
with organizational goals (and supporting this with 
performance management solutions) and measuring 
results with performance management solutions (”The 
hands on tool,” 2007).

Companies provide e-HRM services through their 
own Internet servers; an employee needs nothing more 
than a PC equipped with a modem and a Web browser 
to access them. 

Doran (2003) states that “the areas of impact us-
ing e-Technology from e-HR work systems are HR 
metrics, reduce costs, 24/7 real time, empowerment, 
global economy, business decisions and communica-
tions, data integrity and customer service” (p.2). These 
areas form a new paradigm where human resources 
has shifted from the tactical to strategic importance, 
because organizations are trying to move from a 
predominantly transaction-based situation to one of 
value-added services. 

In fact, Doran (2003) mentions that there are two 
main technological tendencies in e-HRM, “ERP systems 
(Enterprise Resources Planning) and Best of Breed” 
(p. 3), which provide services for the global electronic 
management of the company, in addition to being use-

ful for e-learning, e-training, e-recruiting, e-benefits, 
employee self service (ESS), and manager self service 
(MSS). E-HRM also promotes feedback and surveys 
give line managers and HR professionals a more ac-
curate picture of employee perspectives and attitudes, 
thereby helping management implement better policies 
and procedures of all kinds (Dennis McCabe, 2001).

According to Huub (2006), the literature of e-HRM 
is divided into three classes based on the work of Lepak 
and Snell (1998): operational e-HRM, relational e-
HRM, and transformational e-HRM, which are defined 
as follows:

The operational type of HRM provides a choice be-
tween asking employees to keep their own personal 
data up-to-date through an HR website or to have an 
administrative force in place to do this for them. In 
relational HRM there is a choice between supporting 
recruitment and selection through a web-based ap-
plication or using a paper-based approach (through 
advertisements, paper-based application forms and 
letters etc.). In transformational HRM it is possible to 
create a change-ready workforce through an integrated 
set of web-based tools that enables the workforce to 
develop in line with the company’s strategic choices 
or to use paper-based materials. (p. 3)

FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE HUMAN 
RESOURCES MANAGEMENT AND  
SERvICE QUALITY

The importance of the factors that influence HRM and 
service quality is based on the belief that only personnel 
who have direct contact with clients are responsible 
for providing them with good service, with adequate 
support from other members of the chain of produc-
tion. The company trains these workers and gives 
them the knowledge necessary to assist and satisfy 
the customers. 

With this in mind, we can define certain factors that 
influence HRM and service quality, such as organiza-
tional culture, employee relationship, communication, 
information systems, professional training, and em-
ployee contributions (Cadagan & Lastres, 2005).

Organizational culture, according to Aguirre, Reina, 
Rodríguez, and Zamora (2000):
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Is expressed in the way it negotiates, how it treats cli-
ents and employees, by the amount of independence or 
freedom that exists in their units or offices and in the 
level of employee loyalty. For this reason it is based 
on habits, beliefs and conditions of the administration 
of the people.

Companies design and manage different programs 
meant to help employees be successful in their activi-
ties and also to improve relations with them. Some ex-
amples include “suggestions, recognition, attendance, 
disciplines and consultantship programs” (Chiavenato, 
2002). Through these programs management is involved 
in several aspects that influence the actions of personnel 
in the organization. 

This point confirms that in certain economic sec-
tors each company develops different communication 
processes adapted to their necessities, but through the 
use of the same types of resources. In the services sec-
tor new approaches have appeared; in order to ensure 
effective communication with the personnel responsible 
for managing the quality of service provided it is neces-
sary to work with information that is “current, fleeting, 
qualitative, quantitative, internal and external to the 
company and the competition,” providing a general 
and detailed vision, as Berry affirms (2004). 

For training to be effective it must be assisted 
by technological and organizational changes in the 
company, with the goal of making its resources more 
competitive (Sastre & Aguilar, 2003). These authors 
base their findings on an empirical quantitative study, 
carried out in a services sector company belonging to 
the public transportation area which is the leader in its 
region and does not have competitors. 

FUTURE TRENDS

In the service sector, the “human resources/service 
quality” binomial has become increasingly consolidated 
due to regional managerial development, increased re-
search in certain markets, and new guidelines adopted 
by organizations, which in turn have allowed valid new 
systems for managing personnel to develop. 

When identifying and measuring the factors that 
influence human resource management and service 
quality, certain questions arise: Does correctly handling 
human resources and maintaining good service quality 
generate a high level of satisfaction for the clients? 

Does HRM foment the factors referred to in manage-
rial ethics, the culture of the organization, employee 
engagement, communication, information systems, 
professional training, and employee contributions? 
Do the client’s necessities and demands allow for the 
negotiation and offering of good quality services based 
on the high-quality work of the human resources in 
the organization?

The authors are focused on carrying out research 
in the field of business management, but it is neces-
sary to conclude that our contributions are based on 
research in HRM, service quality, and customer satis-
faction centered on the empirical analysis of services 
companies. 

CONCLUSION

The factors that influence HRM and service quality can 
be considered parameters that ensure the effectiveness 
of employees. It also allows managers to appraise job 
performance. This is essential for improving service; 
when each employee is convinced that his/her input 
is taken into account and that he/she can contribute 
solutions to the company a truly positive exchange 
takes place, that is, the business receives economic 
benefits and the human resource (employees) receive 
individual benefits in the form of job satisfaction, as 
well as remuneration for their work. 

Finally, we will provide a list of key words related 
to the factors mentioned earlier, based on a quantita-
tive analysis of a service sector company specializing 
in public transportation. 
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KEY TERMS

Communication: The flow of information through 
every level of an organization with the goal of com-
municating the information needed to produce feedback 
and to ensure that rules, policies, goals, and objectives 
are executed integrally by each area of the company.

Employee Relationship: Serves to maintain effec-
tive and efficient personnel that are able to adapt to the 
parameters set by management and guarantees a good 
work environment by allowing employees to contribute 

ideas on how to improve productivity, recognizing their 
work, and resolving their problems. This concept also 
includes disciplinary rules and everything else necessary 
to assist and guide employees in their work.

Integrated Information Systems: Systems that 
allow information inside the organization to be stored, 
processed, and analyzed by innovative new processes 
and technological resources dedicated to handling hu-
man resources and managerial administration. These 
systems provide instant access to information, access 
rights management, improved circulation and distribu-
tion of information in the company, and customizable 
user interfaces that can easily incorporate corporate 
identity needs and inter-company communication.

Modern Talent Management: This management 
style refers to human capital possessing abilities, 
thoughts, and actions in the heart of the business orga-
nization that are used to achieve previously established 
goals and objectives.

Old Human Resource Management: This manage-
ment style considers human resources to be an instru-
ment used to achieve managerial objectives through the 
organization’s department of human resources.

Organizational Culture: The mission, vision, and 
policies of a business that allow it to earn profits and 
interrelate both internally and externally with other 
organizations. The organizational culture directly influ-
ences the identity of the organization and the behavior 
of its employees because it is part of the informal rules 
which guide the behavior of its personnel and govern 
its operations within established limits. 

Professional Training: The development of human 
resources through training promotes job quality, effi-
ciency, and effectiveness and at the same time motivates 
employees to make a formal commitment to growing 
with the institution and being more productive. 



��0 Topic: Managing Individuals and Groups in the Organization

INTRODUCTION

Employees have other expectations as an extension 
of what is usually expressly stated in formal, written 
or legally binding employment contracts. They (em-
ployees) develop perceptions about certain obligations 
which employers should fulfill in response to their 
contributions. This informal but normal employee 
expectation is known as the psychological contract. 
The effective management of the psychological con-
tract in modern organizations has never been more 
crucial for managers. This is essentially because of 
the subjective and fluid nature of this concept, differ-
ences in personal values, and an accelerated pace of 
change in the operating environment of organizations. 
A good employment relationship creates an enabling 
environment for employees enhancing performance and 
productivity. It is also the bedrock of job satisfaction, 
motivation, commitment, citizenship behaviour, and 
employee retention. These factors are key determinants 
of organizational success and sustainability. A perceived 
breach or violation results in negative attitudinal and 
behavioral responses, whereas a positive psychological 
contract boosts employees’ morale.  In this article, we 
explore the concept of the psychological contract, its 
changing nature, and effective management. Insight 
is given on managing the psychological contract to 
enhance the commitment, performance, and productiv-
ity of employees as well as continued organizational 
success in a constantly volatile environment.

BACKGROUND

The psychological contract concept was first introduced 
by Agyris (1960) to describe an existing implicit un-
derstanding between two contractual parties. It was 
thereafter developed by other researchers (Levinson, 
Price, Munden, Mandl, & Solley, 1962; Schein, 1978, 
1980; Rousseau, 1989, 1995) to underscore employ-
ees’ perceptions regarding the terms and conditions 
of a reciprocal exchange agreement between that 
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employee and the employing organization. According 
to Rousseau (1989), a psychological contract is: “an 
individual’s belief regarding the terms and conditions 
of a reciprocal exchange agreement between that focal 
person and another party.”  

This definition emphasizes the individual centered 
nature of the psychological contract. In their own 
approach, Levinson et al. (1962) described it as: “a 
series of mutual expectations of which the parties to 
the relationship may not themselves be dimly aware 
but which nonetheless govern their relationship to 
each other.”  

The two-way (employer-employee) nature of em-
ployment relationship is taken into consideration by 
the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development’s 
(CIPD) (2005) definition of the psychological contract 
which considers it as the perception of both employer 
and employee of what their mutual obligations are to-
wards each other (CIPD, 2005). Supporting this view, 
Rousseau (1989) and Robinson (1996) state that it is 
an unspoken agreement between exchange partners 
regarding the terms and conditions of their relationship. 
It is considered to be expected behaviours (Rousseau & 
Parks, 1993) that are dependent on “promises, reliance, 
acceptance, and a perception of mutuality” between 
employee and employer (Rousseau, 1995). From the 
foregoing, it is clear that the term psychological contract 
is specifically used to describe:

• The relationship between an employee and an 
employer;

• Framed in the promises and expectations of each 
party;

• The extent to which each party believes these 
promises have been kept and expectations ful-
filled; and

• In many cases, such expectations are not stated 
explicitly by either party and are thus psychologi-
cal in nature (Kalra, 2005).

Distinguishing between the psychological contract 
and the formal contract, Guest and Conway (1998) point 
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out that: “The psychological contract lacks many of the 
characteristics of the formal contract: It is not generally 
written down, it is somewhat blurred at the edges, and 
it cannot be enforced in a court of tribunal.”  

The psychological contract occurs when there is a 
perception that an individual’s contributions obligate 
the organization (or vice versa) to reciprocity (Rous-
seau, 1989). It is promise based and over time, takes 
the form of a relatively stable and durable mental 
model or schema—a cognitive structure that repre-
sents organised knowledge about a given concept or 
type of stimulus (Huston, Wright, Fith, Wroblewski, 
& Suwatchara, 1997).  

The psychological contract is distinguishable from 
the social and implied contract (Rousseau, 1989, 1995). 
Rousseau defines the implied contract as a mutual ob-
ligation characterizing a relationship. It results from 
observable interactions with others and from the dynam-
ics of those relationships over time. It is also broader 
in scope, has a high degree of tacit understanding, and 
a greater emphasis on socio-emotional consequences 
(Rousseau & Parks, 1993). Whereas psychological 
contracts are formed within an individual, implied 
contracts are formed through interacting with others 
and observing events and behaviours in the workplace. 
Secondly,  psychological contracts differ from implied 
contracts in relation to the level of analysis. While 
psychological contracts operate at the individual level 
of analysis, implied contracts operate in a relation-
ship, either dyadic or more complex. Social contracts 
incorporate the psychological contract. It deals with 
the origins of the state, supposing that individuals 
voluntarily consent to the membership of an organised 
society, with attendant constraints and rights (Argyris 
1960). In essence, social contracts presuppose the 

existence of a state and an agreement regarding the 
reciprocal rights and duties of the state and its citizens 
(Roehling, 1997). 

In the psychological contract, employee’s expec-
tations from his organization are multifarious (see 
Devidson, 2001; Mullins, 2005; Rousseau, 1989, 1995, 
2000), depending on his perception of an organization’s 
ability and obligations. According to Levinson et al. 
(1962), an employee holds both consciously (job 
performance, security, and financial rewards) and 
unconsciously (for example being looked after by the 
employer) certain sets of expectations from employer. 
In general, they expect justice, fairness, support, equi-
table reward, and recognition from employers while 
employers’ expectations include commitment, loyalty, 
performance, and availability. In Tables 1a and 1b are 
common organizational and employee promises in a 
psychological contract deal indicating the expectations 
of organizations and employees.

Rousseau (1995) suggests that psychological con-
tracts lay along a continuum ranging from the transac-
tional contracts to the relational contracts. This view 
is supported by other researchers (Rousseau & Parks, 
1993; Rousseau & Tijoriwala, 1998; de Vader, 1999).  
Relational contracts or relational based agreements 
are typically broad-ranging, diffuse, and open-ended 
agreements to establish and maintain a relationship 
including both monetizable and non-monetizable ex-
changes.  Their continuation is implicitly dependent 
on trust, loyalty, job security, and the quality of the 
employer/employee relationship. Examples of rela-
tional contract exchanges would include ‘hard work 
in exchange for growth opportunity’ and ‘loyalty in 
exchange for a safe place to work’ (Kalra, 2005).  
Transactional contracts involve specific, monetizable 

Organizational Promises

1. Career Development Offering possibilities for development and/or promotion within the organization (such as 
possibilities for development, chances of promotion).

2. Job Content Offering challenging, interesting job content (such as work in which employees can use 
their capacities, challenging tasks)

3. Social Environment Offering a pleasant and cooperative working environment (such as good communication 
among co-workers, good cooperation within the group)

4. Financial  
Compensation

Offering appropriate compensation (such as remuneration commensurate with the work, 
conditions of employment that have favourable tax consequences)

5. Work-Private Life 
Balance

Offering respect and understanding for the personal situation of the employee (for ex-
ample, flexibility in working hours, understanding of personal circumstances)

Table 1a. Organizational promises (Source: van de Ven, 2004)
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exchanges between parties over a well-specified time 
period. They may be more short-term, objective, and 
focus on tangible benefits such as pay and conditions 
involving “employee obligations of longer hours and 
additional roles, in exchange for high-performance 
related pay, and training and development” (Herriot, 
Manning, & Kidd, 1997). In essence, transactional 
agreements focus more on remuneration and personal 
benefit than commitment to the organization (Mill-
ward & Hopkins, 1998). They are based on specific 
monetary exchanges over a limited period of time and 
include rapid advancement, high pay, and merit pay 
(Robinson, Kraatz, & Rousseau, 1994). An example of 
a transactional employment relationship would be the 
engagement of a worker for a specific time to perform a 
specific task with a measurable deliverable (upon which 
the employment relationship is ended). In essence, it 
is the exchange of hard work (employee’s obligation) 
for high extrinsic returns such as high pay and rapid 
career advancement (employer’s obligations). Within 
the two forms of contract are tangible and intangible 
components. While tangible components include 
compensation (salary, bonuses, benefits), training and 
development expectations and opportunities (career 
development) and job responsibilities, challenges, 
and security, intangible components include fairness 
issues, organizational culture, and business ethics. 
Rousseau (2004) suggested that with transactional 
contract workers’ performance is in congruence with 
the contributions they are paid to make. 

A “hybrid” form of psychological contract has 
emerged in recent years. According to Rousseau 
(2004), balanced psychological (i.e., transactional or 
relational) contracts combine the open-ended time 
frame and mutual concern of relational agreements 

with the performance demands and renegotiation of 
transactional contracts. Balanced contracts combine 
commitments on the part of the employer to develop 
workers (both in the firm or elsewhere if need be), while 
anticipating that workers will be flexible and willing to 
adjust if economic conditions change. These contracts 
reflect a “strong social exchange in which the employee 
perceives that they owe the organization a great deal 
(i.e., they feel highly obligated to fulfill a wide variety 
of contract terms) and the organization is also highly 
obligated to them” (Shore & Barksdale, 1998).

PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACTS 
BREACH AND vIOLATION

Reports from employees of perceived psychological 
contracts breach or violation are common (see Robinson 
& Rousseau, 1994; Robinson et al., 1994). A breach is 
the cognitive perception of unfulfilled promises. It is an 
employee’s belief that the organization has failed in the 
fulfillment of its obligations to the employee (Morrison 
& Robinson, 1997). A violation, on the other hand, is 
the “failure of the organization to fulfill one or more 
obligations of an individual’s psychological contract” 
(Robinson & Morrison, 1995; Robinson & Rousseau, 
1994). When viewed as a response from the employee, 
it is an “emotional and affective state that may follow 
from the belief that one’s organization has failed to 
adequately maintain the psychological contract” (Mor-
rison & Robinson, 1997) or a negative and relatively 
intense affective reaction that sometimes follows an 
employee’s perception of disparity between promises 
and fulfillment (Suazo, 2005).   

Employee Promises

1.
Effort and  

Performance
Willingness to make efforts to perform well for the organization (for example, making 
efforts for the benefit of the organization, doing good work both quantitatively and qualita-
tively, working well with co-workers)

2. Flexibility Willingness to be flexible in carrying out the work that needs to be done (for example, 
working overtime, taking work home)

3. Loyalty Willingness to continue working longer for the organization (for example, not accepting 
every job offer that comes along, working for the organization for at least several years)

4. Ethical Conduct Willingness to conduct oneself ethically towards the organization (for example, not making 
confidential information public, dealing honestly with resources and budgets)

5. Availability Willingness to keep one’s availability status at an acceptable level (for example, taking 
training courses that become available, keeping up with trade literature)

Table 1b. Employee promises (Source: van de Ven, 2004)
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Fundamentally, there are two causes of psycho-

logical contract violations: incongruence and reneging 
(Robinson & Morrison, 2000). Reneging occurs when 
there is an explicit contract violation. It is the deliberate 
failure of a party to meet its obligations due to mere 
incompetence or opportunism (Morrison & Robinson, 
1997). Reneging could also occur inadvertently due to 
unforeseen negative circumstances beyond the control 
of the employer, such as the impact of unfavorable 
government rules, regulations and legislations, and/or 
general or industry-specific recession. Incongruence 
occurs when organizations and employees have dif-
ferent perceptions, expectations, or understanding 
mutual obligations, even when there is no explicit 
contract violation.  In other words, there are different 
understandings of an agreed-upon promise.

Perceived psychological contract violation has a 
series of behavioral and attitudinal consequences. It is 
reported to have a negative impact on employee perfor-
mance, civic virtue behavior, and intentions to remain 
with the organization (Robinson, 1996; Robinson & 
Rousseau, 1994), organizational citizenship behavior 
(Robinson & Morrison, 1995), decreases in employees’ 
perceived obligations to their employer (Robinson 
et al., 1994), reduced organizational commitment, 
job satisfaction and increased cynicism (Robinson 
& Morrison, 1995), and employee trust (Robinson & 
Rousseau, 1994).  

Turnley and Feldman (1999) examined the relation-
ship between violations of employees’ psychological 
contract and their exit (leaving the organization al-
together), voice (taking initiative with superiors 
to improve conditions), loyalty (discretionary or 
organizational citizenship behaviours), and neglect 
(absenteeism, lateness, half-hearted effort, reduced 
commitment, or attention to quality) behaviours. They 
found that psychological contract violations result in 
increased levels of exit, voice, and neglect behaviours 
and decreased levels of loyalty to the organization. 
These findings presuppose that negative psychological 
contract is capable of putting organizations in danger 
of ultimately causing dysfunctional turnover—loss of 
highly productive and skilled employees and retention 
of low-skilled employees (Hannay & Northam, 2000). 
Employees’ perceptions of the psychological breach 
may also result in counterproductive behaviour regard-
ing the achievement of organizational goals as well as 
reluctance in employees’ involvement in organizational 
decision-making processes (Paul, Niehoff, & Turnley, 

2000). In view of these, managing the psychological 
contract poses a serious challenge to organizations and 
managers, especially in an era of constant change in 
the operating environment of businesses.  

THE CHANGING NATURE OF THE  
PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACT AND THE 
NEw PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACT 

Throughout the 20th century, the old psychological 
contract, which resulted from the scientific manage-
ment and other workplace rationalization movements 
of the early 1900s, dominated employment relations. 
Its promise of job security, opportunities of promo-
tion, longevity-linked pay and benefits, and long-term 
pension vesting, encouraged worker attachment to the 
firm (Stone, 2001).  

The 21st century business landscape is volatile. It 
is characterized by swift pace of change driven by 
technology, globalization, and intense competition. 
These have lots of impact on businesses in various 
ways. They have led to shortened product life cycle, 
changing skills requirements for work and increasing 
demand for highly skilled workers, shortened product 
life cycle, changing employee demands as well as 
customer characteristics and expectations, and so forth. 
The development has also transformed the nature of 
the employment relationship in the new economy, 
differentiating it from what it used to be during the 
agrarian and industrial era. Tornow and DeMueuse 
(1994) posit that the “current” psychological contract 
is becoming obsolete thereby giving way to a new 
form of employment relationship between employers 
and employees. Hall (2006) also identified three new 
workplace trends: work intensification, labour flexibil-
ity, and increasingly rigid and disciplined management 
of labour. According to him, “Organizations are now 
less able to guarantee any meaningful level of security 
of employment, even for valuable knowledge workers. 
The new deal at work can offer workers only the promise 
of the chance to learn and develop new skills at work; 
skills and experiences that might then be valuable in 
the external labour market.”  

Sparrow (1996) highlights the changes in the psy-
chological contract (Table 2).

Sparrow and Cooper (1998) found that changing 
employer-employee relationships have significantly 
affected:
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• What we want out of work and how we maintain 
individuality in a world where we face a choice 
between more intense employments or no employ-
ment at all;

• Our relationships with other individuals in a 
work process that can be altered in terms of so-
cial interactions, time patterns, and geographical 
locations;

• The cooperative and competitive links between 
different internal and external constituents of the 
organization in their new more flexible form; 
and 

• The relationships between key stakeholders and 
institutions such as governments, unions, and 
managers.  

The authors, therefore, assert that: “... the rules of 
the past can no longer guide our interventions in the 
present” (Sparrow & Cooper, 1998) invariably calling 
for the establishment of a new psychological contract 
that takes into consideration the fact that “new work 
values become solidified and the dynamics of important 
psychological contracting processes (i.e., employee 
values, motivational needs, attitudes, satisfaction, 

commitment, and trust) change and reset.”  How then 
do we effectively manage the psychological contract 
to mutually benefit employers and employees in the 
current state of discontinuity?

MANAGING THE NEw  
PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACT 

The effective management of employment relationships 
has serious implications for the attraction, motivation, 
and retention of employees (Turnley & Feldman, 2000; 
Horwitz, Heng, & Quazi, 2003). Managing the new 
psychological contract effectively entails receiving 
regular feedback from each employee about his/her 
current perceptions of the organization’s fulfillment of 
employee’s expectations. Also, employees need to be 
constantly intimated with the organization’s expecta-
tions.  All these should be done in an atmosphere that 
engenders mutual trust if honest and unbiased feedback 
is to be ensured. Armstrong (2006) gives some sugges-
tions on how a positive psychological contract could 
be formed. These steps are:

Table 2. Changes in the psychological contract (Source: Sparrow, 1996)

Old Contract New Contract 

Change Environment Stable, short term focus Continuous change

Culture Paternalism, time served, ex-
change security for commitment

Those who perform get rewarded 
and have contract developed

Rewards Paid on level, position, and status Paid on contributions

Motivational Currency Promotion Job enrichment, competency 
development 

Promotion Basis Expected, based on time served 
and technical competence

Less opportunity, new criteria, 
for those who deserve it

Mobility Expectations Infrequent and on employer’s 
terms

horizontal, used to rejuvenate 
organisation, managed process

Redundancy/tenure Guarantee Job for life if perform Lucky to have a job, no guar-
antee

Responsibility Instrumental employees, 
exchange promotion for more 
responsibility

To be encouraged, balanced with 
more accountability, linked to 
innovation 

Status Very important To be earned by competence and 
credibility

Personal Development The organisation’s responsibility Individual’s responsibility to 
improve employability

Trust High trust possible Desirable, but expect employees 
to be more committed to project 
or profession 
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• Defining expectations during recruitment and 

induction programmes;
• Communicating and agreeing expectations as 

part of the continuing dialogue implicit in good 
performance management practices;

• Adopting a policy of transparency on company 
policies and procedures and on management's 
proposals and decisions as they affect people; 
and

• Generally treating people as stakeholders, relying 
on consensus and cooperation rather than control 
and coercion.

The challenge of managing today's workforce 
complexities is enormous. We need to admit that there 
are no quick-fix solutions; neither do the suggestions 
provide a comprehensive, holistic, or perfect approach 
to managing employment relations. The onus rests on 
every manager to endeavour to know each employee, 
understand his/her needs, what motivates him/her, and 
respond by offering employee-specific or customized 
solutions towards smooth employer/employee rela-
tions. In addition, organizations and their agents (e.g., 
managers) should actually be perceived by employees 
as being fair, open, just, and equitable in their dealings 
with every category of staff. Whatever strategy an 
organization adopts in managing contractual expec-
tations, the principles of reciprocity that promotes a 
win-win approach and ensures mutual benefits and 
shared values/visions should be imbibed. These ap-
proaches, apart from attracting potential employees, 
make serving employees to feel secure and remain with 
the organization while those who leave retain a good 
memory about the organization and speak well of it 
whenever any opportunity for such arises.

FUTURE TRENDS

It is clear that organizations will be characterized more 
change, disruption, discontinuity, and chaos than have 
ever been witnessed, thereby forcing organizations 
to undergo transformations that are capable of lead-
ing to downsizing, restructuring, or re-engineering. 
Consequently, employee job competencies and skills 
requirements as well as expectations from employers 
are constantly changing. This development is having 
significant impact on employment relationships. Also 
expected is an upsurge in “the fraction of workers 

in such nonstandard work arrangements as self-em-
ployment, contract work, temporary help, and lease 
agreements” (Karoly & Panis, 2004).  Organizational 
efforts at retaining skilled, core staff by offering high 
rewards for performance will increase on the one hand 
while a large percentage of available jobs will fall 
under contractual or non traditional work agreements 
with employees demanding for and having a greater 
amount of autonomy due to his possession of high level 
of on-demand skill, knowledge, abilities, and other 
characteristics. In these circumstances, employability 
promises to be the norm instead of job security which 
existed under the ‘old’ psychological contract.

CONCLUSION

The volatile modern business environment has highly 
impacted the traditional employee-employer relation-
ship. The psychological contract is being redefined 
and this paradigm shift from the ‘old’ to a new form of 
relationship is a great challenge to organizations and 
those who are engaged in managing the organizational 
workforce. How the psychological contract is handled 
determines the rate at which highly skilled employees 
are attracted and retained in any organization. It is now 
common for organizations to delayer, restructure, down-
size, and re-engineer in response to changing market 
demands. However, deliberate efforts should be made 
to allow employee participation in decision-making 
through open communication, transparency.  

A prominent feature of the new psychological 
contract is the replacement of job security (or job for 
life) by employability or employment security.  In the 
‘old’ contract job security is gained by experience and 
longevity but the ‘new’ contract demands skills and 
competencies relevance for employment security. In 
essence, employment is secured under the new psycho-
logical contract as long as the employee updates skills 
to meet current organizational skills and competencies 
needs.  In this circumstance and under the new con-
tract, the establishment of a strong employer-employee 
partnership is essential. This affords the opportunity 
to negotiate constantly to update job skills through 
training and development so that employees are able to 
meet changing demands and challenges occasioned by 
rapidly changing technological innovations. Adopting 
openness in communication, transparency in manage-
ment, participative management will reduce conflict, 
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prevent dysfunctional employee turnover, and create a 
perception of fairness and justice in employees about 
the organization. When the psychological contract is 
based on mutual benefits, shared vision and values, both 
the organization and the employee are sure to benefit 
immensely and deliver value to shareholders. 
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KEY TERMS

Disruption: Inability of either or both parties in an 
employment relationship to comply with the contract in 
spite of willingness to do so due to divergent interpreta-
tions. It is also called inadvertent violation.

Implied Contract: This is an agreement that exists 
based on the circumstances when to deny a contract 
would be unfair and/or result in unjust enrichment to 
one of the parties.  

Incongruence: Incongruence occurs when orga-
nizations and employees have different perceptions, 
expectations, or understanding mutual obligations, even 
when there is no explicit contract violation.

Psychological Contract: Perceptions of reciprocal 
expectations and obligations implied in the employ-
ment relationship.

Psychological Contract Breach: A breach is the 
cognitive perception of unfulfilled promises. It is an 
employee’s belief that the organization has failed in the 
fulfillment of its obligations to the employee.

Psychological Contract Violation: A violation 
occurs when the employee experiences a discrepancy 
between the actual fulfilment of obligations by the 
organisation and what it has previously promised to 
do (Anderson & Schalk, 1998).

Relational Contracts: They entail broad, open-
ended, and long-term obligations, and are based on 
the exchange of not only monetizable elements, but 
also socioemotional elements such as loyalty and 
support.

Reneging: A deliberate breaking of a promise to 
the employee by the organization. It is an explicit 
contract violation.

Social Contract: A form of contract which pre-
supposes the existence of a state and an agreement 
regarding the reciprocal rights and duties of the state 
and its citizens.  

Transactional Contracts: They are composed 
of specific, short-term, and monetizable obligations 
(e.g., pay for service) that entail limited involvement 
between the two parties.
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Topic: Other Trends and Issues in E-HRM

INTRODUCTION

Initially, substantial information regarding the patient’s 
condition upon entrance into the hospital or emergency 
room is needed and has to be recorded in a readily 
available information source. To be effective, then, 
accurate information on the patient’s prior treatment 
and conditions is needed promptly and completely at 
each phase of the treatment process by the appropriate 
professional healthcare provider. Subsequently, the 
professionals treating the patient need to record infor-
mation at each point in the treatment process in order 
for each professional to be able to effectively identify 
the nature of the ailment and to recommend and then 
perform the appropriate treatment. Problems arise with 
this process when it is largely paper-based or stored in 
nonintegrated systems. Medical IT systems, on the other 
hand, can affect improvement of healthcare services 
delivery at hospitals, as this chapter will show. 

BACKGROUND

In hospitals that do not have IT systems, physicians 
generally start their rounds by grabbing a prescription 
pad, visiting their patients, and then consulting the paper 
records available at different locations. At times, these 
records are not up-to-date, incomplete, or misplaced, 
causing both wasted time and misdiagnosis resulting in 
untimely and inappropriate treatment. Other problems 
arise from illegible physician handwriting which lead 
to medication errors. These types of errors alone have 
been estimated to kill over 7,000 U.S. hospital patients 
yearly and drive up healthcare costs by an estimated 
$2 billion (Turner, 2004). In other instances, when 
unusual conditions are noted, time is wasted in find-
ing the appropriate expert whose specialty is involved. 
At times, this leads to a deterioration in the patient’s 

condition or at the very least causes an unnecessary 
delay in the treatment. 

A number of hospitals in this country are leading the 
way in developing and using information systems to 
solve these problems by creating the “digital hospital” 
in spite of the substantial costs involved (Clark, 2004). 
Evidently, in 2004, not enough U.S. hospitals were mov-
ing into the digital area, however. As a result, in mid-
2004, Secretary of Health and Human Services Tommy 
Thompson unveiled an ambitious 10-year initiative to 
transform hospitals in this country more aggressively 
and rapidly (Turner, 2004). Individual states, such as 
Massachusetts, were also considering both government 
and private financial support for this effort. The focus 
will be on computer entry of prescriptions, improved 
intensive-care unit (ICU) staffing, and easier access 
to individual patient records for both the patient and 
hospital staff by integrating patient and other hospital 
records into integrated databases.

ROLE OF ADvANCED AND BASIC  
INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY  
APPLICATIONS AS IMPROvED  
HOSPITAL HEALTHCARE ENABLERS A 
FRAMEwORK

The discussion in the following section provides an 
overview framework which might help provide guid-
ance to those thinking about understanding, develop-
ing, and introducing IT systems into their hospital 
environment.

Client/Patient Orientation

Hospitals face a similar problem that banks faced in 
the past attempting to electronically integrate different 
divisions and departments. Hospitals have also many 
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divisions, such as radiology, emergency room care, 
test labs, prescriptions, medical nursing assistance, 
and kitchens and food service, which provide ser-
vices to patients. The doctors deal with these different 
divisions, as well as with individual patients, as do 
nurses and other staff members whose time needs to 
be scheduled and managed. Tracking is needed to bill 
patients, preferably in a coordinated way, to maintain 
staff schedules, and to manage all operational areas 
efficiently and effectively.

Interestingly, many hospitals studied do not even 
have an integrated billing system for patients, who 
receive separate bills for different department services 
and room accommodations, thereby creating confusion 
among patients and their insurance companies. 

An Integrated Accessible Electronic  
Database

Based on hospital experiences with IT development, 
the starting point almost always involves building ac-
cessible integrated electronic databases, especially in 
relation to individual patient information. The most 
significant applications of this are in the prescription 
writing and delivery area and in the ICU area. 

Prescription writing and Delivery

Probably the most visible evidence of the new digital 
systems at the Children’s Hospital in Pittsburgh, a 
pioneer in advanced hospital digital hubs, is the trolley 
used by physicians when visiting patients. The trolley 
has a laptop computer and wireless network card, which 
physicians use to log into a program containing all the 
clinical information on each of their patients, ranging 
from past treatments and CAT scan images to various 
test results. The physicians fill out medication orders 
online and send these orders from the ward to the in-
house pharmacy, where a robot puts the prescribed drugs 
in an envelope for the nurses to dispense. All of this is 
made possible by the electronic patient database.

This laptop-enabled system significantly reduced 
the major problems encountered from medication er-
rors under the old paper-based system. While medical 
information technology applications do not necessar-
ily eliminate all errors—in fact they introduce some 
new ones— they do substantially reduce these errors 
(Conn, 2005).

Intensive-Care Units (ICUs)

Another major benefit of medical IT systems is found 
in the management and running of ICUs. For example, 
in late 2004, intensive care patients at Inova Alexandria 
Hospital were scheduled to be monitored around the 
clock by doctors and nurses at their bedside (Paulik, 
2004). Intensive-care specialists will also monitor ICU 
patient care from miles away through digital cameras, 
microphones, and special software which link ICU 
patients and their distant caregivers. The hospital’s new 
intensive-care system (developed by VISICU) is a major 
early step in bringing an “eICU” or “virtual ICU” into 
its four hospital complex. It is part of the industry-wide 
struggle to improve intensive-care while coping with 
the shortage of intensive-care medical specialists. Sut-
ter Health hospitals in Sacremento, California, have a 
similar ICU system (Conn, 2005), as does New York 
Presbyterian hospital (Turner, 2004).

Traditional ICUs are costly and hard to manage; 
ICU admissions on average account for only 10% of 
inpatient beds but account for 30% of hospital costs 
(Salmon, 2004). An IT-based ICU system, where one 
doctor and nurse can keep a 24-hour watch over as 
many as 200 critically-ill patients at once, can boost 
chronically short-staffed on-site care. In addition, 
studies have reported as much as a 50% drop in ICU 
mortality and 17% shorter stays, since the first such 
system was set up at Virginia’s Sentara Healthcare 
(Allen, 2004).

Telemedicine/Telesurgery

One early IT development area has been telemedicine. 
For example, the U.S. military in Iraq set up a field 
hospital unit connected by computer systems to a 
well-staffed hospital unit located elsewhere. This new 
technology enables treating injured people in remote 
location using local staff guided by expert professionals 
located elsewhere (Hasson, 2004). Kaplolani Medical 
Center for Women & Children in Hawaii has begun 
broadcasting live surgeries to physicians around the 
world. This telesurgery technology allows special-
ists worldwide to observe and consult with Kapiolani 
surgeons during emergency and other procedures. It 
also involves not having to move critically ill patients 
needing surgery, which is a major cost reduction factor 
and can help avoid additional medical problems caused 
by traveling. In addition, it enables an auditorium of 
medical students to observe live surgeries. 
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Healthcare Facilities and Their Financing

In addition to the computer-based electronic databases, 
prescription writing/processing, ICU, and telemedicine 
IT systems described in the preceding sections, other 
major advances have been and are continuing to be 
made in other healthcare facilities. These range from 
new buildings, new dialysis, x-ray, and imaging, to 
testing equipment and methods. The sections above 
and following describe many of the IT applications 
being developed to help improve healthcare services 
delivery in these facilities areas.

Hospitals need sufficient finances to obtain and 
operate these facilities, as well as to hire and maintain 
expert professional staff at all levels and put into place 
the IT digital framework to service everyone. A variety 
of financial factors affect a hospital’s ability to do this. 
For example, a hospital is dependent on insurance 
company payments for a substantial portion of their 
income, and insurance companies often have complex 
restrictive regulations governing payment, all of which 
need to be integrated into a hospital’s financial system. 
A patient’s ability to pay also has an impact, since many 
patients are not covered by insurance nor are wealthy 
enough to afford expensive hospital care; and there are 
limits to the number of lawsuits a hospital can pursue 
to recover delinquent accounts, and such lawsuits are 
time consuming and expensive. In addition, many 
communities expect or require hospitals to provide 
services for the poor.

As seen in the examples described throughout this 
article, IT solutions can be very helpful in the financial 
area. They enable more accurate billing of patients, 
faster collection of accounts payable, and easier coor-
dination with insurance companies and government 
agencies, as well as better tracking of and control of 
staff usage. In a very significant way, it has led to major 
reduction in cost-per-patient services. At the same time, 
IT has enabled improved healthcare service delivery. As 
an example, the introduction of remote IT monitoring 
systems into ICUs has reduced the length of stays in 
these units and cut the cost of ICU care by 1/3. Addi-
tionally, such IT monitoring systems have reduced the 
number of deaths in ICUs by as much as 50% (Paulik, 
2004). Although it is important not to underestimate 
the substantial costs associated with developing and 
introducing new hospital IT systems, it is essential 
to recognize not only the enormous financial cost 
reductions, but also the significant resulting reduction 

in the unnecessary loss of life caused by inadvertent 
human errors.

The Benefits Can Be Substantial and 
Impressive 

In addition to these benefits already discussed, Cincinna-
ti Children’s Hospital Center, for example, won the 2003 
Nicholas E. Davies EMR (Electronic Medical Record) 
Recognition Award of Excellence after implementing 
an integrated clinical information system (ICIS) to pro-
vide clinical decision support tools including Siemens 
Medical Solutions (INVISION®). The results were 
elimination of transcription errors: a 50% reduction in 
medication errors, a 52% improvement in medication 
turnaround times, a 24% reduction in verbal orders 
for controlled substances, and 100% compliance with 
pain assessment documentation requirements defined 
by state regulatory agencies (Siemens, 2005).

Delnor Community Hospital also showed impres-
sive results with HeartMath’s customized technology 
Freeze-Framer®. After the first year, the overall em-
ployee turnover was reduced from 28% to 20.9% which 
led to $800,000 in annual savings; Medicare length of 
stay decreased by 9%, equaling a $1.4 million savings 
annually; customer satisfaction improved from the 73rd 
percentile to the 93rd percentile; and the hospital was 
ranked first in employee satisfaction based on a Sperduto 
and Associates study (HeartMath, 2005). During the 
second year the results were maintained with turnover 
down to 14% and the hospital was ranked second in 
employee satisfaction.

Other benefits included reducing patient waiting 
times, slashing wheelchair inventories, preparing op-
erating rooms faster, and moving patients through a 
hospital stay or doctor visit more quickly, seamlessly 
and error free, creating major cost reductions along the 
way in addition to improving patient healthcare, and in 
many instances actually reducing the death rate.

Implementation Problems

Although substantial gains from introducing and using 
medical IT systems are documented, major problems 
have been encountered. For example, outside physicians 
at many hospitals have resisted and in some instances 
even scuttled new medical IT systems (Turner, 2004). 
It is far easier to use a pen to write a prescription order 
or tell a nurse what to do than it is to have to learn a 



���  

Medical IT Systems and Their Effect on Human Resources

whole new system, no matter how fast or easy it may 
eventually be to use. The training needed to ease entry 
of the new systems takes many forms, depending on 
the staff involved. As Rob Turner (2004) points out, 
patience and persistence is the primary requirement, 
combined with a keen sense of the individual needs 
in specific hospital situations. For example, at a uni-
versity hospital where most of the physicians are on 
staff, and so more controlled by hospital management, 
the transition has been easier than at hospitals where 
the majority of physicians are outsiders and so more 
independent. 

There are also group training tools which can aid in 
implementation (Bandarouk & Sikkel, 2005). As might 
be expected, for example, the different characteristics of 
users centralized within an existing medical department 
(such as an ICU) and those of distant (decentralized) 
users of any new system had a major impact on the 
managerial support tools needed to make the implemen-
tation successful. The successful management support 
tools differed in several areas: time allocated (more 
for the decentralized group); feedback and learning 
opportunities (different channels and leadership styles 
used for each group); and autonomy and responsibility 
(differs by individual as well as group).

A second key problem area is the high cost of such 
systems. The essence of making such systems work is 
the integrated computer systems and databases which 
provide the data/information and facilitate the process-
ing of it. This veritable digital hub involves a substantial 
financial investment to develop. Again, in spite of the 
documentable savings, time is needed to study the ap-
plication of other hospitals’ experiences to one’s own 
hospital. And once an appropriate transformation plan 
is developed, raising the money and convincing others 
of the investment’s value is still a long hard road to 
travel (Bandarouk & Sikkel, 2005; Turner, 2004).

Given the varying situation-specific needs and finan-
cial constraints, effective planning and implementation 
require identifying individual situation requirements in 
conjunction with determining the specific components 
of the planned medical IT system, as well as the order 
in which the IT transformation steps will take (based 
for example, on analyses similar to the ones given in 
the above framework). This is, in a sense, defining the 
“migration path” to be followed and the basic man-
agement principles, from planning and leadership to 
measurement, guiding this migration (Amatayakul & 
Lazarus, 2004).

FUTURE TRENDS

The growing interest in medical IT systems is not 
limited to the United States. In the United Kingdom, 
the National Health Service (NHS) signed 10-year 
contracts worth close to $10 billion in 2004 to provide 
electronic patient records, e-booking, e-prescribing, 
and electronic ordering of tests, in arguably the world’s 
biggest civil IT procurement, one that will cover all 50 
million patients in England, and one million staff. The 
program should also see digital images replace X-ray 
film, making remote consultation about a patient’s 
condition possible. Even if all goes smoothly, it will 
take until 2008 at the earliest for the system to be op-
erational. But the first NHS hospital to become virtu-
ally paperless—University College Hospital in central 
London—should complete this transformation in 2006. 
Other examples of countries that have been successful 
in implementing IT systems in hospitals are Germany, 
Sweden, and Thailand (Becker, 2004). Several U.S. 
hospitals have already made this transition, and many, 
if not most, are expected to follow once financing has 
been arranged. What is described here, then, is an in-
ternational phenomenon that will revolutionize hospital 
medical delivery practices worldwide, which in turn 
will effect the healthcare industry in the U.S..

Since predictions are that IT spending in healthcare 
will reach $39.5 billion by 2008, many firms are en-
tering the field (Monegain, 2006). One Baton Rouge 
General Medical Center has launched a $15 million IT 
upgrade in early 2007 that included the implementation 
of clinical systems and the automation of its pharmacy. 
The new technologies will support the hospital in de-
veloping an electronic health record for both inpatient 
and outpatient settings. 

Since late 2006, Northwestern Memorial Hospital 
is providing its employees and physicians with better 
cell-phone reception and a WiFi network via a distrib-
uted antenna system. Other hospitals and clinics across 
the country are now taking a closer look at solutions 
that consolidate various wireless services into one 
managed system. One vendor, InnerWireless, reports 
several of its clients now have 95% coverage in hospital 
stairways and elevators, areas once considered almost 
unserviceable (Bowen, 2006). General Electric Medical 
Systems and Siemens Medical Systems (INVISION®) 
are two major corporations which have medical IT 
development divisions. Computer giants such as IBM, 
SAP, Hewlett-Packard, and Dell, as well as niche soft-
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ware specialists such as Cerner of Kansas, VISICU of 
Baltimore, Eclipsis of Florida, HeartMath of Boulder 
Creek California, MercuryMD, Infocrosing, Inc., and 
the merged Picis and Ibex, Inc. have also entered the 
field to gain a foothold in what is expected to be a very 
large market (Clark, 2004).

CONCLUSION

While it is important to review industry practices, 
the ultimate decision is a situational one. Individual 
hospitals have their own special needs. For example, 
Jamaica Hospital and the Jewish Home and Hospital 
were each very distinct in the services they provided 
and the kind of clients they served; as a result the IT 
systems they developed were different in many ways. 
Kapolani Medical Center in Hawaii was uniquely situ-
ated to develop its telesurgery program. At university 
hospitals, their relationship with their physicians on 
staff on occasion enabled them to move more quickly 
into automated prescription processing.

External circumstances can also have an impact, as 
seen in Massachusetts, where the state government sup-
port was expected to encourage and facilitate medical 
IT systems development. Circumstances in the United 
Kingdom have led to an entirely different IT systems 
approach there.

In almost all instances, available finances will 
have an impact on the nature and pace of medical IT 
systems development, as will the leadership skills of 
hospital managers in overcoming resistance to change 
encountered at almost all operational levels.
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KEY TERMS

Database: A collection of records stored in a com-
puter in a systematic way, so that a computer program 
can consult it to answer questions. For better retrieval 
and sorting, each record is usually organized as a set of 
data elements (facts). The items retrieved in answer to 
queries become information that can be used to make 
decisions. 

Digital: The word digital is most commonly used in 
computing and electronics, especially where real-world 
information is converted to binary numeric form as in 
digital audio and digital photography. 

Information Systems: The study of information 
systems is usually a business administration discipline, 
and frequently involves software engineering, but also 
distinguishes itself by concentrating on the integration of 
computer systems with the aims of the organization. 

Information Technology: IT, also known as 
information and communication(s) technology (ICT 
and Infocomm, especially in Asia), is a broad sub-
ject concerned with technology and other aspects of 

managing and processing information, especially in 
large organizations. In particular, IT deals with the 
use of electronic computers and computer software to 
convert, store, protect, process, transmit, and retrieve 
information. 

Network Card: A network card, network adapter, 
network interface card or NIC is a piece of computer 
hardware designed to allow computers to communicate 
over a computer network.

Procurement: The acquisition of goods and/or 
services at the best possible total cost of ownership, in 
the right quantity and quality, at the right time, in the 
right place for the direct benefit or use of governments, 
corporations, or individuals, generally via a contract. 

Telemedicine: The delivery of medicine at a dis-
tance. The term is composed of the Greek word τελε 
(tele) meaning “far,” and medicine. Telemedicine may 
be as simple as two health professionals discussing a 
case over the telephone, or as complex as using satel-
lite technology and video-conferencing equipment 
to conduct a real-time consultation between medical 
specialists in two different countries. 
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Topic: Other Trends and Issues in E-HRM

INTRODUCTION

The use of online technology and computer-mediated 
communication continues to increase dramatically in 
organizations, bringing with it new avenues for sexual 
harassment (SH). Online SH includes behavior that 
follows the traditional definition of SH, but involves 
the use of the Internet, an Intranet, or other computer 
technology. SH occurring online rather than face-to-
face is a phenomenon that began to appear in the lit-
erature during the mid-1990s. The unique atmosphere 
provided by the online environment led theorists to 
question how women would be treated (most victims 
are women) (Pryor, Giedd, & Williams, 1995; Pryor 
& Stoller, 1994) and to redefine the definition of SH 
to correspond with the emerging world of cyberspace. 
Indeed, it was quickly evident that the availability of 
alternate modes of communicating not only introduced 
alternate modes of SH, but also created an environment 
in which SH was easy and acceptable. Given the loose 
legal regulations governing online harassment, the 
responsibility is left to organizations to understand the 
new face of SH and provide guidelines to discourage 
inappropriate online behavior. 

BACKGROUND

Defining Cybersexual Harassment

Traditional SH research suggests that individuals dif-
ferentiate from two to five dimensions (Fitzgerald, 
Gelfand, & Drasgow, 1995; Fitzgerald & Hesson-McIn-
nis, 1989; Fitzgerald & Ormerod, 1991; Fitzgerald & 
Shullman, 1993). The most salient aspects of harass-
ment are gender harassment, unwanted sexual attention, 
and sexual coercion (Fitzgerald & Shullman, 1993; 
Gelfand, Fitzgerald, & Drasgow, 1995; O’Connell & 
Korabik, 2000). Gender harassment involves misogy-
nist behaviors that are insulting, hostile, or degrading 
towards women (intended to offend). Unwanted sexual 
attention, on the other hand, corresponds closely with 

the legal notion of creating a hostile work environment 
and may involve behaviors ranging from sexual com-
ments about dress to the display of sexual materials, 
to touching and cornering. Finally, sexual coercion is 
similar to quid pro quo SH in which one is bribed or 
threatened to perform sexual acts in exchange for some 
job-related benefit. 

Given the unique characteristics of the Internet, 
women online are in danger of new forms of harass-
ment. The three dimensions of SH indicated above may 
take on new forms with the advent of more advanced 
technological systems. Gender harassment in particu-
lar has been identified as very common in cyberspace 
(Barak, 2005). Online, gender harassment has been 
typified as active vs. passive and verbal vs. graphic. 
Active verbal gender harassment, for example, includes 
unwelcome, offensive messages purposely sent via e-
mail, in chat rooms or forums. Active graphic gender 
harassment also fits this description, but includes pic-
tures. Passive verbal gender harassment, on the other 
hand, includes intentional messages posted to many 
potential receivers. This may include, for example, an 
offensive code name, offensive information included 
with personal details, or flaming (acting aggressive, 
argumentative, and power-oriented). Passive graphic 
gender harassment includes exposure to offensive 
pictures that are not actively sought out (e.g., forced 
pop-up windows or redirection to an offensive site). 
All of these behaviors may be perceived as unwanted 
sexual attention rather than gender harassment, or in 
the form of more explicit sexual coercion. Cyberstalk-
ing, electronic stalking behavior that includes malice, 
premeditation, repetition, distress, obsession, and threat 
(Deirmenjian, 1999), is often seen as a form of sexual 
coercion (Barak, 2005).   

Given this emerging area, it is important to determine 
the perceptions of such behaviors in an online environ-
ment. One study relevant to this question found that 
behaviors such as expressing hatred toward women 
(misogyny), the use of sexist nicknames, and comments 
about dress were seen as more harassing online than 
face-to-face. Requests for company, however, were 
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seen as more harassing face-to-face (Biber, Doverspike, 
Baznik, Cober, & Ritter, 2002). In a follow-up study, 
Ritter and Doverspike (2002) found that participants 
felt the organization was less responsible for online SH 
relative to face-to-face harassment. This finding may 
serve as an implicit recognition of the characteristics 
of the cyberworld that circumvent external control. 

Indeed, the characteristics of the online environ-
ment seem to play a large role in the occurrence of 
cybersexual harassment. A common model explaining 
the propensity to harass suggests that sexually harass-
ing behavior is best understood by not only examin-
ing the characteristics of the potential harasser, but 
also the characteristics of the situation (Pryor et al., 
1995; Pryor & Whalen, 1997). That is, individuals 
possessing the personal characteristics tending toward 
harassing behavior (e.g., sexism) will do so only if 
the situation allows such behavior. Previous research 
has demonstrated that women are most likely to be 
harassed when the situation allows for harassment, 
when the setting is male dominated, or when abuse is 
easy (Dall’Ara & Maass, 1999). Organizations gener-
ally have sought to eliminate these circumstances in 
the physical workplace; however, all of these factors 
exist in cyberspace. 

THE DANGEROUS ONLINE ENvIRON-
MENT AND THE ORGANIzATIONAL 
RESPONSE

The Online Environment

The uniqueness of the Internet environment has led 
to a multitude of questions regarding the nature of 
the interactions taking place. On one hand, there was 
speculation that with the introduction of the Internet, 
women and minorities would be able to use online space 
to free themselves of social status and stigma restraints 
(Maier, 1995; McCormick & Leonard, 1996; Siegal, 
Dubrovsky, Kiesler, & McGuire, 1986; Stone, 1993; 
Sullivan, 1999; Taylor, Kramarae, & Ebben, 1993). An 
analysis of the characteristics of the Internet environ-
ment, however, suggests that gender stereotypes do 
not disappear in a virtual reality. 

The Internet atmosphere, in fact, has proven to 
be ideal for the perpetuation and exaggeration of 
negative behaviors based on stereotypes (Allen, 2000; 
Barak, 2005; Bell & de La Rue, 1995; Cooper, Safir, 

& Rosenmann, 2006; McGerty, 2000; Soukup, 1999; 
Sussman & Tyson, 2000). Multiple research studies 
have demonstrated that gender roles remain in effect in 
an online environment, prescribing the rules of accept-
able behavior based upon one’s gender, allowing for 
the harassment of women (Allen, 2000; Barak, 2005; 
Bell & de La Rue, 1995; McGerty, 2000; Soukup, 
1999; Sussman & Tyson, 2000). One study found, for 
example, that men tend to monopolize the conversation 
in chat rooms (Newmeyer, 1988). Another study found 
that men communicated more frequently and had longer 
postings than did women (Sussman & Tyson, 2000). 
The researchers suggested that socialization of gender 
stereotypes and the resulting power differentials are 
so strong that they emerge regardless of the discourse 
medium. A good amount of research has supported the 
claim that men are more likely to act in an aggressive, 
argumentative, and power-oriented manner online 
(i.e., “flaming”), whereas women are more likely to 
observe (i.e., “lurking”) (Herring, 1994; McCormick 
& Leonard, 1996; Shea, 1995). 

Observations such as these are directly related to 
the underlying culture (i.e., values, norms, and ex-
pectations) of the Internet environment. In a parallel 
to organizational culture, the formative years after the 
introduction of the Internet, when men tended to make 
up 80%-90% of cyberspace, laid the foundation in form-
ing the online culture (Maier, 1995; McCormick et al., 
1996; Sardar, 1999). As the initial members of the online 
environment, men had a disproportionate effect creating 
online behavioral values and norms (Kendall, 2000), 
resulting in a culture of elevated openness, bravado, and 
hegemony. Hence, the Internet environment consists of 
a male dominated culture in which abuse is both easy 
and allowed, factors that precipitate the occurrence of 
harassment (Dall’Ara & Maass, 1999). 

Indeed, researchers have dubbed the Internet the 
“Triple A Engine,” suggesting the dangers of the Internet 
emerge because of access, affordability, and anonym-
ity (Cooper et al., 2006). Others refer to the Internet 
environment as the “Penta A Engine” (Barak, 2005), 
also including acceptability and aloneness. All of these 
characteristics, that is, access, affordability, anonymity, 
acceptability, and aloneness, combine with a sexually 
charged online environment (Cooper et al., 2006) to 
encourage SH. The availability and affordability of the 
online world are the first factors that together mean easy 
access for individuals of all proclivities. Anonymity 
serves to neutralize status differences, make individu-
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als feel invisible, reduce personal accountability, and 
make escape easy. Acceptability is a factor related 
to the hegemonic culture of the online environment. 
Blatant sexism, not acceptable in traditional settings, 
is allowed online (McCormick et al., 1996). For the 
harasser, antiminority behavior may even be rewarded 
as the Internet is one of the few safe spaces remaining 
to openly express prejudice or sexism (Barak, 2005). 
Finally, aloneness is a characteristic of cyberspace that 
can encourage harassment because it implies a lack 
of negative physical social cues, eye contact, existing 
social norms and standards, and personal account-
ability, as well as ease of escape. The juxtaposition 
of these characteristics creates a disinhibition effect 
where traditional rules of behavior do not apply. Hence, 
individuals allow their true personality characteristics 
to emerge and engage in behavior seen as risky in 
the outside world (Barak, 2005; Cooper et al., 2006; 
Maier, 1995; McCormick & Leonard, 1996; Siegal et 
al., 1986; Sullivan, 1999).

Unfortunately, the disagreeable behaviors endorsed 
in an Internet atmosphere cross over easily into the work 
environment. The difficulties in maintaining a clear bar-
rier between work and nonwork related online behavior 
is evidenced by recent findings that 90% of employees 
look at nonwork related Internet sites and receive 
nonwork related e-mail (Swink & Cameron, 2004). 
In general, 56% of employees say that they receive 
inappropriate e-mails through the companies Intranet 
(Mills, Clay, & Mortensen, 2000), and an estimated 
35% to 40% have surfed pornography sites at work 
(Lane, 1998). Indeed, 70% of all Internet pornography 
access occurs during the hours of nine-to-five (Swink 
& Cameron, 2004). In addition to the organizational 
effects suffered from lost productivity, if this behavior 
is seen as harassing to other employees, the victims may 
suffer negative psychological effects, the environment 
of the workplace may suffer, and organizations could 
face expensive lawsuits.  

The Organizational Response

The lack of legal regulations relating to online behavior 
leaves individual accountability for online behavior 
almost entirely in the hands of the organization. No 
uniform Federal law exists specifically to protect victims 
of Internet harassment (Valetk, 2002). At a state level, 
prosecution is still hampered by varying definitions of 
online harassment and different state statues regarding 

the individuals and communication mediums covered 
by law in addition to complex jurisdictional issues. 
Regardless of the difficulty in prosecuting online 
perpetrators, it is clear that organizations can be held 
responsible for the online behavior of their employees 
if it is perceived as harassing (Glover, 2002; Porter & 
Griffaton, 2003; Swink & Cameron, 2004). Chevron, 
for example, settled a SH case for $2.2 million based 
largely on an e-mail entitled, “25 Reasons why Beer is 
Better than Women.” In the case of Tammy S. Blakey v. 
Continental Airlines, Inc. (2000), the New Jersey Su-
preme Court held that the airline was liable for a hostile 
work environment based upon defamatory messages 
(to and about the plaintiff) posted on a work-related 
bulletin board. In Coniglio v. City of Berwyn (2000), 
the city was held liable for failing to respond to the 
behavior of a supervisor that repeatedly downloaded 
pornographic pictures on his work computer. All of 
these cases transuded the cyberworld into the real world 
to create a hostile working environment in which the 
employer was aware or should have been aware of such 
behavior and failed to act. Given that the second most 
common technology-related claim against organizations 
involves SH (Mills et al., 2000), it is clear that online 
SH should be considered a serious threat.   

As a growing number of employees have access 
to this technology on an ongoing basis (Cooper et al., 
2006), this finding does indeed pose significant chal-
lenges for the HR manager. Not only is it in the best 
interest of the organization to avoid costly litigation, 
but also to maintain a constructive and productive 
workplace culture. Given the characteristics of the 
online environment that may serve to perpetuate cy-
bersexual harassment, organizations must take direct 
steps to counteract the online culture. Organizations 
can eliminate anonymity, for example, by requiring all 
online user names correspond to given names and all 
posts require identification. Organizations can counter 
availability and affordability by eliminating access to 
inappropriate or offensive Web sites and preventing 
employees from downloading files. Organizations can 
demonstrate acceptable and unacceptable behavior 
by providing a clear policy that defines such behavior 
and training employees to identify such behavior. An 
organizational culture that is not accepting of SH in 
general will lay the foundation for an online environment 
that coincides with the external work world. Aloneness 
may be counteracted by the sharing of office space, 
strategic positioning of windows or doorways, or the 
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monitoring of employee behavior online. 
Overall, the most important step an organization can 

take is to have a clear, consistent, and communicated 
policy regarding online behavior. It is important from 
the onset to coordinate the development and implemen-
tation of the plan with all affected departments (e.g., 
legal, HRM, IS) (Glover, 2002). Existing antiharassment 
policies must be revised to include online and electronic 
communication or additional policies regarding these 
areas may be necessary. Training regarding these poli-
cies should then take place on a regular basis.  

Further, a decision must be made regarding if 
employees will be monitored and what will be moni-
tored. It is a good idea to include employees in this 
discussion as it may decrease employee resistance. At 
the minimum, employee monitoring policies must be 
clearly communicated upon hiring and periodically 
throughout the year. Glover (2002) also suggests no-
tification (acknowledged in writing) that all technol-
ogy is organizational property and should be used 
for business purposes only and “password protected” 
does not mean private. Finally, the ramifications of 
inappropriate online behavior should be clear. These 
may be progressive (depending on the nature of the 
infraction) and include warnings, written warnings, 
demotion, or termination. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Many organizations are taking proactive steps to protect 
themselves from SH claims stemming from online be-
havior (Swink & Cameron, 2004). Xerox Corporation, 
for example, fired 40 employees for sending porno-
graphic e-mail or surfing pornographic Web sites. The 
New York Times fired 22 people for sending potentially 
offensive e-mails, including sex jokes and pornographic 
images to other employees. In 2000, Dow Chemical 
Company fired 74 employees and disciplined 435 others 
for abuse of the organization’s e-mail. In general, 33% 
of companies have fired an employee Internet misuse, 
41% due to pornography (Cooper et al., 2006). These 
and similar actions on the behalf of organizations to 
protect themselves will become more common as the 
use of electronic evidence in SH cases increases. As 
more organizations recognize the threat, organizational 
policies relevant to online behavior will become more 
explicit and more common, and the use of technology 
to fight technology will become more intricate. Federal 

law protecting victims of harassment will be slow to 
follow, so the crux will remain on organizations to 
implement policies that dissuade SH online. 

CONCLUSION

Cybersexual harassment is a phenomenon that continues 
to grow, both due to the increasing use of electronic 
communication mediums in the workplace and the 
nature of cyberspace itself. The online environment 
precipitates the occurrence of harassment because it 
is characterized by easy access, anonymity, accept-
ability, and aloneness in concert with an underlying 
hegemonic culture, where abuse is easy and allowed. 
Unfortunately, the culture of the Internet easily crosses 
over to the work environment. As state and federal 
laws do little to protect victims of SH online, it is up 
to the organization to protect potential victims as well 
as their organizational livelihood. They can do so by 
implementing strong antiharassment policies that in-
clude online behavior and electronic communication 
mediums. Such policies must be carefully developed, 
clear, communicated, and consistently applied in the 
workplace to be effective.  

REFERENCES

Allen, A. (2000). Gender and privacy in cyberspace. 
Stanford Law Review, 52(5), 1175-1200. 

Barak, A. (2005). SH on the internet. Social Science 
Computer Review, 23(1), 77-92. 

Bell, V., & de La Rue, D. (1995). Gender harassment 
on the Internet. Retrieved October 15, 2007, from http://
www.gsu.edu/~lawppw/lawand.papers/harass.html

Biber, J. K., Doverspike, D., Baznik, D., Cober, A. B., 
& Ritter, B. A. (2002). SH in online communications. 
CyberPsychology and Behavior, 5(1), 33-42.

Cooper, A., Safir, M. P, & Rosenmann, A. (2006). A 
preliminary look at online sexual activities at the office. 
CyberPsychology and Behavior, 9(1), 22-29.

Dall’Ara, E., & Maass, A. (1999). Studying SH in the 
laboratory. Sex Roles, 41, 681-704.

Deirmenjian, J. M. (1999). Stalking in cyberspace. 
Journal of the American Medical Academy Psychiatry 



  ���

The New Face of Sexual Harassment

N
Law, 27(3), 407-413. 

Fitzgerald, L. F., Gelfand, M. J., & Drasgow, F. (1995). 
Measuring SH. Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 
17, 425-445.

Fitzgerald, L. F., & Hesson-McInnis, M. (1989). The 
dimensions of SH. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 
35, 309-326. 

Fitzgerald, L. F., & Ormerod, A. J. (1991). Perceptions of 
SH. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 15, 281-294.

Fitzgerald, L. F., & Shullman, S. L. (1993). SH: A 
research analysis and agenda for the 1990s. Journal 
of Vocational Behavior, 42, 5-27.

Gelfand, M. J., Fitzgerald, L. F., & Drasgow, F. (1995). 
The structure of SH. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 
32, 152-175. 

Glover, R. (2002). Privacy in the workplace. Metro-
politan Corporate Counsel, 10(6).

Herring, S. (1994, June). Gender differences in computer 
mediated communication: Bringing familiar baggage 
to the new frontier. Paper presented at the meeting of 
the American Library Association, Miami, FL. 

Herring, S. (1999). The rhetorical dynamics of gen-
der harassment online. The Information Society, 15, 
151-167. 

Kendall, L. (2000). “Oh no! I’m a nerd!” Hegemonic 
masculinity on an online forum. Gender and Society, 
14, 256-274. 

Lane, F. S. (1998). Electronic communications are 
loaded with potential liabilities. Best’s Review, 10(tech-
nology supplement), 6. 

Maier, F. (1995). Cyberspace: The next gender gap. 
Upside, 7, 88.

McCormick, N., & Leonard, J. (1996). Gender and 
sexuality in the cyberspace frontier. Women & Therapy, 
19, 109-119.

McGerty, L. (2000). Gendered subjectivities and 
domestic use of the Internet. CyberPsychology and 
Behavior, 3(5), 895-899.

Mills, J. E., Clay, J. M., & Mortensen, M. (2000). 
Managing e-mail liability. Hotel and Restaurant Ad-
ministration Quarterly, 10, 64-71.

Newmeyer, F. J. (1988). Extension and implications of 
linguistic theory. In F. J. Newmeyer (Ed.), Linguistic 
theory: Extensions and implications (pp. 1-14). New 
York: Cambridge University Press. 

O’Connell, C. E., & Korabik, K. (2000). The relation-
ship of personal vulnerability, work context, perpetuator 
status, and type of harassment to outcomes. Journal of 
Vocational Behavior, 56, 299-329.

Porter, W. G., & Griffaton, M. C. (2003). Monitoring 
the electronic workplace. International Association of 
Defense Counsel Journal. Retrieved October 15, 2007, 
from http://home.millsaps.edu/fiserhl/Issues%20in%2
0Employee%20Privacy/Devil%20and%20Deep%20B
lue%20Sea,%20Monitoring%20E-mail%20edited.rtf

Pryor, J. B., Giedd, J. L., & Williams, K. B. (1995). A 
social psychological model for predicting SH. Journal 
of Social Issues, 51, 69-84.

Pryor, J. B., & Stoller, L. M. (1994). Sexual cognition 
processes in men high in the likelihood to sexually 
harass. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 
20(2), 163-169.

Pryor, J. B., & Whalen, N. J. (1997) . Characteristics of 
harassers and the social circumstance s under which SH 
occurs. In W. O’Donohue (Ed.), SH: Theory, research, 
and treatment (pp. 129-151). Needham Heights, MA: 
Allyn & Bacon.

Ritter, B. A., & Doverspike, D. (2002, April). The 
changing nature of SH. Paper presented at the Society 
for Industrial/Organizational Psychology Conference, 
Toronto, ON.

Sardar, Z. (1999). Cyberspace as the darker side of the 
west. Futures, 27(7), 777-794.

Shea, V. (1995, August 21). Not afraid to flame. Com-
puterworld, 29, 81-82.

Siegal, J., Dubrovsky, V., Kiesler, S., & McGuire, T. 
W. (1986). Group processes in computer mediated 
communication. Organizational Behavior and Human 
Decision Processes, 37, 157-187.

Soukup, C. (1999). The gendered interactional patterns 
of computer-mediated chatrooms. Information Society, 
15(3), 169-176. 



��0  

The New Face of Sexual Harassment

Stone, A. R. (1993). Violation and virtuality. Retrieved 
March 18, 2002, from The University of Texas Web 
site: http://www.en.utexas.edu/~slatin/opera.

Sullivan, A. (1999). The innernet. Forbes, 10(4), 
157-158.

Sussman, N. M., & Tyson, D. H. (2000). Gender dif-
ferences in computer-mediated interactions. Computers 
in Human Behavior, 16, 381-394.

Swink, D., & Cameron, E. (2004). Employee use of 
Internet. The Academy of Legal Studies in Business 
Journal of Employment and Labor Law, 10(1), 1-13.

Taylor, H. J., Kramarae, C., & Ebben, M. (Eds.). 
(1993). Women, information technology, and schol-
arship. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Centers for 
Advanced Study. 

Valetk, H. A. (2002). Cyberstalking: Navigating a maze 
of laws. New York Law Journal. Retrieved October 15, 
2007, from http://www.valetk.com/pdf/cyberstalking.
pdf

KEY TERMS

Active Graphic Gender Harassment: Includes 
unwelcome, offensive pictures sent purposely via e-
mail in chat rooms or forums. 

Active Verbal Gender Harassment: Includes 
unwelcome, offensive messages sent purposely via 
e-mail in chat rooms or forums. 

Cybersexual Harassment: May include gender 
harassment, unwanted sexual attention, or sexual coer-
cion and in some way involves the use of the Internet, 
an Intranet, or other computer technology.

Gender Harassment: Misogynist behaviors that 
are insulting, hostile, or degrading towards women. 

Passive Graphic Gender Harassment: Includes 
exposure to offensive pictures that are not actively 
sought out. 

Passive Verbal Gender Harassment: Includes 
intentional messages posted on the Internet to many 
potential receivers. 

“Penta A Engine”: Characteristics of the Internet 
that promote harassment; includes access, affordabil-
ity, anonymity, acceptability, and aloneness (Barak, 
2005). 

Sexual Coercion: Similar to quid pro quo SH in 
which one is bribed or threatened to perform sexual 
acts in exchange for some job-related benefit. 

“Triple A Engine”: Characteristics of the Internet 
that promote harassment; includes access, affordability, 
and anonymity (Cooper et al., 2006).

Unwanted Sexual Attention: Corresponds closely 
with creating a hostile work environment; may involve 
verbal and nonverbal behaviors ranging from sexual 
comments about dress to the display of sexual materi-
als in the workplace. 
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Topic: Managing Individuals and Groups in the Organization

INTRODUCTION

Previous research about the people who work with 
information and communication technologies (ICT) 
have studied this group of workers from several per-
spectives, demonstrating that it is important to study 
the information systems (IS) occupational community 
as such. This article presents a cultural approach to the 
study of the people who work in information systems. 
To do this, I discuss first the concept of ‘occupational 
culture,’ how it is different from organizational cul-
ture, and what the characteristics of an occupational 
culture are in general. Then, a detailed overview of 
the characteristics of the occupational culture of the 
IS occupations and a summary of recent empirical 
studies that were conducted are included. Finally, the 
implications of this cultural approach in practice and 
future trends are discussed.

BACKGROUND

Several studies looked at organizations from a cultural 
viewpoint paying attention to aspects of organizational 
life such as the stories people tell to newcomers to 
explain “how things are done around here,” the top 
executives’ espoused values or employees’ self reports 
of the informal norms (Martin, 2002). Although there 
are different versions of the concept of culture, there are 
some fundamental notions that are common between 
researchers. For example, there is agreement that “or-
ganizations develop distinctive sets of emotionalized, 
collectively held beliefs that impel members of these 
organizations to act in certain ways” (Trice, 1993). As 
such, culture can be defined as the shared philosophies, 
ideologies, values, assumptions, beliefs, expectations, 
attitudes, and norms that people have in common with 
others in a community (Hall, 1976; Hofstede, 1997; 
Trice, 1993). 

Because culture within organizations is multifaceted, 
it includes both: the overall culture of the organization 
as well as subcultures shaped by the specific kind of 
work that people do, known as their occupation within 
the organization. Those occupational subcultures are 
influenced by the organization but they also have 
their own characteristics. In contrast of organizational 
culture, occupational subcultures cross and transcend 
the particular organizational culture in which those 
members of the occupation are embedded. That is how 
information technologists from different organizations 
share their occupational subculture even though they 
are also part of their own organizational culture. When 
referring to the occupational subcultures independently 
to the organizations where they are embedded, we can 
call them just occupational cultures.

Occupational cultures consist of distinctive clusters 
of ideologies, beliefs, cultural forms, and other prac-
tices that grow uniquely in the context of a particular 
occupation. They arise from the shared educational, 
personal, and work experiences of individuals who 
pursue the same kind of occupation (Trice, 1993; Trice 
& Beyer, 1993). They have the same characteristics as 
any culture with a different degree of distinctiveness 
based on the occupation. 

Studying cultural characteristics allows manag-
ers and academics to develop better human resource 
management strategies that can influence productivity, 
adjustment, attitudes, and retention of employees. Table 
1 summarizes the characteristics of an occupational 
culture based on Trice’s theory (Trice, 1993).

OCCUPATIONAL CULTURES IN 
INFORMATION SYSTEMS

Because all organizations today use some kind of infor-
mation technology, the role of those who are in charge 
of the development, acquisition, management, use, 
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support, and maintenance of information technologies 
(IT) and systems within organizations is very critical 
in all kind of organizations. 

Based on the theory of occupational subcultures, I 
present a summary of the general features of occupations 
and their evolution as described by Trice (1993) but 
adapted to the information systems context. In today’s 
world when having a job is so important, people see 
their work as a primary source of economic rewards, 
interpersonal relations, recognition, and emotional sup-

port. The work of individuals’ lives has been organized 
around their occupations. Furthermore, people gener-
ally work within an occupation over longer periods of 
time than they do within particular organizations: an 
IT person will work in different organization but still 
in the IT field. 

From a historical standpoint, the development of 
occupations is opportunistic in the sense that they are 
created by different situational factors such as the new 
technology of computers. Later in the maturation of 

Table 1. Occupational culture characteristics (Source: Adapted from Trice, 1993)

Characteristic Description
Collective Cultures are collective, they originate as individuals interact with one 

another. Cultures are repositories of what their members agree about 
believing and doing. Belonging to a culture involves believing what 
others believe and doing as they do.

Emotionally charged Substance and forms are infused with irrational feelings and elaborate 
rationales for them. These emotions are propagated through socially 
accepted channels.

Historically based Cultures emerge over time but are based on a unique history. The inter-
action of a particular group in a unique set of physical, social, political, 
and economic circumstances develops ideologies and forms that are 
later shared with other individuals who practice those ideologies over 
time.

Inherently symbolic Cultures emphasize the expressive side of human behavior. Symbols 
are the basic unit of cultural expression. Symbols are present every-
where in social life. They can be practically any object, word, act, 
emblem, dress, etiquette, etc. 

Dynamic Cultures create continuity and persist across generations of members 
but they are not static. Cultures change constantly. Some of the reasons 
are the imperfect communication and understanding over time, the 
individual influences of new members, unconscious transmission, mul-
tiple meanings of the symbols of the culture, and the influence from 
outside.

Inherently fuzzy Cultures combine contradictions, ambiguities, paradoxes and confu-
sion. They are also characterized by “enormous multiplicity”. 

Encourage ethnocen-
trism

A collectivity may come to be very emotionally attached to a set of 
ideologies. As a consequence, its culture will be strengthened and the 
collectivity will come to distrust, fear, and dislike groups with other 
sets of beliefs. The more emotionally charged these ideas are, the more 
likely adherents are to be intolerant of those with divergent ideas.

Dysfunctional as well 
as functional

Strongly held ideologies add to the cohesion among members of an oc-
cupation, but at the same time, they make for a rigidity and bitterness 
toward outside groups, often blocking needed cooperation.

Structure social rela-
tions

Cultures, guided by their ideologies, tend to produce mechanisms that 
arrange the relationship between their members, namely the structure 
of social relations.
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an occupation, members claim the right to perform 
a distinctive set of tasks. In general, an occupation 
cannot be said to exist until there is a consensus that 
certain individuals are expected to perform these tasks 
and to exercise degrees of control over how they are 
done. For instance, the first people who worked with 
computers were not called information technologists 
or something similar. Instead, they were called based 
on the occupations known in that time (i.e., mathema-
ticians). Today, the names used for those who work 
with information technologies are still very diverse 
based on the type of work (software engineers, pro-
grammers, system analysts, database administrators, 
etc.), but a general understanding for those who are 
information technologists is already common in the 
society. An individual may perform specific tasks of an 
IT occupation because he or she possesses a relatively 
distinct and unique IT knowledge and skill base, which 
members of the occupation must master and be able to 
put into practice to be part of it. The distinctiveness of 
an occupation resides in its unique body of knowledge 
(Trice, 1993). Furthermore, the IT field also includes 
occupational subcultures just like other occupations. 
As a result, “occupations are not usually made up of 
one homogeneous community but increasingly may be 
characterized by distinct subcultures and internal status 
systems that must adjust to one another.” (Trice, 1993). 
Because occupations are dynamic, they are also subject 
to decline, revival, and death (e.g., blacksmiths). 

When the occupation is more developed, the de-
grees of control of the occupation are usually defined 
by professional associations that take control of the 
standards of the occupation in terms of training, mem-
bership, ethics, and right behavior. Within the IT field 
for example, AIS, ACM, and IEEE are the associations 
in the USA that have recently developed undergradu-
ate curricula for the five most common computing 
programs: computer engineering, computer science, 
information systems, information technology, and 
software engineering. Many academic institutions in 
the USA and other countries use this material as a basis 
for their own academic programs in related majors. 
The following quotes show the mission statements of 
these organizations:

The association for computing machinery (ACM), 
founded in 1947, is “a major force in advancing the 
skills of information technology professionals and 
students worldwide.” 

The association for information systems (AIS) is “the 
premier global organization for academics specializing 
in information systems.” 

The IEEE computer society (IEEECS) is the “world’s 
leading organization of computer professionals with 
nearly 100,000 members.” 

As a final point, occupations often have notable 
exemplars: Edward R. Murrow and Mike Wallace for 
journalists, Clarence Darrow for lawyers, and Frank 
Lloyd Wright for architects, to mention some. These 
heroes and heroines are clearly associated with their 
occupation. Examples of heroes in the IT field are: Bill 
Gates (creator of Microsoft products), Linus Torvalds 
(creator of Linux OS), Sergey Brin and Larry Page 
(creators of Google), and Augusta Ada Byron (aka, 
Lady Lovelace) the first programmer. 

OCCUPATIONAL SOCIALIzATION

According to Trice and Beyer (1993), entering occupa-
tions involves five somewhat overlapping processes: 
attraction, access, adjustment, identification, and com-
mitment:

Attraction: A person must know about and feel at-
tracted to something in the occupation. It could be a 
hero of the occupation, the activities of the subculture, 
or the kinds of extrinsic and intrinsic rewards it appears 
to offer. The experiences and exposure to selected infor-
mation are not the same for every individual. Moreover, 
individuals are not aware during these experiences that 
what is happening may affect their choice of occupa-
tion. They become aware of education, training, or job 
opportunities, they take advantage of the opportunities 
seen as most attractive, and are gradually drawn into 
the activities of the occupation, sometimes without 
much conscious intent. 

Access: Various structural factors will affect whether 
a person has access to and can successfully enter an 
occupation. A variety of factors encourages and dis-
courages individuals’ access to particular forms of 
occupational life. People may want to join an occupa-
tion but find that they cannot realistically do so. Social 
class sets severe limits on both a child’s knowledge 
about, and aspirations for a given occupation. Parental 
education, income, and occupations channel childhood 
fantasies and expectations about various occupations so 
that children from higher socioeconomic backgrounds 
learn about and aspire to many more occupations than 

Table 1. Occupational culture characteristics (Source: Adapted from Trice, 1993)



���  

Occupational Culture and Socialization in IS

do children of lower socioeconomic backgrounds 
(Shapiro & Crowley, 1982). Similarly, gender and race 
can restrict occupational awareness and aspirations 
(Sewell, 1969).  

Adjustment: As individuals become acquainted with 
an occupation and its beliefs, values, norms, and activi-
ties, they need to decide whether they can fit within that 
occupation. In other words, do they have the intellectual 
and emotional capabilities to carry out its activities? 
Are they willing to conform to its norms? Does their 
personal temperament enable them to deal with the 
demands of the occupation’s pattern of activities? 

Identification: Individuals become identified both 
socially and psychologically with the occupation. As 
the attraction process goes on over time, it eliminates 

other alternatives; the time commitment is sufficient to 
work only in one occupation and people identify that 
individual with the occupation.

Commitment: Over time, members become commit-
ted to occupations. They accumulate certain benefits 
from being in the occupation that they would lose if 
they left it. They develop certain patterns of behavior 
in which they are inclined to persist and develop loyal-
ties to other members of the occupation. Commitment 
could be affective, normative, and continuance (Blau, 
2003).

In the 1990s, Duluba and Baroudi (1991) conducted 
an empirical study in order to identify if the occupational 
culture of IT workers exists or not. In their study, they 
concluded that IT personnel indeed form an occupa-

Table 2. Characteristics of the IT occupational culture (Source: Gerulat, 2002; Guzman, 2006; Guzman & 
Stanton, 2004; Guzman et al., 2004; Ramachandran & Rao, 2006.

Cultural Features (Douglas, 
1982) Description in the IT field

Esoteric knowledge and 
expertise

Members of the occupation should have recognized IT expertise and technical 
skills; They usually have control over information technologies in organizational 
settings (e.g., servers, configuration settings) and they are proud of that. The IT 
culture views technical knowledge and skills as essential to achieve its informal 
mission of delivering stable, high-quality computer systems to organizations.

Extreme and unusual 
demands

It is part of the IT culture to recognize the need for constant self re-education be-
cause the field is forever changing; Normative behavior for this group includes the 
constant acquisition of technical knowledge and skill in an effort to deliver quality 
and stable computer systems to the organizations that employ individual members. 
Being in this occupation requires usually long hours of work and one may need to 
deal with unsatisfied and/or angry users

Consciousness of kind The IT culture is exclusionary because it excludes from membership those individ-
uals who do not possess a sufficiently high level of technical knowledge and skill 
ranging from the ability to mange IT resources to using IT resources. IT people 
tend to complain to other IT people about end users.

Pervasiveness Members of occupational communities extend their work relationships into their 
non-work lives because they prefer to do so. They integrate IT into non-work 
leisure time and socializing. For instance, IT people continue developing their IT 
skills out of work at home or may have friends that are also IT people. IT people 
predominate in non-work social community

Favorable self-image, pride Status benefits of the IT occupation; Members of this culture develop a social 
status that benefits of their IT expertise, particularly helping others. IT people help 
their friends and relatives with their home computers.

Cultural forms There are two main cultural forms identified by researchers:
a) Widespread use of jargon within IT occupations. 
b) Members are stigmatized as nerds, geeks and other stereotypes in the society 
and they are aware of them. 
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tional culture (Duliba & Baroudi, 1991) and that was 
also supported by a previous study in 1989 (Orlikowski 
& Baroudi, 1989), but back then, this culture did not 
manifest strong values and cultural forms and instead 
IT workers formed a weak occupational culture. Be-
cause the IT occupation has developed and grown more 
in the last decade socially and within organizations, 
recent studies can now better identify the ideologies, 
beliefs, cultural forms, and other practices that define 
this community. In other words, we can now identify 
the features of the occupational culture of information 
technology workers. 

Having that purpose in mind, researchers recently 
conducted empirical studies looking for the character-
istics of the culture, their ideologies, beliefs, cultural 
forms, and other practices of the information systems 
workers. According to Trice, the group and grid dimen-
sions developed by Douglas (1982) are useful in making 
the connection between culture and behavior. These 
dimensions allow the identification of specific cultural 
features that are observable by researchers. Based on 
qualitative studies using focus groups (Guzman, Sharif, 
Blanchard, Ellis, & Stanton, 2005), semi-structured 
interviews (Gerulat, 2002; Guzman, Stanton, Stam, 
Vijayasri, Yamodo, Zakaria et al., 2004; Ramachandran 
& Rao, 2006), and a quantitative component using a 
survey instrument (Guzman, 2006), a summary table 
of the characteristics of the IT occupational culture is 
presented in Table 2. 

 

FUTURE TRENDS

Given the transformation of organizations because of the 
use of information and communication technologies, it 
is important to know more about the people who work 
setting up those technologies in order to increase pro-
ductivity in organizations. Managers should be aware 
of the characteristics of the culture of the occupations 
in information systems to make effective decisions 
regarding the human capital. Future studies in this 
area can address the cultural differences by particular 
areas of specialization within HRIS. Educators can also 
benefit for using this concept of occupational culture 
in order to develop academic programs that would 
better prepare students in IS to the socialization pro-
cess and therefore improve occupational commitment 
and retention. Because these studies were conducted 
in the United States, it is also important to use these 

concepts and evaluate their validity and application in 
other countries.

CONCLUSION

It is imperative to know more about the specifics that 
characterize the occupations in information systems. 
Most of the better known cultural forms in society are 
related to the stereotypes and have a negative connota-
tion, such as that people who work with technology are 
unsocial or boring. More scientific research is needed 
in order to develop a clear understanding of the cultural 
forms of the IT occupation that could allow people to 
know about the diversity of ideas and activities involved 
in the profession and reduce conflictive perceptions. 
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KEY TERMS

Culture: The shared philosophies, ideologies, 
values, assumptions, beliefs, expectations, attitudes, 
and norms that people have in common with others 
in a community. 

Information Technology Occupation: A coherent 
set of jobs that are similar with respect to the type of 
tasks and training involved related to the development, 
acquisition, management, use, support, and mainte-
nance of information technologies and systems.

Occupation: Distinctive set of tasks, skills, and 
abilities that members claim the right to perform. In 
general, an occupation cannot be said to exist until there 
is a consensus that certain individuals are expected to 
perform these tasks and to exercise degrees of control 
over how they are done.

Occupational Subculture: See occupational cul-
ture. The term subculture is used when referring to a 
broader culture such as the organizational culture that 
has subcultures. 

Occupational Culture: The basic assumptions, 
cultural forms, ideologies, and behaviors that grow 
uniquely in the context of a particular occupation. An 
occupational subculture arises from the shared educa-
tional, personal, and work experiences of individuals 
who pursue the same profession and share similar ide-
ologies and forms of expressing those them in speech 
and behavior.

Occupational Socialization: The process by which 
individuals acquire, learn, and adopt the ideologies, 
beliefs, cultural forms, and practices of an occupational 
culture. Through this process, individuals learn what 
is OK and what is not OK to tell and do in a variety of 
situations related to their occupations (Schein, 2004). 
This process compromises five overlapping steps: at-
traction, access, adjustment, identification, and com-
mitment. Occupational socialization is complete when 
an individual internalizes the value and norms of the 
occupational group.

Socialization: Socialization is the process by which 
someone learns the ways of a given society or social 
group so that he/she can function within it; the process 
by which people learn how to perform specified social 
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roles in a way that is acceptable to the members of a 
cultural group and come to internalize those expecta-
tions. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The past few decades have seen explosive growth in 
the degree to which disputes that would previously 
have been litigated in court, or simply allowed to fester, 
are being dealt with constructively by other methods. 
The development of the field of conflict resolution and 
management, and of its sub-field, alternative dispute 
resolution (ADR), which focus on understanding 
conflict and on developing processes to deal with it, 
has provided both the theoretical background and the 
practical applications needed to transform conflicts into 
opportunities for learning and building.

These developments have greatly affected, inter alia, 
the way conflict is handled inside organizations and in 
the workplace. The intuitive understanding of conflict’s 
combined potential for good and evil in organizations 
and in long term relationships such as employment 
and labor relations resulted in these being some of the 
earliest focal points for ADR.a 

The task of managing workplace conflict is a 
day-to-day job of managers (Lax & Sebenius, 1987). 
Whether formally listed in the company’s organizational 
responsibility chart or not, the task of identifying and 
managing conflict is most often assigned to human 
resources experts. In the age of e-communication, 
new types and sources of organizational conflict are 
emerging (Landry, 2000) and organizational dispute 
resolution experts need to update their toolbox.

As HRM makes the transition to e-HRM, traditional 
ADR is adopting new methods for coping with conflict 
through e-methods and processes. The technology and 
skills necessary for managing online mediation, arbi-
tration, and negotiation processes are being developed 
and improved, and the new subfield of online dispute 
resolution (ODR) is rapidly taking form. 

The aim of this article is to introduce, in general, the 
field of ODR to the e-HRM community, and to elaborate 
on one process which is suitable for widespread use in 
e-HRM: that of online mediation. In addition, we will 
also suggest other potentialities of ODR for e-HRM, 

in the hopes that this discussion will be taken up and 
developed by others in both fields. 

PERSPECTIvES ON ODR

ODR’s practical and conceptual roots lie in the per-
spectives and preconceptions of various disciplines. 
One leading perspective influencing ODR is the ‘cy-
berspace perspective,’ which centers on the Internet 
and computers and the ways they have reshaped the 
world, the law, commerce, and conflict. This view 
stresses ODR as a prerequisite for effective e-com-
merce and, consequently, has focused its efforts on 
developing processes suitable for transaction-related 
disputes (Kaufmann-Kohler & Schultz, 2004; Rule, 
2002). A second leading perspective is the ‘ADR 
perspective,’  which focuses on seeking methods for 
dispute resolution that do not involve litigation and 
that are specifically suited to the parties’ process- and 
outcome-related needs. This outlook leads to attempts 
to reconstruct the processes and methods of off-line 
negotiation, mediation, and arbitration online (Katsh 
& Rifkin, 2001; Kaufmann-Kohler & Schultz, 2004). 
Of course, these perspectives are also influenced by the 
conceptual fields each borrows from: IT and computer 
science, communications theory, social psychology, 
economics, and law.

DEvELOPMENT OF ODR

While the Internet has always provided a setting for 
some degree of conflict (Wallace, 1999), it did not serve 
as a conflict resolution venue until the mid-1990s. ADR 
professionals began to incorporate electronic methods 
for data organization, word processing, scheduling, and 
online communication into their professional toolbox 
for handling traditional, offline, disputes (Melamed, 
2000; Rule, 2002), and their interest was piqued by 
the possibility of using it more actively in dispute 
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settlement processes. In addition, the phenomenon 
of disputes taking place online proliferated. Fre-
quently, these disputes took place between parties at 
a distance, making recourse to courts or to traditional 
ADR impossible. Moreover, the lack of clear norms 
regarding the jurisdiction of Internet-based interac-
tions and transactions, as well as the high costs related 
to litigating what were often low-value transactions, 
often made traditional litigation impractical. In online 
disputes, the rationale for seeking online mechanisms 
for resolution is at its strongest. This is due to the 
conceptual proximity between the dispute venue and 
the resolution venue (Kaufmann-Kohler & Schultz, 
2004), a notion that echoes the prevalent tendency in 
ADR to follow Sanders’ (1994) precept and “fit the 
forum to the fuss.”  

Towards the late 1990’s, ODR enjoyed two major 
successes that assured its place on the dispute resolution 
map. The first was the decision made by e-Bay.com 
to outsource all disputes arising between buyers and 
sellers on its online auction platform to an ODR service 
provider, Squaretrade.com. This has resulted in over 
2 million cases being filed with SquareTrade.com to 
date. As of 2003, the firm reported a case-opening rate 
of 50,000 per month. Additionally, the firm reports that 
some 80% of the cases filed end with an agreed-upon 
solution, with a 98% rate of party follow-through on 
their agreements (Abernethy, 2003). In the same period, 
the first instance of ODR institutionalization occurred 
as The Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and 
Numbers (ICANN), the organization charged with ad-
ministering the World Wide Web’s domain name system, 
adopted the uniform domain name dispute resolution 
policy (ICAAN, 1999). Under this policy, anyone who 
felt that their trademark rights had been infringed by 
another person’s registering of a domain name could 
seek online resolution of the issue through a type of 
online arbitration process. According to a May 2004 
report, some 8,761 cases had been managed under this 
policy, with another 616 in process (ICAAN, 2004).

Recent years have seen ODR growth on many 
different fronts, including its creative application 
to varying types of disputes and the increasing 
study of possibilities for its institutionalization 
in judicial and organizational systems. A 2004 
study mapping the state of ODR noted a growth 
trend both in the offering of ODR services and in 
the demand for them (Conley Tyler, 2004). These 
data, combined with the intuitive truth that more, 

rather than less, human activity will be transferred 
to the online environment in the years to come, are 
certainly justification for exploring new venues in 
which ODR may be applied, as we do in this article 
with the field of e-HRM.

THE FOURTH PARTY

A concept central to ODR’s development is the paradigm 
shift suggested by Katsh and Rifkin (2001) according 
to which technology should no longer be viewed as a 
scattered set of tools or communication alternatives, 
which can serve as a third party neutral. Technology, 
employed for dispute resolution, has the potential for 
going beyond the conventional third party and acting, 
in essence, as a player on its own—a fourth party. The 
human third party needs to view the fourth party as 
his ally, his assistant, and his partner. The fourth party 
can perform some dispute resolution-related tasks on 
its own, simplify others and help human professionals 
perform still others in a more structured, organized, 
and prompt manner.

Table 1 details some of the functions the fourth 
party can perform: 

Service Providers and Services Provided 

The aforementioned 2004 study found that 115 orga-
nizations were offering ODR services, and noted a 
growth trend in the field (Conley Tyler, 2004).b The 
dispute resolution processes most commonly offered 
include:

•	 Negotiation: Software platforms are utilized 
to help parties communicate with each other, 
structure the transfer of information and offers, 
assess options that are on the table, and suggest 
optimal solutions.

•	 Mediation: Online communication systems, 
ranging from e-mail to dedicated software, are 
used to facilitate communication and information 
between parties, as well as between them and a 
human mediator.

•	 Arbitration: Experts in a field related to a dispute 
can be engaged to manage a process in which 
parties file their claims, present their evidence, 
make their arguments, and receive the arbitrator’s 
decision via online communication. 
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•	 Adjudication: Formal adjudication systems 
(official state or federal courts) have yet to make 
an appearance online; pilot projects are being 
discussed. However, unofficial ‘cybercourts,’ in 
which parties subject their dispute to decision 
by a quasi-judicial tribunal or a jury, are being 
offered online.c 

Technology 

ODR service providers utilize a wide array of tech-
nological platforms for managing dispute resolution 
processes. ODR process can be managed through 
communication media ranging from simple, forum-type 
posting boards to real-time broadband video-confer-
encing. Whether a platform is a passive conveyer of 
information or messages or is, in itself, a more active 
participant in the process is also a question of system 
choice and design. Platforms range from simple nego-
tiation support systems that provide fields for entering 
information, complaints, and offers which will be con-
veyed to the other side, to complex platforms designed 
to support not only communication but decision-making 
as well; such software aids parties in comparing offers, 
analyzing their preferences and making suggestions for 
optimal solutions (Rule, 2002; Ponte & Cavenagh, 2005; 
Koeszegi, Srnka, & Pesendorfer, in press). However, 

many individual professionals offer ODR services 
without invoking the need for software design. Often, 
a dispute can be managed through familiar and widely 
available communication platforms such as e-mail.

ODR FOR E-HRM: ONLINE MEDIATION 
OF wORKPLACE DISPUTES

In this section we focus on the first field in which we sug-
gest to explore practical application of ODR in e-HRM: 
the use of online mediation to settle workplace disputes. 
As previously mentioned, HR personnel are often an 
organization’s internal dispute managers, whether by 
nature, opportunity or design. For this reason, it is our 
suggestion that HR professionals should be the ones 
to take the initiative and consider implementing online 
mediation programs within organizations. While not 
presuming to present a typology of workplace disputes 
and their suitability for any given means of manage-
ment, we will touch on some examples of disputes 
that may be a good starting place for implementation 
of online mediation.  

Disputes that arise online are likely to be best re-
solved online (Kaufmann-Kohler & Schultz, 2004). 
In the same way, it seems reasonable that disputes 
triggered by in-house communications—examples of 

Table 1. Fourth party’s functions
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which might be an inter-departmental flame war, or 
one employee leading an e-mail campaign to ostracize 
or humiliate another—might best be settled online. 
Online mediation might also be a suitable venue for 
working out disputes between parties at a distance from 
one another, when the cost and effort of bringing them 
together outweighs the value of solving their dispute, 
such as a dispute between employees located at different 
branches of a company on separate continents.

As the use of virtual teams becomes increasingly 
commonplace, it stands to reason that effective pro-
cesses will be needed to settle in-team conflicts as they 
arise, or to successfully maintain teams in such a manner 
as to anticipate potential conflicts and deal with them 
in a pre-emptive manner. Online mediation is the logi-
cal and natural solution for these needs (Rule, 2002). 
Beyond solving actual conflicts, incorporating online 
mediation as an inherent part of the virtual team system 
may affect a teams’ work in other positive aspects. 
The very availability of ODR in systems may increase 
people’s willingness to participate in those systems, 
take risks in them, and place their trust in them (Katsh 
& Rifkin, 2001; Rule, 2002; Rule & Friedberg, 2006). 
Designating online mediation as an accessible default 
for dispute resolution method in virtual groups might 
result in facilitating the development of the trust that 
has been so often highlighted as being so vital to their 
effective operation (Jarvenpaa, Knoll, & Leidner, 1998; 
Torres-Coronas & Gascó-Hernández, 2005).

Online mediation is also a natural dispute resolu-
tion process for those cases in which parties, physical 
proximity notwithstanding, are uncomfortable with each 
other and are unwilling to participate in face-to-face 
meetings, or when such meetings have already proved 
to be unproductive. Examples of this might be different 
types of harassment cases in which the complainant is 
uncomfortable in the physical presence of the other, or 
cases where the parties’ responses to each other are so 
acrimonious that only by having them communicate 
at a distance would each be able to discuss his needs 
and concerns in a way the other can hear.

Experimenting with a pilot online mediation pro-
gram does not require an organization to commit to a 
heavy investment or indeed to any investment at all. 
While organizations seriously committed to dispute 
resolution through online mediation may consider 
designing (or licensing) a suitable software platform, 
this is certainly not necessary at an initial stage. Online 
mediation can be performed through e-mail exchanges; 

if a more efficient or secure means is needed, this might 
be provided by modifications to the organization’s 
internal communications system. 

In many cases, including those mentioned, online 
mediation has advantages not only over alternatives such 
as litigation; it often has advantages over traditional 
face-to-face mediation. Among these benefits we can 
list the following:

Privacy 

Online mediation can be something only the parties and 
their mediator know about. There are no face-to-face 
meetings for other people to ask about, no unexplained 
trips to the HR department, and no leaving the office in 
the middle of the day to travel to an external mediation 
firm. Organizations interested in absolute privacy (and 
maximum professionalism) may choose to outsource 
management of online mediation processes to an exter-
nal service provider. This might result in nobody in the 
organization knowing what parties are communicating 
to each other, what the mediation is about, or even that 
they are working on an issue with a mediator. Even in 
the case of in-house mediation, it might be possible to 
arrange the system in such a manner that the mediator 
does not know who the parties are or what departments 
they belong to (Rule, 2002). In addition to increasing 
confidentiality for the parties, external mediators may 
be utilized in such a way that they do not know who the 
parties are, or what organization they work for—pre-
serving the organization’s privacy as well. 

Time Benefits 

One of the major costs of organizational conflict is 
lost time, translated into lower productivity; to this 
are added the time-costs of any resolution process. In 
online mediation, process-related time costs such as 
transportation time are cut out of the picture. Parties 
may choose to participate in the mediation process 
from the peace and quiet of their own homes in the 
evening, cutting down even further the organization’s 
time-investment into the process. Asynchronous com-
munication, such as interaction by e-mail, allows each 
party to frame his responses or initiatives at the time 
most suitable to him—as opposed to a time randomly 
chosen for a face-to-face meeting—enabling parties to 
make the most out of the time they invest. On the other 
hand, when time is pressing or other needs dictate this, 
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synchronous communication such as instant messaging 
or chat can be utilized.

Party Comfort and Participation

In suitable cases, the online mediation venue may be a 
more comfortable one than the face-to-face one. Par-
ties communicating from the relatively familiar and 
safe environment of their own workspaces or home 
might not feel subject to the adversarial environment 
suggested by the locked doors and the heavy oak table 
in the hushed conference room of the company. As a 
result, parties may find the online venue more conducive 
for participation and expression. Online communica-
tion has been shown to have potential for breaking 
down barriers to efficient sharing of information and 
open communication, such as hierarchical boundaries 
(Thompson, 2004) and stereotypes (Wallace, 1999). 

Online mediation is still a developing art. There 
are many challenges inherent in managing online 
communication and processes of such a delicate na-
ture. Negotiation via information technology, whether 
directly between parties or with the assistance of an 
impartial mediator, incorporates challenges unique 
to the e-communication channel. The e-medium has 
been found to pose challenges to correct understand-
ing of intended meaning in communicated messages 
(Thompson, 2004), to inter-party empathy, and to 
trust-building (Ebner, 2007). Time gaps between mes-
sage exchanges, characteristic of processes conducted 
through e-mail or other asynchronous methods, can be 
confusing and frustrating, leading parties to attribute 
negative intentions to the other (Thompson & Nadler, 
2002). The prevention of technological hiccups, such 
as system crashes, lack of Internet access or e-mail 
malfunctions can never be absolutely guaranteed. 
Indeed, these challenges, as well as quite a few pre-
conceptions and habits formed throughout the past 
few decades regarding what mediation is and how it 
should be managed, have led to instinctive reactions 
from face-to-face mediators challenging the potential 
of online mediation to successfully resolve conflicts 
in an efficient and constructive manner (Conley Tyler 
& Summers-Raines, 2006). 

However, in our opinion, these are all reasons 
to practice and refine the art of online mediation of 
workplace disputes rather than discard it as overly 
challenging. More to the point, the use of some form 
of online mediation in any organization is really not a 

matter of choice: it is simply inevitable. Any organiza-
tion relying on internal communication networks—to 
say nothing of those employing virtual teams—will find 
its staff, at one point or another, attempting to help two 
employees settle a dispute between them by the use of 
formal or informal online mediation. Our suggestion 
is that organizations anticipate and even initiate this in 
order to have efficient and smoothly-working systems 
in place when disputes crop up.

OTHER ODR APPLICATIONS IN E-HRM

Beyond the potential of online mediation for resolving 
workplace disputes in traditional or virtual settings, 
ODR processes and technology can be applied to 
other current issues in e-HRM. We will spotlight two 
of them briefly, but this is by no means an exhaustive 
list; on the contrary, our purpose in this section is to 
invite others to elaborate on these topics and to suggest 
other ODR applications.

Globalization

As corporations goes global, legal norms take second 
place to in-house corporate codes and ethics, and cultural 
differences become the rule rather than the exception. 
There is an acute need to create new systems capable of 
both managing disputes and facilitating dialogues aimed 
at clearing up misunderstandings and misperceptions. 
ODR offers many potentialities for doing so.

Salary Negotiations

As corporations increasingly employ e-recruiting 
methods, more of the recruitment process is being 
handled through e-channels. One of the items on the 
recruitment checklist is the salary negotiation. This 
is a delicate moment for all involved. The employer 
wants to ‘land’ the new recruit—but does not want to 
overpay, set a precedent, or inspire greed. The recruit 
does not want to sell himself short but also wants to 
avoid aggravating his (hopefully) future employer. Sal-
ary negotiations often cover multiple issues that affect 
one another, such as base salary, commissions, benefits, 
duration of commitment, and title; parties each have 
their own partisan system of valuing and prioritizing 
these issues. An efficient negotiation process would 
be one that seeks to assist each party achieve his main 
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interests at the cost of conceding points he values 
less.  However, the process often turns into a bargain-
ing session in which parties reach middle grounds on 
all or most points regardless of their valuing some 
issues more than others. In seeking more optimal and 
efficient agreements, ODR technology and processes 
might prove to be very valuable. Some ODR platforms 
allow parties to input their valuing and prioritizing of 
multiple, interrelated issues; the software, after analyz-
ing the data, can then  enable parties to go beyond the 
first possible point of agreement they reach in order 
to reach other, more optimal agreements (Thiessen 
& McMahon, 2000). An organization implementing 
standard use of such technology would not only save 
money, it would ensure that the money it spent on its 
recruit went to satisfying his most highly valued needs 
as opposed to the company’s general perception of 
“what employees want.”  

FUTURE TRENDS 

In the near future, we can expect to hear reports of 
pilot programs implementing online mediation for 
workplace disputes. This is due to the combination of 
the tendency of trained mediators to make incredibly 
creative efforts to find new venues for applying their 
skills, and the pressing need for dispute resolution 
processes suitable to the new, online, networked and 
virtual organization. Applying online mediation for 
settling workplace disputes is certainly not ODR’s 
only application in the field of e-HRM. HR managers’ 
awareness of the potentialities of ODR for transforming 
the ways organizations deal with disputes is expected to 
give rise to the utilization of ODR’s processes, methods, 
and mechanisms for many aspects of e-HRM.

CONCLUSION 

The marriage between organizational dispute manage-
ment and human resources management is far reach-
ing and well established. In this article, we aimed to 
cement this bond by providing HR professionals with 
yet another set of tools for coping with traditional 
types of disputes and suggesting new ways for coping 
with the new forms of conflict that are encountered 
in networked organizations. By introducing the field 
of ODR to an audience of e-HRM professionals, we 

hope to enlarge the common pie both by allowing for 
new input into e-HRM as well as by inspiring e-HRM 
experts to consider how they might further develop 
ODR processes and capabilities.
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KEY TERMS

Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR): A spec-
trum of processes wherein parties are able to resolve 
a dispute on their own or with the assistance of a third 
party, yet without resort to formal adjudication. The 
most commonly known (and employed) processes are 
negotiation, mediation, and arbitration.

Arbitration: A process in which parties to a dispute 
agree to turn the issue over to a third party for decision. 
While there are many sub-types of arbitration, most are 
characterized by some degree of party choice as to the 
arbitrator’s identity, flexible process rules set by the 
arbitrator, and a binding arbitrator decision that will 
usually be upheld if challenged in court.

Fourth Party, The: A concept suggested by Katsh 
and Rifkin (2001) according to which the technological 
platform through which the ODR process is conducted 
is an independent “player” in the process dynamic, 
who can assume responsibility for various tasks, rang-
ing from organizational tasks such as scheduling to 
substantive suggestion-making.

Mediation: A voluntary process in which disput-
ing parties invite a third party neutral to assist them 
in resolving their differences. While there are various 
approaches to, and styles of, mediation, one commonal-
ity is the lack of mediator decision-making authority: 
parties are bound by the process’ outcome only if they 
finalized an agreement. Most mediation processes are 
characterized by the mediator attempting to repair the 
disputing parties’ relationship and improve their com-
munication, so as to enable them to speak openly about 
their concerns and needs and work together towards 
addressing them.

Negotiation Support Systems (NSS): A range of 
software applications and platforms designed to aid 
parties in conducting negotiations. Different platforms 
stress different aspects of negotiation. Some manage the 
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communication process, and stress keeping inter-party 
communication simple and structured by providing 
dedicated fields, formats, and forms. Others provide 
multiple communication venues for parties to utilize, 
according to their own comfort and choice, such as 
secure e-mail, instant messaging, or chat channels. 
Certain NSS focus on the decision-making process, 
and assist parties in analyzing their needs and prefer-
ences. If parties so choose, these platforms can also 
conduct an independent analysis of both parties’ needs 
and preferences and suggest solutions that the software 
considers optimal.

Online Dispute Resolution (ODR): This field is 
in a formative stage and various definitions are being 
experimented with. We suggest adopting that offered 
by Conley Tyler and Summers-Raines (2006), who 
define ODR as dispute resolution processes conducted 
with the assistance of communication and information 
technology, primarily the Internet.

Online Mediation: Mediation processes which are 
conducted—or conducted primarily—through online 
media such as e-mail, chat, instant messaging, or dedi-
cated software aimed at facilitating messages transfer 
between parties and a human mediator.

ENDNOTES

a In fact, the first institutionalization of ADR in 
the United States was the creation of The Federal 
Mediation and Conciliation Service, established 
under the Labor-Management Relations Act of 
1947, with its organizational roots going back as 
early as 1913 (Moore, 2003).

b It should be noted, that this review of the field 
focused on service providers, and does not in-
clude ODR programs offered by organizations 
in-house. Still more programs may be out there, 
uncharted.

c From a legal standpoint, these are not real courts 
and the process’ legal standing is, at most, that of 
arbitration.
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INTRODUCTION

Communication is a basic process of organization. 
When one conceives the organization as an ever-
changing system of interactions (White, 1992), one 
notes that communication aids in the development 
and maintenance of organizational purposes as its 
members motivate, inform, and inspire each other. In 
other words, communication is the ‘nerve system’ that 
makes organizations and organizational units cohere 
and permit their members to coordinate all work ef-
forts. It is conventional to make a distinction between 
the formal and informal aspects of communication in 
organizations. Informal communication arises from the 
people’s needs for relatedness, affiliation, and security, 
and emerges spontaneously, whereas formal commu-
nication describes the organizationally blue-printed 
work-related linkages between employees.

Informal communication is ‘emergent communica-
tion’ naturally occurring (e.g., Monge & Contractor, 
2003). In contrast, formal communication is imposed, 
or mandated, representing the legitimate authority of 
the organization and is reflected by the organizational 
chart (Aldrich, 1976). In the past, communication 
was solely based on face-to-face contacts. In history 
there have been several milestones that broadened 
the number of available communication channels 
and eased the way of communicating. Since the early 
beginnings, the predominantly face-to-face commu-
nication was gradually complemented with written 
media, in particular, since the production and use of 
paper (Johannes Gutenberg 1397-1468). This process 

gradually spread all over the world. Centuries later, in 
the 1870s, two inventors, Elisha Gray and Alexander 
Graham Bell both independently designed devices that 
could transmit speech electrically. The telephone was 
invented. Again, a century later in the early days of 
computers, visionaries foresaw offices and factories 
humming with self-propelled robots. Today, a more 
likely vision has the firm humming with communi-
cating employees. Most organizations have installed 
a complex network of interconnected computers that 
are embedded in a world of cyberspace, complemented 
with computer-based telephones and videoconferencing 
technologies. Organizations have now a very broad 
(and increasingly broadening) choice to orchestrate 
their formal and informal channels of communication, 
but at the same time the challenge to properly utilize 
the manifold possible media ensembles. Research is 
still in the very early stages to offer insights in how 
to managerially orchestrate the wide range of com-
municational channels. This article attempts to shed 
some light at the determination of media ensembles 
by formal and informal communication. 

BACKGROUND

Most organizational activities are typically executed in 
a project-management like approach involving many 
routine activities, and the organizational nucleus is the 
team (Hinds & Kiesler, 1995). The traditional view of 
teams is one in which team members work together, 
are located closely to each other, and communicate 
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with each other frequently, face-to-face. Whereas 
over the last two decades, ‘teams’ have become part 
of managerial vocabulary, ‘virtual teams,’ within and 
across organizations, are a recent phenomenon (An-
dres, 2002). 

Virtual teams are groups of individuals collaborat-
ing in the execution of a specific project while geo-
graphically and often even temporally distributed, 
possibly anywhere within (and beyond) their parent 
organization. Virtual teams work across boundaries of 
time and space by utilizing modern computer-driven 
technologies (Montoya-Weiss, Massey, & Song, 2001). 
Increasingly, organizations move towards smaller, 
more numerous, and decentralized units that suit the 
increasingly complex and information-rich nature of 
work. The specialized skills and talents required often 
reside (and develop) locally in pockets of excellence 
around the company, or even around the world. Firms, 
therefore, disperse their units to access such dispersed 
knowledge and skills. Internationalization of markets, 
specialization of skills and knowledge, and the require-
ment to involve an increasingly large pool of knowledge, 
simultaneously have all pushed firms to rely more and 
more on ‘virtual teams’. 

Virtual teams are sometimes defined as teams that 
interact exclusively through electronic media (e.g., 
Bouas & Arrow, 1996). But this structure will rarely 
arise: even in large-scale projects, with specialists 
scattered and consulted across the world, chunks of 
the work are done by individuals located in the same 
building or on the same complex. Also, representatives 
(or sometimes, all members) of dispersed teams often 
travel around the world and meet face-to-face. While 
virtuality in teams has increased and will likely continue 
to increase, the entirely virtual teams still remains scarce. 
The other extreme, the traditional, fully co-located 
face-to-face team in which all specialists live under 
the same physical roof and all communication occurs 
face-to-face is also increasingly unlikely. In reality, most 
teams employ more or less geographically dispersed 
members and communicate through electronic means in 
its broadest sense—at least to some extent. Therefore, 
some researchers have relaxed this restriction to allow 
for some use of other communication media, as long 
as the majority of interaction occurs through electronic 
means (e.g., Maznevski & Chudoba, 2000). Researchers 
increasingly agree that pure virtuality does not exist. 
Instead, virtuality is argued to be a continuum and all 
teams are more or less virtual or non-virtual (Leenders, 

van Engelen, & Kratzer, 2003). This implies that the 
term ‘virtual teams’ is misleading since it implies a 
distinction between teams that are virtual and teams that 
are not. The focus then shifts from a dichotomy of tra-
ditional/face-to-face teams to the extent to which a team 
is virtual (Kirkman, Rosen, Tesluk, & Gibson, 2004; 
Leenders et al., 2003). Consequently, recent definitions 
stress the omnipresence of virtual interactions, pointing 
out that a purely face-to-face team that does not use 
any communication technology is rare. Alternatively, 
members of most ‘virtual’ teams do indeed meet each 
other outside of cyberspace every so often. 

THE MULTICHANNEL CHARACTER OF 
FORMAL AND INFORMAL 
COMMUNICATION

Martins, Gilson, and Maynard (2004) argue that studies 
should focus on ‘team-ness’ in concert with ‘virtual-
ness’ and move away from simply describing input 
factors; this encourages a focus on understanding the 
functioning of virtual teams rather than on simply 
comparing them to face-to-face teams. If all teams 
are indeed virtual to some extent, then literature that 
compares virtual teams with non-virtual teams can 
not satisfactory reveal the multi-channel character of 
informal and formal communication.

Communication can be considered as the vessel 
by which a team manages knowledge and informa-
tion (e.g., Moenaert, Caeldries, Lievens, & Wauters, 
2000). In order for teams to perform and solve prob-
lems, cross-fertilization of ideas is essential, and this 
happens through formal and informal communication 
between team members. Through communication, team 
members are likely to anticipate and prevent potential 
weaknesses in solutions, a task which neither could 
have been performed by any team member in isolation 
nor would have followed from the simple addition of 
the individual inputs of the team members without 
communication between them. In other words, the 
expertise and knowledge that is held by individual team 
members or that is contained in specialized documents 
or databases represent the team’s repository of current 
knowledge; the team’s communication provides the 
logistics through which knowledge is accessed, travels 
between team members, and can be combined into 
new knowledge and insight (Cross, Parker, Prusak, & 
Borgatti, 2001). 
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Team members face the problem of choosing the 
right media of communication. Media choice theory 
is one of the main theories emphasizing single media 
use at the time. Most media choice research empha-
sizes sender preferences, such as preferences relating 
to the affordances of various media (Short, Williams, 
& Chudoba, 1976). Nardi, Whittaker, and Schwarz 
(2002) showed that media choice was, in fact, depen-
dent on both recipient preferences and the develop-
ment history of communication. This made media 
choice is a far more complex activity than a simple 
matter of individual evaluation of the affordances of 
media. Media richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986) 
assesses the extent to which media allow exchanges of 
information with rapid feedback, in ‘languages’ such 
as body language or mathematical notion, and in audio 
or visual modes. ‘Rich media,’ such as video, allow 
ample information transfer while ‘lean’ media like text, 
allow little. Social presence theory (Short Williams, 
& Chudoba, 1976) analyzes how well media provide 
information about the ‘presence’ of others, including 
facial expression, tone of voice, and attributes such 
as goals and attitudes. Walther and Parks (2002) and 
Whittaker (2003) summarize these theories by stating 
that they are ultimately concerned with the ‘bandwidth’ 
of the media: how rich is the information that travels 
through them. Various other theories exist that consider 
the choice for particular media, such as the symbolic 
interaction perspective of Trevino, Lengel, and Daft 
(1987) and Walther’s social information processing 
theory (Walther, 1992). All ‘bandwidth’ theories start 
from the assumption that individuals will choose the 
particular purpose and the definition of what makes a 
medium suited; they all eventually arrive at an optimal 
choice for the communication. Daft and Engel (1986) 
proposed that face-to-face communication is the richest 
medium, followed by telephone and written text. In a 
related study, Zmud, Lind, and Young (1990) produced 
similar findings, but included electronic mail and fax 
in their study; these were considered leaner than paper-
based communication. According to Schenkel (2004), 
face-to-face communication is only slightly richer than 
telephone communication, but e-mail trails far behind 
in richness.

The increased use of computer-mediated communi-
cation systems has spawned research that uses formal 
organizational structure as a benchmark against which 
to compare informal communication emerging in an 
electronic medium. Bizot, Smith, and Hill (1991) found 

that electronic communication patterns corresponded 
closely to the formal organizational structures in a 
traditionally hierarchical organization. However, Rice 
(1994) found that the electronic communication struc-
tures initially mirrored formal organizational structures, 
but these similarities diminished over time. Hinds and 
Kiesler (1995) explored the relationship between formal 
and informal communication in a telecommunications 
company. They found that communication technologies 
were increasingly used as a tool for informal commu-
nication across formal organizational boundaries.

Prior to informal communication there is inherently 
some kind of ‘formal’ contact (Van de Bunt, 1998). 
Informal communication in most cases arises when 
employees somehow have to formally work together; 
they simply have no choice but to communicate. In many 
cases, these formal interdependencies originate some 
kind of informal communication. Informal contacts 
emerge along with the generation of local orientation 
and mutual coding schemas. For those who share this 
informal and common language, communication can 
be remarkably efficient. Not only can large amounts 
of information be transmitted with relatively few 
specialized symbols, but through systematic selection 
and encoding rules, misinterpretations between team 
members are minimized (e.g., Allen, 1984). Research 
has demonstrated the importance of informal com-
munication for efficient information transfer (e.g., 
Tsai, 2001). 

The technology attributes of ‘bandwidth’ have dif-
ferent functions in communication (Hinds & Kiesler, 
1995). Bandwidth is especially important when team 
members need to exchange social information and 
social cues (Nohria & Eccles, 1992). Daft and Tre-
vino (1987) have argued that team members need 
to use ‘rich’ channels for equivocal communication. 
Equivocality means that values, schema, or meanings 
for interpreting events are ambiguous or conflicting. 
Face-to-face, telephone, and electronic communication 
differ in how much social information they provide. 
Face-to-face allows team members to exchange more 
social information than telephone. Telephone allows 
team members to exchange more social information 
than electronic communication (Rice & Shook, 1990). 
Hence, people who need to convey social information 
will use face-to-face over telephone, and telephone over 
electronic communication. When there is no history 
of informal communication, team members must rely 
on ‘rich’ communication channels to establish joint 
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coding schemas. Once informal bonds are established, 
there is less demand to convey social information. 
Subsequently, the dynamics of informal communica-
tion allow team members to use less ‘rich’ channels 
of communication.

In addition, according to the channel expansion 
theory (Carlson & Smud, 1999), certain experiences 
of media users are important in shaping their media 
richness perception, among them, experience with the 
communication co-participants. As communication 
participants have known each other, they develop as-
sociated knowledge bases that may be used to more 
effectively both encode and decode rich messages on a 
channel. It is proposed that individuals whose experi-
ences build such knowledge bases and who are thus 
able to participate in increasingly rich communication 
via the channel will perceive the channel as becoming 
increasingly rich. For example, e-mail users may be-
come aware of how to craft messages to convey differing 
levels of formality or of how to use channel-specific 
metalanguage to communicate subtleties. Similarly, 
these individuals are also likely to interpret messages 
received on this channel more richly because they can 
interpret an increasing variety of cues.  

Therefore, the managerial choice of a media en-
semble in teams is determined by the magnitude and 
duration of past informal communication. When there 
is no past informal communication, the formal commu-
nication should be coordinated, utilizing ‘rich’ channels 
of communication. These ‘rich’ channels generate in-
formal communication and mutual coding schemas and 
gradually allow shifting the chosen media ensembles 
towards less ‘rich’ channels. The study of Hinds and 
Kiesler (1995) mirrors these dynamics, namely, that in 
a timeline, communication technologies were increas-
ingly used as a tool for informal communication across 
formal organizational boundaries. 

FUTURE TRENDS

The milestones determining the manner of commu-
nication are generated in an increasingly exponential 
speed, which makes it likely that the range of available 
media to communicate increases and becomes more 
and more diverse. One example for this develop-
ment is the latest instant messenger solutions, which 
reduce the asynchronous nature of electronic commu-
nication. However, there will be always a continuum 

from ‘rich’ to ‘less rich’ communication media. The 
management of organization will continuously face 
the challenge of utilizing the ‘right’ media ensemble 
within this continuum. In concert with these technical 
developments, there is a change of individual behav-
ior. As recent research shows, younger cohorts tend 
to use more frequent and are more acquainted with 
electronic ways of communication. Electronic com-
munication media offer increasingly more options to 
convey social information. For example, the traditional 
voice-based telephone will be replaced by telephones 
with face-to-face screens, or e-mails will commonly 
be extended by voice or video-based messages. Thus, 
the differences between the media of communication 
in terms of  ‘richness’ will diminish through a higher 
degree of user adaptation and through more technically 
advanced communication tools. But the major challenge 
to orchestrating the formal and informal communica-
tion by choosing the right mélange of communication 
media will remain. Face-to-face communication as the 
‘richest’ media cannot be entirely replaced, because it 
is essential as a pre-condition to create familiarity and 
mutual coding schemas. 

CONCLUSION

The exponential growth of available communication 
media poses a tremendous challenge to have the “right” 
choice of communication media. The majority of 
theories suggest that there is a ‘bandwidth’ of different 
communication media from ‘rich’ to ‘less rich’. Face-
to-face is the richest media, followed by telephone, and 
electronic communication. Teams are positioned in a 
continuum ranging from exclusively using face-to-face 
communication and on the other extreme, entirely vir-
tual, using electronic communication. The vast majority 
of teams are somehow within this continuum, utilizing 
an ensemble of different communication media. The se-
lection of communication media depends on how much 
social information needs to be transmitted between team 
members. Social information is necessary to establish 
mutual coding schemas, and in turn enhances mutual 
understanding. In order to convey social information, 
only ‘rich’ communication channels are available. 
Once mutual coding schemas have been established, 
less social information needs to be exchanged between 
team members. There are three major conclusions for 
orchestrating the multi-channel character of formal 
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and informal communication in teams. First, when no 
past informal communication can be recorded, imple-
menting formal channels of communication refers to 
utilizing more ‘rich’ channels of communication. These 
‘rich’ media ensembles stimulate and enable the team 
members to establish informal communication, and in 
turn, the creation of mutual coding schemas. Second, 
in case informal communication has a shadow of the 
past, implementing an ensemble of communication 
media can be based upon mutual coding schemas and 
can consist of less ‘rich’ communication media. And 
finally, the establishment of informal communication 
has dynamic character, consequently, the formal utiliza-
tion of different communication media can gradually 
shift towards less ‘rich’ ensembles in concert with the 
magnitude and strength of informal bonds. 
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KEY TERMS

Bandwidth of Media: The bandwidth of a media 
defines the richness of information that travels from a 
sender to a receiver using this media. The bandwidth 
increases with the richness of information that can be 
transmitted using the particular media.

Formal Communication: Formal communication 
is mandated communication representing the legitimate 
authority of the organization and is reflected by the 
organizational chart or blueprint.

Informal Communication: Informal communica-
tion is spontaneous communication, naturally occurring, 
and arises from the people’s needs for relatedness, 
affiliation, and security, independent of formal orga-
nization structure.

Media Ensemble: The media ensemble defines a 
selected number of media that are utilized for com-
munication in a team.  

Mutual Coding Schemas: Mutual coding schemes 
define the mutuality of patterns of interpretation of 
(at least) two actors when involved in mutual com-
munication. 

Virtual Continuum: The virtual continuum de-
scribes the range from traditional teams entirely utilizing 
face-to-face communication to teams entirely utilizing 
computer-driven communication.  

Virtual Teams: Virtual teams are groups of in-
dividuals collaborating in the execution of a specific 
project while geographically and often even temporally 
distributed. Working across these boundaries of time 
and space requires virtual teams to utilize modern 
computer-driven technologies.
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INTRODUCTION

Organizational democracy is achieved when the organi-
zation applies the principles of democracy to design the 
way it operates, cultivating a workplace that enhances 
employee potential, achieving its business goals, and 
positively impacting the community (Worldblu, 2007). 
Thus, organizational democracy is both a mind-set 
and a system of principles practiced at all levels of a 
company as a coherent organizational system. Gener-
ally, organizational democracy refers to all efforts that, 
within an organization, seek to harmonize individual 
and collective goals. In order to reach this objective, 
it is necessary to design a series of practices included 
in the concept of democratic management. Democracy 
means that members of any organization or society 
participate in such an organization and government 
processes. Harrison and Freeman (2004) point out 
that “…any action, structure, or process that increases 
the power of a broader group of people to influence 
the decisions and activities of an organization can be 
considered a move toward democracy. In contrast, any 
action, structure, or process that works to concentrate 
decision power and management influence into the 
hands of one or a smaller group of people is a move 
away from democracy.” In addition, the main tenets 
of organizational democracy are (Cloke & Goldsmith, 
2002): everyone is capable of actively participate in 
decision making that affects his or her work life; ev-
eryone is equally entitled to be heard and respected; 
everyone’s opinion counts equally; everyone is a leader 
in achieving goals; and everyone collaborating yields 
better results.

Democratic management is considered key to 
greater organizational effectiveness (Jarley, Fiorito, 
& Delaney, 1997) and is associated with increased 
employee involvement and satisfaction, increased 
stakeholder commitment, higher levels of innovation, 

and performance (Manville & Ober, 2003), it fosters 
value creation in the long term and makes economic, 
social, environmental, and individual objectives more 
compatible (Cloke & Goldsmith, 2002). Harrison and 
Freeman (2004) refer to the advantages of organizational 
democracy: it fosters commitment to the organization 
and purposeful behavior; enhances commitment to the 
final decisions made, which can aid in their implementa-
tion; increases the sense of responsibility of organiza-
tional outcomes; creates a more participatory climate 
overall, which may enhance innovation and change; 
makes employees more valuable to the organization; 
and it is the right thing to do, from a moral perspective. 
Nevertheless, organizational democracy can absorb 
time and other organizational resources, and bog down 
decisions, which may reduce efficiency (Harrison & 
Freeman, 2004). Although the arguments for organi-
zational democracy may be mixed, more stakeholder 
participation in organizational governance can benefit 
both organizations and society. E-democracy can reduce 
some of the disadvantages of organizational democracy 
related, for example, to the reduction in time necessary 
to make democratic decisions.

ICT are essential for the implementation of e-democ-
racy and e-HRM, but this is not the only component to 
bear in mind. Some organizational factors generating 
a democratic context must be considered in order to 
facilitate implementation success and its use. This article 
focuses on the organizational factors that enable an ef-
fective implementation of organizational democracy in 
organizations. This organizational democracy implies a 
trade-off for management, in terms of advantages and 
disadvantages. If we accept organizational democracy 
as a positive factor in the life of organizations, it is 
necessary to consider some organizational factors 
that enable their implementation. These factors work 
along with ICT in this kind of transformation into more 
democratic organizations.



  ���

Organizational Factors for Implementing E-Democracy in Organizations

O
BACKGROUND

The knowledge economy is characterized by core assets 
such as intelligence, understanding, skills, and employ-
ees experience (Drucker, 2001). This idea is associated 
with decentralization and the necessary access to infor-
mation. Also, during the last few years, an increasing 
demand for a corporate socially responsible behavior, 
demanding the fulfillment of the social requirements 
of all stakeholders involved in the organization, has 
emerged. These important changes in our society alter 
the traditional bases of power and influence, both in-
side and outside the organization. And these changes 
necessarily lead to the emergence of organizational 
democracy (Cloke & Goldsmith, 2002). ICT are an 
essential factor when transforming organizations into 
more democratic entities because they allow for the 
decentralization of decision-making, the dissemination 
of the information in the organization, and increasingly 
more highly skilled people. As a consequence, during the 
last few years, as ICT are developing and the knowledge 
era is emerging, managers have been interested in (or 
forced to) the implementation of progress that gives 
more power in decision making and management to a 
broader group of stakeholders, especially employees 
(Barlett & Ghoshal, 1995; Forcadell, 2005; Handy, 
1992; Semler, 1989). 

Watson, Schwarz, and Jones (2005) define e-democ-
racy as the technological advances in communication 
media that provide employees with more information 
and more direct access to other employees than that 
which previously existed. Similarly, these authors un-
derline the inevitability of organizational e-democracy 
in organizations undertaking ICT changes. Electronic 
HR management (e-HRM) can be considered as a way 
to implement HR strategies, policies, and practices in 
organizations through the use of ICT. Both e-HRM 
and e-democracy are based on the implementation 
of ICT in the organization. The development of e-
HRM can constitute a key area in the achievement of 
e-democracy in organizations. This occurs mainly in 
the areas of relational and transformational e-HRM 
(Lepak & Snell, 1998). Relational e-HRM includes 
activities such as recruiting and selection, training, 
performance management and appraisal, and rewards. 
Transformational HRM concerns more strategic activi-
ties related to organizational change processes, strategic 
re-orientation, strategic competence management and 
strategic knowledge management (Ruël, Bondarouk, 

& Looise, 2004). These activities are related to some 
areas of progress in order to achieve wider levels of 
organizational e-democracy.

ORGANIzATIONAL FACTORS FOR 
IMPLEMENTING E-DEMOCRACY IN 
ORGANIzATIONS

For e-democracy to work effectively in the organiza-
tion, it is necessary to implement some organizational 
factors for an effective democratic system, avoiding 
the disadvantages, and strengthening the advantages. 
The implementation of a democratic system requires 
a series of organizational changes in order to adapt the 
organization to the new environment in which individu-
als work (the knowledge economy). In order to help 
in building a more democratic organization, we can 
outline a set of organizational factors for implement-
ing democracy in organizations (Cloke & Goldsmith, 
2002; Manville & Ober, 2003).

Create a democratic culture. This factor constitutes 
the context within which the rest of the factors and 
measures are developed. No formal system of participa-
tion works without shared values of democracy, trust, 
responsibility and respect, so that what is needed is a 
civic culture with commonly held values (O’Toole, 
1995). The system of values to support democracy 
includes aspects such as full and free communication 
between all levels; reliance on consensus rather than 
on coercion or compromise to manage conflict; influ-
ence based on technical competence and knowledge; 
a basically human slant (Slater & Bennis, 1964).

Design an organic organizational structure based 
on association. Increasing democracy should be imple-
mented at all levels of the organization. A democratic 
organization is a common project designed and set 
up with the participation of all corporate levels. The 
implementation ranges from the creation of democrati-
cally organized work teams at the base of the firm to 
strategic decision-making throughout the whole of the 
corporation, which is carried out following a democratic 
process. In small firms participation is much easier. 
However, in order to compete in increasingly global 
markets large-size firms are required.

Build self-managing teams. The intense, face-to-face 
interaction required by real, direct democratic partici-
pation cannot be maintained in something larger than 
a small group. These are the basic units upon which 
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democratic organization should be founded. These 
groups are based on democratic values and participa-
tion is encouraged in them. The groups should operate 
as minute firms that collaborate with other teams and 
even outside the firm.

Create a shared leadership. Democracy is built 
from the shop floor, designing the firm based on work 
teams in which leadership rotation is encouraged. From 
the positions of highest responsibility in the organiza-
tion, in a flat structure, there is an attempt to develop 
a leadership that favors participation, something that 
becomes essential insofar as it is a leader elected by 
the organization members.

Democratic processes. In a democratic organiza-
tion, the processes should be open and collaborative, 
both in decision-making and in operational issues. 
This is a way to include everybody in the evolution of 
the organization. In this sense, ICT play a key role in 
opening processes within the entire organization.

Training and education. Both are required to develop 
democracy in an organization. Employees need to be 
trained in professional aspects so that they are useful 
to their organization, their opinions are taken into ac-
count in decision-making, and the workers become 
more flexible for the firm. Education in democracy is 
also required, so that the workers assume values such as 
respect for the opinion of others, trust or participation, 
all elements which are vital in democratic processes.

Freedom of information and transparency. In any 
organization, and especially in a democratic one, infor-
mation must be shared and the opinions of the members 
sought, so surveys must be regularly performed. Trans-
parency requires all information relevant to making a 

particular decision to be available to members either 
involved in the decision- making or affected by it. It 
is also critical to make the basic economic figures of 
the firm available to all the workers. The flat organiza-
tional design of the firm contributes to this, as does the 
organization based on work teams and the suggestion 
system. There is a need to maintain a dynamic, self-
reflective, and comprehensive communication system, 
which rises from the group to the corporate level.

Membership and staff selection. The particular 
nature of work in a democratic organization means 
that special care needs to be taken in the staff selection 
process. The new members of a democratic organization 
must be citizens, with all that this concept implies. 

Relations with stakeholders. Starting from a 
democratic relation with the environment of a firm 
constitutes the context within which to develop a 
democratic organization. A balance is required between 
the different stakeholders regarding the definition of 
the objectives of the firm, for which the cooperative 
will be responsible for accomplishing. The creation 
of webs of association entails collaborating with the 
main social agents from the firm’s environment, since 
democracy implies developing the environment where 
it operates and attracts its workers.

Self-criticism and dynamism. Democracy is a pro-
cess that must never cease. The democratic system 
must allow for self-criticism and must be receptive 
to its own continuing evolution. In addition, it is also 
necessary to channel the criticisms and dialogue and to 
allow conflicts to rise to the surface in order to resolve 
them. The values of the organization and the extent to 
which they are achieved must be open to criticism and 
debate by both members and outside observers. 

Create a democratic culture
Design an organic organizational structure based on association
Build self-managing teams
Create shared leadership
Democratic processes
Training and education
Freedom of information and transparency

Membership and staff selection
Relations with stakeholders
Self-criticism and dynamism

Table 1. Organizational factors for implementing e-democracy in organizations
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The evolution towards a more democratic organiza-

tion should also be democratic; an organization cannot 
be obliged to change to a democratic organization. 
Managers can foster a participative environment, but 
they cannot and should not force it. The strategic change 
towards a greater democratization should be carried 
out progressively, in gradual stages. The transition 
to a more democratic business organization will take 
time. A plan of implementation and design should be 
formulated and agreed upon with as much consensus 
as possible among the members of the organization. 
Change towards increasing democracy is led from the 
upper management at first, but is supported by all the 
members of the firm. In subsequent stages, when ideas 
for change are assumed shared leadership is crucial, so 
that the responsibility for designing and implementing 
changes is shared by all the members. This ensures that 
the changes are adapted to all the members, who feel 
involved and who accept the end results.

FUTURE TRENDS

Changes initiated in the knowledge economy related to 
the development of ICT have not necessarily fostered 
democracy in organizations, even though there are obvi-
ous benefits for the organization (Watson et al., 2005). 
Some areas of relational and operational HRM are still 
entrenched in the industrial age. In these areas, the devel-
opment of e-HRM oriented towards the achievement of 
higher levels of e-democracy can constitute a key tool. 
In the near future, a consideration of the inevitability of 
e-democracy and e-HRM in organizations is obvious. 
Nevertheless, the successful implementation of these 
systems depends on some factors that managers should 
consider. In addition, the relationship between e-HRM 
and e-democracy and their impact constitutes an area 
with great potential for future research.

CONCLUSION

The implementation of e-democracy can be viewed 
in the wider framework of the implementation of 
organizational democracy. Providing employees with 
free access to a greater amount of information and to 
other employees at other organizational levels can be 
considered as an element in a wider implementation 
process of democracy in the organization. Thus, we 

can consider that the organizational factors enabling 
e-democracy can be assimilated to the factors behind 
the implementation of democracy. As we have outlined 
in this article, the success in the implementation of 
e-democracy in particular, and democracy in general, 
depends on a series of organizational factors. Embed-
ded in this set of factors, corporate culture takes a 
central place. Corporate culture influences the whole 
of factors. Therefore, it is necessary to change values 
in order to favor participation, communication between 
all levels, reliance on consensus rather than on coercion 
or compromise to manage conflict, and influence based 
on technical competence and knowledge.
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KEY TERMS

Corporate Social Responsibility: The obligation 
of organizations to take into consideration the inter-
ests of stakeholders and ecological considerations in 
all aspects of their operations. This obligation is seen 
to extend beyond their statutory obligation to comply 
with legislation.

Democratic Management: The participatory form 
of organization which accepts ideas, suggestions, and 
the worth of the individual in terms of organizational 
direction. The democratic management form moves in 
the direction of decentralization.

Organizational Democracy: An organization 
achieves organizational democracy when it uses the 
principles of democracy to design the way it operates 
daily, cultivating a workplace that enhances employee 
potential, achieving its business goals and positively 
impacting the community.

E-Democracy: Technological progress in com-
munication media that provides employees with more 
information and more direct access to other employees 
than that which previously existed.

Organizational Culture: The collection of relative-
ly uniform and enduring values, beliefs, customs, and 
practices that are uniquely shared by an organization’s 
members and which are transmitted from one genera-
tion of employees to the next. Basically, organizational 
culture is the personality of the organization.

Political Behaviour: “The practical domain of 
power in action, worked out through the use of tech-
niques of influence and other (more or less extreme) 
tactics” (Buchanan & Badham, 1999).

Stakeholder: A party who affects, or can be affected 
by, the company’s actions.
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INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this article is to study the employee experi-
ence of human resource information systems (HRIS) as 
the sum of all perceptions that managers, employees, 
and the human resource (HR) personnel develop in their 
interaction with different channels (IT applications), 
such as Web sites, portals, personal digital assistants 
(PDAs), kiosks, call centers, e-mails, and other such 
instruments. Nurturing the employee experience of 
HRIS (also named only employee experience) means 
finding a perfect match between employees’ expecta-
tions and the HR proposition, which entails focusing 
to the experience each employee has every time he or 
she interacts with human resource management systems 
through different channels. We discuss the employee 
experience as a critical factor that managers need to 
consider in order to increase HRIS effectiveness. The 
organizational implications for managing the HRIS 
employee experience are discussed by way of three 
factors: the channel integration, the human-computer 
interaction, and the organizational culture of HRIS.

BACKGROUND

The Employee Experience

From a theoretical perspective, the employee experience 
can be studied by way of marketing research on the 
customer experience, defined as the set of all perceptions 
a customer develops in interacting with a company, 
its services, and its products. This topic is addressed 
in the scientific literature (Pine, Gilmore, & Gilmore, 
1999) and in managerial research (Lasalle & Britton, 
2003; Seybold, 2001). Following the application of 
customer experience theories to the employee experi-
ence concepts, companies that manage the employee 
experience well are assured of three main benefits: 

(1) in the short term, improved the quality of relations 
between the HR function and employees; (2) in the 
long term, greater employee loyalty; and (3) increase in 
employee productivity and the value of organizational 
intellectual capital. 

Multi-Channels and Touchpoints

Enhancement of the employee experience is becoming 
an increasingly vital factor, especially with the advent 
of new channels that expand the points of contact (also 
named touchpoints) between employees and the HR 
function. At many companies, the traditional face-to-
face encounter is now complemented by Web sites, 
portals, PDAs, kiosks, call centers, e-mails, and other 
such instruments (Walker, 2001). Employees should 
have the perception that they are always interacting 
with the same HRM system, albeit through different 
channels of communication that are usually managed 
by different players within the organization—and 
occasionally by outside parties (call centers, for ex-
ample, are sometimes outsourced) (Chanda, Krishna, 
& Shen, 2007). The concept of employee experience 
is thus rendered more complex by the fact that HR 
function-employee contact is many-faceted, with new 
channels based on innovative technologies that are 
sometimes unfamiliar to users and loosely integrated 
into the working environment (Hussain, Wallace, & 
Cornelius, 2007). 

Multi-channel systems, often featuring technology-
mediated channels, have the advantage of enhancing ac-
cessibility by the employee but can be somewhat limited 
in terms of the richness of the information transmitted 
(Daft & Lengel, 1986). When technologies intervene 
to mediate the HR function-employee relationship, just 
as critical as the technical and design complexity of 
the multi-channel systems is the value generated for 
the employee as part of the employee experience. The 
relationships established can be guided by HR personnel 
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(face-to-face), through ICT systems (Web sites, portals, 
PDAs, kiosks), or by staff mediated through technology 
(call centers, e-mail, and chat rooms). 

Most of today’s interactions take place through 
personal relationships between HR managers (or su-
pervisors) and employees. The tendency now is to lead 
employees toward self-service applications, such as 
Web sites or kiosks, so they can conduct transactions on 
their own without requiring the HR function’s effort in 
terms of the time spent by face-to-face interactions. 

The HR proposition is verified through touchpoints, 
that is, the interactions an employee has with the HRM 
system and the players or channels involved. With each 
interaction, an employee forms an opinion (positive, 
negative, or neutral) which strongly influences fu-
ture behavior: a negative perception almost certainly 
portends a motivation problem, while a positive one 
encourages loyalty and commitment. A fairly common 
method is to observe what are called moments of truth: 
the key moments of interaction that reveal whether the 
HRM system is meeting the employee’s expectations. 
This makes it possible to segment employees and define 
different expectations for every group. What needs to 
be monitored is that everyone enjoys an interaction in 
line with his or her expectations; when the interaction 
takes place through various channels, the touchpoints 
increase, as does the complexity of management. Em-
ployees should use a range of channels well designed 
and coherent with the HR strategy, in order to learn, 
acquire, and in general, interact with the HRM system 
in an effective way.

HOW TO MANAGE THE EMPLOYEE 
EXPERIENCE OF HRIS

Managing the employee experience of HRIS means 
designing the best possible organizational context 
in which to meet an individual need, by way of each 
single touchpoint and in particular in the moments 
of truth. Thus, HR managers should not focus solely 
on the delivery of HRM processes, but on all that ac-
companies and complements it in order to enhance the 
employee experience through the different channels. 
Our assumption is that an organization that invests in 
technology without a clear strategy will not be able to 
build a positive and consistent employee experience. 
We can base our discussion on a series of questions:

• How can we identify and segment channels on 
the basis of employees’ expectations?

• How can we coordinate the flow of communica-
tion and the content of the various channels?

• According to what logic should we consider the 
functions of individual channels?

• How can we transmit the HR proposition through 
the various channels? 

• How can we listen to employees and constantly 
modify the HR proposition?

To answer these questions, we need to establish 
a plan of action for implementing an employee ex-
perience strategy that will consider both information 
technology and organizational behavior. In order to 
manage employee experience we need to consider: (1) 
the organizational design for integrating the various 
channels in terms of information and functionalities, 
(2) the human-computer interaction in order to make 
systems easier for employees/users to navigate, and 
(3) the organizational culture of HRIS in order to 
activate the feedback process from employees to top 
management. 

Channel Integration

The employee uses different channels depending on his 
or her needs, and may go from one channel to another 
according to preferences or problems encountered. 
However, it is not always more economical to use online 
service (e-mail, chat rooms, etc.), due to the complexity 
of the messages exchanged, and sometimes a “richer” 
channel needs to be chosen in accordance with media 
richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986). 

What happens, almost inevitably, is that when a 
new channel is activated, the person in charge starts 
working in competition with the other people that are 
then responsible of other channels, first to justify the 
investment and then to demonstrate its growing impor-
tance in managing employee relations. What emerges 
is an individual achievement, instilling competitive 
behavior, to the detriment of the organizational goal, 
which ought to be the fruit of cooperative behavior. 

Two main initiatives can foster channel integra-
tion:

a) The central integrating unit. A central integrating 
body is necessary when, because of the specializa-
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tion (or delocalization) sought in units grouped 
around like activities, those units present certain 
process synergies implying that those processes 
be centralized (Galbraith, 2002; Lawrence & 
Lorsch, 1967). Channels need specialization due 
to technological and operational characteristics, 
and at the same there are activities for coordinat-
ing and managing the consistency of guidelines, 
which should be duly centralized to constitute a 
unit serving as interface between the HR manag-
ers and those in charge of the HRIS. 

b) The processes-channels plan. A processes-chan-
nels plan needs to be designed in order to priori-
tize investments, set channels goals, and guide 
employees’ use of the channels (IT applications). 
Processes analysis implies the formalization of 
the delivery of HRM processes (i.e., performance 
appraisal, training course options) and the formal-
ization of steps in collecting information about 
HR issues in the escalation process (i.e., problems, 
doubt, events not formalized). The processes-
channels plan determines the core structure of 
an HR service center made by different levels 
of expertise and steps in the escalation process. 
The escalation process is used to ensure critical 
items are raised soon enough to prevent impacts 
or embarrassments to the organization, and to 
ensure the appropriate parties are informed and 
involved in critical decision making. An example 
of levels in an HR service center is: Level 1: the 
HR portal, Level 2: the call center, and Level 
3: the process owner. More than three levels of 
escalation are usually discouraged.

The Human-Computer Interaction

One of the main issues in the human-computer interac-
tion has been the study of the usability. The usability of 
a system or equipment can be defined as the capability in 
human functional terms to be used easily and effectively 
by the specific range of users, given specified training 
and user support, to fulfill the specified range of tasks, 
within the specified range of environmental scenarios 
(Shackel, 1991) and measures success through user 
acceptance, thus making the user central not only to the 
design phase but also to evaluation. His interpretation 
of usability centers on the concept of utility, which is 
inseparable from the more technical measures of the 
product. 

Nielsen (1993) defines a product usable when it is 
easy to learn, efficient to use, easy to remember, allows 
just a few minor errors, and is subjectively pleasing. He 
also asserts that utility in combination with usability 
defines “usefulness.” In other words, a system may be 
usable but useless, or vice versa, as the concepts are 
on two different planes. 

One of the first researchers to investigate this 
subject, Davis (1989), built a technology acceptance 
model (TAM) using the variables “perceived ease 
of use” and “perceived usefulness” as predictors of 
intention to use. These concepts are very similar to 
usability (in its more or less technical sense), but over 
the years they have been joined by other variables that 
are more social and contextual and more closely related 
to management’s ability to influence and guide users’ 
behavior. A synthesis of these and other theories was 
published by Venkatesh, Morris, Davis, and Davis 
(2003) as the unified theory of acceptance and use of 
technology. These theories deal with applications used 
in controlled environments such as corporations, and it 
is interesting to note how users influenced by context 
variables can overlook the technical aspect, especially 
when other forces and potential benefits drive them to 
use a certain product. 

As a summary of the various theoretical and empiri-
cal interpretations, companies have to consider human-
computer interaction in order to meet the needs and 
expectations of specified end-users who use it under 
given conditions. Two main initiatives can foster hu-
man-computer interaction:

a) The usability as a measure for software selection. 
We often find ourselves in decision-making situ-
ations where usability is not given top priority; in 
other words, in buying an application we are still 
driven by “what” it does and not by “how” it does 
so. The usability dimensions are related to the IT 
applications performance (i.e., perception/cogni-
tion, learning/memorization, control/action) and 
to the image/impression of the applications (i.e., 
quality of the involvement of the basic sense, 
description of image)

b) The usability of tasks among channels. Using 
more than one channel, often very different 
among them, it is important to test the usability 
of a certain task also among channels, in order to 
verify the consistency of the functionalities that 
have to be easy to understand, learn and use, and 
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be subjectively pleasing. Most of the time, the 
fragmented ownership of the channels can cause 
a subsequent fragmented test of the usability, with 
different suppliers and techniques.

Organizational Culture of the Employee 
Experience 

Culture is a phenomenon that develops in the course 
of social interaction processes; when we speak of cul-
ture, we speak of a reality-building process that causes 
people to see and conceptualize specific events, actions, 
objects, expressions, or situations in a particular man-
ner (Schein, 1992). Culture is not created or formed 
wholly spontaneously. Situations that gather a group 
of people around a decision can exist, but there are 
also many institutional moments, managerial practices, 
and habits that with time identify an organization and 
translate into what we mean by culture. Aside from the 
softer and more informal sides of an organization, there 
are formalized processes that can induce and transmit 
values forming part of the organizational culture. 

A multi-channel strategy can be part of an HRM 
culture oriented to efficiency, in order to save time 
and costs. However, HRIS can also be a way to trans-
form the HR function and its role in the company. 
The adoption and the implementation of a HRIS can 
be oriented toward a major effectiveness of the HRM 
systems, improving strategy execution. The organi-
zational structure and all of the processes that orient 
behavior (such as HR management processes) must 
be designed with a view to building an organizational 
culture geared toward the employee experience. It is 
not only important to communicate more and better 
among HR personnel and employees (efficiency per-
spectives) but also to increase the HR value aligning 
individual performance and organizational strategy 
through HRIS (effectiveness perspective). Two main 
initiatives can foster an organizational culture of the 
employee experience:

a) The knowledge contribution. Through employee 
self-service applications, individuals should be 
willing to spend time submitting their data and 
feeding the system by entering useful data, in-
formation, and knowledge. This process refers to 
knowledge management processes (Davenport & 
Prusak, 1998) in which knowledge contribution 
is key in transferring value from one part of the 

company to the others. Contributing personal 
data, information, and knowledge is the first step 
to have a better knowledge base of the workforce. 
Collecting this type of inputs is expensive, the 
multi-channels approach facilitate the process 
and is a critical part of the employee experience 
of HRIS.

b) The business intelligence on employee experience: 
the feedback process. A channel integration is a 
mechanism where a central unit can coordinate 
messages, information, and channel selection 
approaches. However, the top-down flows of 
communication need to be complemented by 
the feedback process of employees that gener-
ate update and reliable data, information, and 
knowledge interacting with multi-channels. In 
this way, the HR function is able to conduct 
cross-channel analyses (in more general terms 
named business intelligence) in order to study 
how employees behave. Business intelligence 
(BI), a term coined in the late 1980s, describes 
the enterprise’s ability to access and explores 
information, analyzing that information and de-
veloping insights and understanding, which leads 
to improved and informed decision making. BI 
products include decision support systems (DSS), 
executive information systems (EIS), and query 
and report writing tools.

FUTURE TRENDS

A future trend for HRIS research is to study the relation-
ship between the quality of the human resources man-
agement system and the employee contribution to the 
HRIS through multi-channels (the feedback process). 
The online dictionary (www.dictionary.com) defines 
feedback as “the return of a portion of the output of a 
process or system to the input, especially when used to 
maintain performance or to control a system or process.” 
This can be considered part of the business intelligence 
concepts presented in the article and aligned with the 
concept of learning organizations (Argyris & Schon, 
1996) in which a successful organization must—and 
does—continually adapt and learn in order to respond 
to changes in environment and to grow. This raises a 
range of scholarly and theoretical questions relating to 
what it means for an organization to learn, and practical 
questions around what organizations need to do in order 
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to learn and adapt. HRIS and the critical evidence of the 
employee experience of HRIS are arguments strictly 
complementary to the desire to know employees well, 
to satisfy their expectations, and to activate a feedback 
process. In this regard, there are two organizational 
implications: (1) specialized people must be assigned 
to the systematic collection (design and querying) of 
data from mediated channels (Web sites, call centers, 
kiosks, etc.) and (2) organizational mechanisms must 
be established for sharing and centralizing the feedback 
gathered from personnel during direct interactions (e.g., 
HR managers) or semi-direct contact (call centers). 

CONCLUSION

The emergence of new channels has sparked orga-
nizational reflection on how a company should deal 
with the phenomenon of the employee experience of 
HRIS. This article has discussed the organizational 
implications that arise when a company shifts from the 
planning to the implementation of a strategic route for 
the management of people through different channels. 
Many studies have addressed the technical dimen-
sions of human resources information systems; few 
are focusing on the organizational premises needed to 
make the most of technology’s potential by generat-
ing value for the company and improving employee 
commitment. In particular, there are six main issues 
to be considered: 1) the central integrating unit, 2) the 
processes-channels plan, 3) the usability as a measure 
for software selection, 4) the usability of tasks among 
channels, 5) the knowledge contribution, and 6) the 
business intelligence on employee experience: the 
feedback process.
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KEY TERMS

Business Intelligence: Business intelligence 
(BI), a term coined in the late 1980s, describes the 
enterprise’s ability to access and explores information, 
analyzing that information and developing insights and 
understanding, which leads to improved and informed 
decision making. BI products include decision support 
systems (DSS), executive information systems (EIS), 
and query and report writing tools.

Channel: A means of communication or interac-
tion such as: Web sites, portals, call centers, kiosks, 
e-mail, and so forth.

Employee Experience: Sum of all perceptions 
that employees develop in the interaction with the HR 
function and its processes through different actors and 
tools, known as touchpoints.

Escalation Process: The escalation process is used 
to ensure critical items are raised soon enough to pre-
vent impacts or embarrassments to the organization, 
and to ensure the appropriate parties are informed and 
involved in critical decision making.

Feedback: The return of a portion of the output 
of a process or system to the input, especially when 
used to maintain performance or to control a system 
or process.

HR Service Center: The convergence and stream-
lining of the HR function, especially the back office 

processes, to ensure that they deliver the organization 
the services required of them as effectively and effi-
ciently as possible using IT applications. HR service 
center is more than just centralization or consolidation 
of similar activities in one location. It means running 
these service activities like a business and delivering 
services to internal customers at a cost, quality, and 
timeliness that is competitive with alternatives.

Knowledge Management: The organizational 
processes developed in order to equip people with the 
knowledge required to make decisions well.

Learning Organizations: A successful organization 
must—and does—continually adapt and learn in order 
to respond to changes in environment and to grow.

Moments of Truth: Critical moments at which 
employees measure their expectations against the 
company’s HR proposition.

Organizational Culture: A reality-building process 
that causes people to see and conceptualize specific 
events, actions, objects, expressions, or situations in a 
particular manner.

Touchpoints: The interactions an employee has 
with the HRM system and the actors or channels 
involved.

Usability: The extent to which a product can be 
used by specified users to achieve specified goals with 
effectiveness, efficiency, and satisfaction in a specified 
context of use.
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INTRODUCTION

Research has demonstrated that organizational justice, 
the study of fairness in organizations, has an impact on 
both individual and team outcomes. However, until now, 
no studies have investigated how justice might unfold 
within the virtual team environment. The purpose of 
this article is to analyze organizational justice in virtual 
team settings and to discuss future implications based 
on this analysis. In order to meet this goal, this article 
is organized into three main sections. First, existing 
research on organizational justice will be reviewed. 
Next, organizational justice will be combined with the 
virtual team literature in order to assess how justice 
processes may be likely to unfold in virtual team set-
tings. Finally, based on this analysis, implications and 
future trends for managers and researchers working 
with virtual teams will be presented. 

BACKGROUND

As organizations increasingly globalize their opera-
tions and utilize virtual teams, researchers have be-
gun to assess how to apply knowledge from existing 
research areas to the virtual team setting (e.g., Bell & 
Kozlowski, 2002). One area in need of more attention is 
the application of organizational justice to virtual team 
settings. Organizational justice is the study of fairness 
in the workplace (Colquitt & Greenberg, 2003). There 
are four different types of justice: distributive, proce-
dural, interpersonal, and informational (Colquitt, 2001). 
Distributive justice (Adams, 1965) is based on equity 
and focuses on the fairness of outcomes. Procedural 
justice (Thibaut & Walker, 1975) refers to the fairness 
of the processes or procedures, used to reach certain 
outcomes. Interpersonal justice (Bies & Moag, 1986; 
Greenberg, 1993) focuses on whether people are treated 
with dignity and respect by others in their organization. 

Informational justice (Bies & Moag, 1986) focuses on 
the quality of the explanation given to people to describe 
why procedures were implemented a certain way or why 
outcomes were distributed in a certain manner  (please 
see Key Terms section for a list of major terms used 
throughout this article). The justice literature is based, 
to a large extent, on the foundation of equity. Equity 
theory (Adams, 1965) states that people have a desire 
for equitable treatment and that the ratio of inputs and 
outcomes should be equal across comparable people. 
In other words, if the inputs of two individuals are 
equal, their outcomes should also be equal. If there is 
a state of disequilibrium between these ratios, either 
due to over-reward or under-reward, people will feel 
uncomfortable and become motivated to equalize the 
situation. For example, employees who feel they were 
treated unfairly may work slower and be less productive 
in order to decrease the perceived inequity.  

In order to make equity judgments, employees rely 
on a social comparison process (Festinger, 1954). There 
is evidence that people engage in a social comparison 
process whereby they compare themselves with similar 
others. People compare notes with one another to gain 
information about how they are doing relative to oth-
ers. There is also evidence to suggest that employees 
receive cues from their environments which help shape 
their experiences and their reality (Salancik & Pfeffer, 
1978). Some of these cues may come from coworkers 
in the form of comments about their work situation, or 
judgments regarding the way they have been treated by 
the authorities in the organization. Therefore, the social 
comparison process is an important means by which 
employees decide whether they have personally been 
treated fairly. Research has demonstrated that organiza-
tional justice has a large impact on the way employees 
feel and behave at work. Fair treatment is positively 
related to important variables including job satisfaction, 
organizational citizenship behavior, and organizational 
commitment (Colquitt, Conlon, Wesson, Porter, & 



694  

Organizational Justice in Virtual Team Settings

Ng, 2001), as well as job performance (Cropanzano, 
Prehar, & Chen, 2002). Unfair treatment, on the other 
hand, has been linked to feelings of dissatisfaction, lack 
of commitment to the organization, and even deviant 
behavior. Employees who are treated unjustly are more 
likely to steal from their employers (Greenberg, 1993), 
be absent from work (Gellatly, 1995), and commit 
acts of workplace sabotage in order to retaliate against 
employers (Ambrose, Seabright, & Schminke, 2002). 
Because of the range of both beneficial and detrimental 
employee reactions to treatment in the workplace, it is 
important for managers and researchers to understand 
how employees decide what is considered fair and 
unfair treatment. Organizational justice researchers 
have also begun to examine justice at the team level 
of analysis over the past several years. These justice 
studies in team settings have shown that perceptions 
of justice affect team level behavior and outcomes. For 
example, people working in teams use the experiences 
of team members in order to form judgments about 
authority figures and the overall fairness of situations. 
Turillo, Folger, Lavelle, Umphress, and Gee (2002) 
demonstrated that people will sacrifice some of their 
own outcomes in order to punish an authority figure who 
was unfair to a third party. Lind, Kray, and Thompson 
(1998) also demonstrated that when authority figures 
are procedurally unjust (in the form of denying others 
voice into a process), participants lower their opinions 
of those authority figures. Finally, Colquitt (2004) 
demonstrated that higher levels of team performance 
occurred when a member’s own justice and the justice 
of their teammates was consistent. Taken together, 
these studies demonstrate that people do use others’ 
experiences when they form justice judgments and that 
justice is important to both individuals and teams. 

However, because virtual teams are a relatively new 
phenomenon, most of the team level organizational 
justice research is based on face-to-face settings. What 
might happen when the social cues which aid the social 
comparison process and the formation of justice judg-
ments are no longer available? Because virtual teams 
often do not interact with one another in a real-time 
setting, they lose much of the verbal and non-verbal 
communication that aids in the social comparison 
process. To date, however, there is no research specifi-
cally investigating how justice unfolds in virtual teams 
which may infrequently (if ever) meet face-to-face. If 
managers and researchers are to understand how best to 
manage in the virtual team environment, it is important 

to understand how prior research findings from orga-
nizational justice research in face-to-face settings may 
or may not generalize to individuals working within 
virtual teams. It is also important to understand how 
justice perceptions can form in the virtual team envi-
ronment, because research shows that perceptions of 
fair treatment lead to positive outcomes that help teams 
and organizations function well. As such, an investiga-
tion of how justice research findings from face-to-face 
settings can be applied to virtual team settings is war-
ranted. In the next section, I explore how the justice 
process, which typically relies on social comparison, 
may unfold in a virtual team environment.

INTEGRATING ORGANIZATIONAL 
JUSTICE AND VIRTUAL TEAMS

One good way to start integrating the areas of organi-
zational justice and virtual teams is by using what we 
know about the way that people make justice decisions 
and combining this with the virtual teams literature. 
One justice theory which seems particularly relevant 
here is the fairness heuristic theory (Lind, Kulik, Am-
brose, & deVera Park, 1993). This theory maintains 
that people use the information that is either most easily 
available to them or the first information they came 
across in order to make justice judgments. They use 
these heuristics in order to come to some assessment 
about the trustworthiness of the other person they are 
dealing with (an authority figure, typically). This then 
simplifies future justice judgments dealing with the 
same individual because unless something really unjust 
happens, the fairness heuristic can be used instead of 
the person having to make a whole new judgment about 
this person. There is empirical evidence to support that 
people make justice judgments based on the information 
they process first (Van den Bos, Vermunt, & Wilke, 
1997) and based on the information that is available to 
them (Van den Bos, Wilke, Lind, & Vermunt, 1998).

Integrating the fairness heuristic theory with percep-
tions of justice in virtual teams may be fruitful. Some 
of the findings thus far in the virtual teams literature 
would suggest that this may be a reasonable link to 
make. For example, Jarvenpaa and Leidner (1999) 
investigated communication and trust in global virtual 
teams. Because these teams do not have all of the same 
opportunities to get to know each other that face-to-face 
teams do, Jarvenpaa and Leidner (1999) mentioned that 
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“swift trust” is required in these teams. Specifically, 
their findings showed that teams who start off with 
members who are engaged in the process, enthusiastic 
about the process, and responsive over e-mail, seem 
to do the best in terms of establishing and maintaining 
trust. This would seem to imply two things. First, it 
implies that, similar to the notion of the fairness heu-
ristics about what information is processed first (Van 
den Bos et al., 1997), first impressions seem to matter 
in virtual teams. Second, similar to the availability 
heuristic (Van den Bos et al., 1998), it implies that 
people make decisions based on the information that is 
available to them. In the case of the virtual teams, the 
responsiveness of others over e-mail and the frequency 
with which they respond may be as important as the 
content of the messages. This is one way in which the 
areas of virtual teams and justice can be theoretically 
integrated. A theoretical framework that provides the 
integration between virtual teams and justice needs 
to include the four types of justice (distributive, pro-
cedural, interpersonal, informational), the fairness 
heuristic theory, and the various typologies of virtual 
teams (Bell & Kozlowski, 2002; Kirkman & Mathieu, 
2005). The virtual team typologies generally specify a 
degree of virtualness, which may range from somewhat 
virtual interaction (i.e., the team does some work via 
teleconferencing and e-mail) to completely virtual 
(i.e., the team never meets in a face-to-face real-time 
environment) (Kirkman & Mathieu, 2005).  

In the organizational justice meta-analysis con-
ducted by Colquitt et al. (2001), the results generally 
showed that procedural and distributive justice had 
the strongest relationships with some critical outcome 
variables (e.g., outcome satisfaction, organizational 
commitment, withdrawal). Interpersonal justice and 
informational justice usually had weaker relationships 
with these outcome variables. This was often the case, 
but not always. However, within the virtual team 
context, the strength of the relationship between the 
different types of justice and important work outcomes 
may be different than in a face-to-face setting. For ex-
ample, for distributive justice, Adam’s equity theory of 
the fairness of outcomes relies on a social comparison 
process and knowing how your referent other is doing. 
If you work on a purely virtual team, this information 
about the referent other may not be available. Procedural 
justice, or the fairness of the process, may be available 
virtually, depending on the extent to which the virtual 
communication includes information about the degree to 

which processes are being applied evenly among team 
members. Again, however, procedural justice assumes 
some level of knowledge about how others are treated 
in order to know whether the process is being applied 
consistently and free from preferential bias. This may 
not be available in virtual teams. Interpersonal justice, 
or the degree to which people are treated with dignity 
and respect, could be ascertained via the electronic 
communication that people send back and forth. Fi-
nally, informational justice, or the degree to which 
people know how decisions were arrived at, may be 
one of the most readily available forms of justice in 
the virtual setting. Assuming that people are copied on 
the relevant e-mails for the decisions that affect them, 
information about the way things were decided may 
be highly available.

Therefore, informational and interpersonal justice 
may be critical in virtual teams. While distributive and 
procedural justice tend to be more important in the face-
to-face interactions where people have information with 
which to make social comparisons, informational and 
interpersonal justice may dominate in virtual teams to 
the extent that those social cues and comparisons are 
unavailable. Thus, the strength of the relationship be-
tween the different types of justice may vary according 
to the degree of virtualness of the team. To the extent 
that the team interacts more virtually and sequentially, as 
opposed to face-to-face and simultaneously, heuristics 
such as the first information presented or the most ac-
cessible information presented will become important. 
In this case, the informational and interpersonal forms 
of justice should be most salient. However, as the team 
becomes more real-time and approximates a face-to-
face team, more social cues and comparisons will be 
made. This then puts the team more into the realm of 
the face-to-face teams and the findings regarding the 
relative strength of the justice dimensions from Colquitt 
et al. (2001) may be more likely to prevail (please see 
Figure 1 for a diagram depicting predictions about the 
four facets of organizational justice as a function of 
team virtualness).  

FUTURE TRENDS

Until now, no research has specifically addressed 
justice in virtual teams. Future research will need to 
empirically investigate the extent to which the four 
dimensions of justice matter as a function of team 
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virtualness. Furthermore, as justice is applied in the 
virtual team setting, several practical implications arise. 
First, managers and team leaders may need to focus on 
different kinds of justice in different environments. As 
the medium of communication becomes more virtual 
(fewer face-to-face meetings and real-time interactions), 
informational and interpersonal justice can become 
more important. Second, because informational and 
interpersonal justice can be very important in a virtual 
team setting, it is important to train managers and team 
members to communicate effectively in virtual teams. 
For example, if e-mail is being used as a primary means 
of communication, then it is critical that the content 
of the e-mails provide plenty of information about the 
decisions being made in the organization (informational 
justice) in order to keep people informed. It will also be 
important to provide frequent communication in order 
to keep the team engaged instead of out of sight and out 
of mind. Finally, it is also critical for people working 
in virtual teams to be very courteous (interpersonal 
justice) and to use clear writing in their electronic com-
munication. Especially without the benefit of having 
non-verbal communication, things like humor may be 

misinterpreted and lead to misunderstandings. Perhaps 
virtual team training should incorporate guidelines 
for the use of symbolic means of expression, such as 
emoticons/smileys :-), in order to indicate humor. This 
may be one way of indicating facial expressions and 
preventing misunderstandings in written communica-
tion. This type of training may be important, especially 
when virtual team members are in time zones that are 
very far apart and there are no hours during the work 
day when they can talk over e-mail, voice, or video chat 
programs that allow for more real-time communication, 
clarification, and feedback.   

CONCLUSION

Because employees can have a broad range of important 
positive and negative reactions to fair/unfair treatment 
at work, the study of justice can help inform virtual 
teams. To the extent that justice theories can be ap-
plied and implemented in virtual team settings, prior 
research suggests that the teams should have more 
positive outcomes and perform better. Conversely, 

Figure 1. Continuum of team virtualness
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•More real-time/synchronous 
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•More social cues 
•Procedural and distributive justice 
more easily detectable through 
social comparison with peers 
•Informational and interpersonal 
justice available 

                 Continuum of Team Virtualness 
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the knowledge gained from studying virtual teams can 
help inform justice theory. Obviously, one interesting 
thing about virtual teams is that they infrequently, and 
perhaps never, meet face-to-face (Bell & Kozlowski, 
2000; Kirkman & Mathieu, 2005). The overwhelming 
majority of the justice research deals with people who 
work together or people who have some level of interac-
tion in a laboratory setting. However, will the findings 
in face-to-face settings hold in the virtual setting? It 
is possible that without face-to-face interaction which 
provides those social cues (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978) 
and social comparison opportunities (Festinger, 1954), 
employees may change the way in which they judge 
overall fairness. Given the global nature of the busi-
ness environment today and the advancing technology 
which makes virtual teams a growing phenomenon, 
it is important for both researchers and managers to 
understand how to manage fairness in a virtual team 
setting.
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KEY TERMS

Clear Writing: Communicating to virtual team 
members in a manner that is clear and to the point so 
that team members can understand the message being 
conveyed without the benefit of nonverbal commu-
nication.

Emoticons/Smileys1: A combination of keyboard 
characters used to create images resembling human 
faces to help express emotion in typed communication 
occurring through e-mail or newsgroups. For example, 
a smile :-) or a wink ;-)

Nonverbal Cues: Gestures and facial expressions 
made during conversations which provide the receiver 
of the communication with information about the 
sender’s emotions and thoughts. 

Organizational Justice: The study of fairness in the 
workplace. This construct includes four components: 
distributive justice, procedural justice, interpersonal 
justice, and informational justice.

Social Cues2: Verbal and nonverbal cues that em-
ployees perceive within their environment; these cues 
provide information about the environment and help 
shape employee perceptions. 

Team Virtualness3: The extent to which the mem-
bers of a team engage in sequential, asynchronous 
communication with little or no non-verbal commu-
nication and few social cues, as opposed to synchro-
nous, real-time, or face-to-face communication which 
provides verbal and non-verbal communication as well 
as social cues.

Verbal Cues: Spoken words and sounds (or lack 
thereof in the case of silence during a conversation) that 
provide the receiver of the communication with infor-
mation about the sender’s emotions and thoughts.

ENDNOTES

*  Note: These definitions are from the following 
sources:

1  Webster’s New World Dictionary of Computer 
Terms, 1997, 6th ed.

2  Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978
3  Bell & Kozlowski, 2002; Kirkman & Mathieu, 

2005
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INTRODUCTION

Reasons for the low level usage of human resource 
information systems (HRIS) have been examined from 
various perspectives in the HRIS literature including 
organizational size, the HRIS’s time in use, culture, 
strategy, power, politics, and IT skills (Ball, 2001), 
but these do not include any attempt at studying the 
decision making aspect during project planning and 
the consequent impact on the level or type of usage of 
HRIS. In this article, the role of planning in ensuring 
consistent and high quality use of HRIS is discussed. 
Also, the article emphasizes methods for improving 
the HRIS planning process by understanding the fac-
tors that might promote feasible and successful HRIS 
projects.

BACKGROUND

HRIS is a “system used to acquire, store, manipulate, 
analyze, retrieve, and distribute pertinent information 
regarding an organization’s human resources” (Tannen-
baum, 1990, p. 27). It is a computer-based technique 
for collecting, storing, maintaining data, and retrieving 
information about employees and their jobs (Targowski 
& Deshpande, 2001). HRIS was originally used to 
produce pay check and payroll reports and maintain 
personnel records with most of the HRIS having been 
developed in-house on mainframe computers. But, the 
recent development in IT such as client-server networks, 
LAN’s and WAN’s and the Internet’s World Wide Web, 
have enabled HR to build a far more accurate picture of 
their workforce and produce more accurate information 
for better decision making. 

The revolution of Internet-based human resources or 
e-HR for instance has created a real-time, information-
based, self service, and interactive working environment 
that allows HR to use human resources both effectively 
and efficiently (Lengnick-Hall & Moritz, 2003). HRIS 
is basically directed toward the HR department itself 

and the users are mainly the HR staff, while e-HR 
targets the group of people outside of the HR depart-
ment (Rüel, Bondarouk & Looise, 2004). With e-HR, 
managers can have the opportunity to access relevant 
information and data, conduct analyses, make deci-
sions, and communicate with others in a much faster 
way. Similarly, employees can control their own data 
without having to consult with the HR department, 
unless it is necessary. In short, the automation of the 
human resource function does not only improve hu-
man resource management efficiency by reducing the 
number of people needed to perform routine tasks, 
but the human resource staff also can now spend less 
time on day-to-day administrative issues and more 
time on strategic decision making and planning (Noe, 
Hollenbeck, Gerhart, & Wright, 2004).

Even though the literature continually emphasizes 
the potential benefits of HRIS, the reality shows that 
many organizations are not using their HRIS as effec-
tively as expected and the usage is somewhat limited 
(Bassett, Campbell, & Licciardi, 2003; Bortolon, 2003; 
Broderick & Boudreau, 1992; Hall & Torrington, 1986; 
Rüel et al., 2004; Russell, 2006). Research indicates that 
most organizations have not moved beyond using HRIS 
as an “electronic filing cabinet” for keeping relevant 
staff information such as age, gender, years of service, 
classification, qualification, and previous work history 
and processing routine administrative tasks rather than 
facilitating a strategic focus for HR within the organi-
zation (Bassett et al., 2003; Kinnie & Arthurs, 1996). 
For example, in the training and development area, 
HRIS has been used most frequently for monitoring 
and administrative purposes (such as to store course 
administration and evaluation information) rather than 
for analytical tasks like skills matching (Ball, 2001). 

If the use of technology is believed to enhance 
HR performance, what stops users from utilizing the 
system strategically? Some have asserted that users 
are unaware of the way HRIS can be used or they are 
lacking the skill to retrieve information (Macy, 2004). 
Others attribute the failure to lack of financial support 
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and interest from the key people in the organizations 
(Caplan, 2004). But, many have also attributed the 
problem of underutilization to the HRIS project itself. 
HRIS projects were reported not to be able to deliver the 
expected outcome, such as the system failed to provide 
what the organizations needed, and to have inaccurate 
or insufficient data, disappointing end functionalities, 
and lack of interaction with other systems (Caplan, 
2004; Kavanagh, Gueutal & Tannenbaum, 1990; Macy, 
2004; Russell, 2006). 

For HRIS to become a valuable tool in facilitating 
strategic planning, Anthony, Perrewe, and Kacmar 
(1996) suggested that it should be tied to corporate 
strategy. Walker (2001) too believed that a successful 
HRIS should be able to help users in achieving the 
business goals, provide users with relevant information 
and data, answer questions, encourage new insights and 
learning, and change how users work by improving their 
level of services, allowing more time for high value 
work and reducing their costs. To incorporate all these 
into HRIS, a proper, comprehensive and well thought 
out plan is needed. Many projects get into trouble 
because people jump into decision making without 
proper planning. 

HRIS PLANNING: PHASES  
AND DIFFICULTIES

To create a successful HRIS requires five distinct phases 
comprising system planning, system design, vendor 
selection, system implementation, and system mainte-
nance and evaluation (Ceriello & Freeman, 1991). But, 
compared to other stages of the HRIS project life cycle, 
the initiation and planning stage is the most important 
for the successful completion of the project since more 
far-reaching decisions are made at this stage than at any 
other stages. It is during the planning phase that the 
project team develops overall system requirements and 
strategies such as what kind of data, analysis, security, 
reports, and other features users need. 

Also, at this stage the feasibility analysis is per-
formed to estimate the resources required to achieve 
those objectives, which includes hardware costs, vendor 
charges for software and facilities requirements, consul-
tant time, custom software development, documentation 
revisions, and user training. If the project team fails to 
plan carefully, and to gather enough information during 
this stage, issues related to system design may not be 

solved and the project team may make the wrong kind of 
decision. These wrongful decisions will then be carried 
into the next phase and finally, the wrong kind of system 
will be implemented. Therefore, project planning can 
have a significant impact on how successfully HRIS 
is utilized after the implementation process. 

Planning may not guarantee project success, but 
Dvir, Raz, and Shenhar (2003) argue that lack of plan-
ning will probably guarantee failure. Project planning 
helps to rationalize how a project can be initiated, 
sustained and terminated. It determines the activities 
and resources needed to ensure that the project can be 
completed within schedule and budget. Planning is the 
most challenging activity in any project. It involves 
thinking through all the possibilities and probabilities 
of the project’s future, gathering information, resolving 
issues and making decisions. Even though the success 
of a project will depend critically upon the effort, care 
and skill one applies in its initial planning stage, it is 
difficult to foresee all the activities needed to complete 
a project, and their cost and the duration parameters 
(Andersen, 1996). Besides, knowledge about complex 
situations is never complete. Relevant information 
needed to make plans and predictions can sometimes 
be difficult to access or costly to acquire. 

For this reason, many planners tend to establish 
what they think would be the “most likely” scenario 
and assume that its outcome is in fact the most likely 
outcome. More often than not, planners are unable to 
consider fully all the possible consequences of events 
that might delay or otherwise disrupt the project 
(Lovallo & Kahneman, 2003). Therefore, the tendency 
for planners to underestimate the overall probability of 
unfavorable outcomes is high. As a result, projects may 
not be able to meet the estimated time or budget and 
deliver the expected outcome. This phenomenon has 
been termed the planning fallacy (Lovallo et al., 2003). 
It is a tendency to make decisions based on delusional 
optimism rather than on a rational weighting of gains, 
losses, and probabilities.

CAUSES AND WAYS OF REDUCING 
THE PLANNING FALLACY

According to Russo and Schoemaker (1992), most 
people tend to be optimistic and overconfident, because 
people have difficulties in imagining all the ways events 
could unfold. We tend to rely on data and scenarios that 
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come easily to hand and mind (availability bias). Those 
scenarios that do come to mind are regarded as most 
likely and therefore, we tend to assume that everything 
will go accordingly. Second, when people make their 
best guess, they tend to anchor their thinking, which 
prevents them from imagining circumstances that differ 
substantially from it (anchoring bias). Anchoring bias 
is persistent in many aspects of our daily lives, and is 
known to be one of the strongest and most prevalent 
of cognitive biases. Third, people tend to lean toward 
one perspective when making their predictions (con-
firmation bias) and seek support for their initial view 
rather than looking for disconfirming evidence. Fourth, 
people always believe that the world is more predictable 
than it really is (hindsight bias), due to the failure to 
appreciate the full uncertainty that existed at the time. 
They are rarely surprised by events that have already 
happened, even though they may have had considerable 
difficulty in predicting the same events (Makridakis & 
Wheelwright, 1989). 

In the project management context, making in-
appropriate comparisons, misinterpretation of data, 
misapplied risk, anchoring, preference for intuition, 
bounded rationality, narrow beliefs, failure to consider 
alternatives and using personal preference are among 
the biases that are often associated with initiating and 
planning activities (McCray, Purvis, & McCray, 2002). 
McCray et al. (2002) further believed that neutralizing 
these biases will help organizations to avoid overes-
timating or underestimating the resources needed for 
a given project, improve the allocation of resources 
across multiple projects, differentiate the effective and 
ineffective project management techniques and policies, 
improve morale within project teams, and promote a 
more stable project environment. So, the question is, 
how can we overcome these problems? 

One of the reasons why project teams fail to make 
accurate predictions during planning is because they 
tend to think about the specific task at hand and base 
their prediction on a scenario that portrays the pro-
gression of the present to the future (Lovallo et al., 
2003). This leads them to neglect a vast number of 
ways in which their plans may go wrong. Hence, the 
HRIS project team is encouraged to use distributional 
instead of singular information when predicting project 
completion time or outcome. Distributional informa-
tion involves viewing the project in a broader context 
that includes relevant past experiences, the experiences 
of others and background events that may influence 

project progress. 
Weinstein (1980) argues that project teams would 

not be able to know how their chances differ from those 
of others if they only focus on their own project. By 
taking into their consideration the probability of the 
events for the general population, the chances to make 
accurate project outcome predictions will be higher. For 
Weinstein that past personal experience may provide a 
mechanism that Tversky and Kahneman (1973) called 
“availability.” By recalling their own past occurrence 
of similar projects, the project teams can more easily 
imagine situations in which the event could occur in 
the future. Weinstein (1980) further argued that past 
experience will increase the probability of future ex-
perience. 

In short, the possibility of making accurate HRIS 
project outcome predictions should be higher if the 
project teams compare their chances of achieving the 
predicted outcome with others, use their own past 
project experiences as a basis to visualize how the 
outcome would transpire, or take into consideration 
the probability of the projects’ outcome for the general 
population. In other words, gathering information from 
various sources and viewing the future project outcome 
in a broader context should increase the chances of mak-
ing more accurate outcome predictions. This is because 
the distortions of reality according to many researchers 
occur because of the errors in the way people process 
information (Buehler & Griffin, 2003; Buehler, Griffin 
& Ross, 1994, 2002; Weinstein, 1980). Specifically, the 
lack of certain information needed to make accurate 
future prediction tends to introduce this error. 

In contrast, Kruger and Evans (2004) argued that 
the reason why project teams are unable to make ac-
curate predictions regarding project completion time or 
outcome is because they fail to unpack those projects’ 
tasks into their various subcomponents. The activity of 
enumerating and breaking down project tasks into their 
various subcomponents has been termed “unpacking” 
(Tversky & Koehler, 1994). To reduce problems regard-
ing project performance for instance, all individuals 
involved in the project should understand the project 
and see the goals in the same way. This, according to 
Kruger et al. (2004), can be done without the need of 
referring to their past experience. They suggested that 
project teams should break down the project objectives, 
so that each of the project objectives is made salient 
when making predictions instead of looking at it as a 
whole. By breaking down the project objectives, the 
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project team members should have a better picture of 
what they are supposed to deliver to the customer. As 
highlighted by Van Boven and Epley (2003), “when 
evaluating categories or events the whole may some-
times seem to be less than the sum of its parts.” (p. 
1) 

Kruger et al.’s (2004) notion of enumerating activi-
ties is in accordance with the work breakdown structure 
(WBS) concept in the project management literature. 
In project planning, work breakdown structure (WBS) 
is used to divide the overall project into work elements 
that represent singular work units, assigned either to the 
organization or to an outside agency such as contractor 
(Cleland & Ireland, 2002). It lists tasks in an organized 
structure to ensure the completeness, compatibility, 
and continuity of all work that is required for success-
ful completion of the project. A side benefit of work 
breakdown structure is the effect that enumeration can 
have on reducing the planning fallacy.

Wilson, Wheatley and Meyers (2000) also be-
lieved that people can make accurate predictions if 
they focus on the non-focal events in the future that 
might influence the future outcome rather than using 
their past experiences. Project teams can still correct 
their predictions even if they do not have any previous 
experience with the project. In conclusion, by break-
ing down a category, project teams should be able to 
make a more accurate outcome prediction because the 
process changes the way the information is represented 
or described. Therefore, those involved in the project 
will have more understanding of what they are sup-
posed to deliver and should be able to make a more 
accurate outcome prediction regarding whether they 
can deliver it or not.

FUTURE TRENDS

In this article, the underutilization of HRIS has been 
attributed to a failure in project planning. Although the 
planning fallacy has been observed in a wide variety 
of activities, from novel laboratory tasks to large-scale 
industrial projects (Buehler et al., 1994, 2002; Cam-
erer & Lovallo, 1999; Kahneman & Lovallo, 1993; 
Lovallo et al., 2003), there has been no research on this 
phenomenon in the HRIS literature. The HRIS litera-
ture is mainly focused on technical aspects of system 
success and has neglected the implementation aspect, 
particularly that related to decision making. Therefore, 

future studies need to be carried out in explaining the 
reason why HRIS project outcomes may fall short of 
expectations. 

Secondly, poor project planning is claimed to occur 
because project teams tend to make overly optimistic 
decisions based on very limited information, which 
leads to the occurrence of the planning fallacy. Even 
though there are two approaches that can be used, 
these two approaches seem to contradict each other. 
Therefore, future studies should explore which approach 
is the best to utilize and whether there is a difference 
between these two approaches. 

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, HRIS have the potential to generate a 
number of functional consequences if they are properly 
designed. This, however, will depend on how HRIS 
projects are planned because one of the reasons for 
project failure is due to poor project planning. Therefore, 
if greater emphasis is placed on how people carry out 
forecasting and make decisions during project planning, 
perhaps the HRIS that is delivered will be capable of 
being utilized for more strategic purposes and help to 
increase organizational efficiency.
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KEY TERMS

Distributional Information: Viewing the task in a 
broader context that includes relevant past experiences, 

the experiences of others and background events that 
may influence project progress.

Human Resource Information System (HRIS): 
A system used to acquire, store, manipulate, analyze, 
retrieve and distribute pertinent information regarding 
an organization’s human resources.

Non-Focal Event: Other events apart from the 
events at hand, that are likely to occur in the future.

Planning Fallacy: The tendency to hold a confident 
belief that one’s own project will proceed as planned, 
even if one realizes that many similar projects have 
run late in their previous experiences.

Project Planning: A rational determination of how 
a project can be initiated, sustained, and terminated as 
well as determining what activities and resources are 
needed to ensure that the project can be completed 
within schedule and budget.

Singular Information: Information that focuses on 
the specific aspects of the current task, and a scenario 
of how it will be completed. 

Unpacking: The activity of enumerating and break-
ing down tasks into their various subcomponents.
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Topic: Building Human Capital: Training and Development

INTRODUCTION

The impact that e-learning has had on the workplace 
over the last 20 years is paramount. From video-con-
ferencing to desktop Webinars, business has included 
technology and distance learning solutions in its model 
of human resource development. However audio and 
video podcasting as mobile learning stands to provide 
a very different dimension of distance learning. Instead 
of being restrained and constrained to a desktop or 
conference room, professional learning truly can be 
“anytime, anywhere.” 

From the office, to the gym, the shopping mall, 
to the beach, veteran professionals and young adults 
alike are exploring how to use mobile technology to 
improve their personal and professional learning. This 
article provides a background on this wave of mobile 
learning, including how podcasting has arisen, lessons 
learned, and growing trends. In addition, it examines 
issues that face HRIS (human resources information 
system), e-HRM (electronic human resource manage-
ment system), individuals and professionals within 
mobile learning. 

Podcasts are digital audio files, which are hosted 
on the Internet and published via a special scripting 
language. Podcasts are usually produced in a series, 
so that there are more than one episode and the script-
ing language, XML (extensible markup language) and 
RSS (really simple syndication), enables updates of the 
series to be sent to the listener’s computer or wireless 
device automatically (King & Gura, 2007).

This article begins with an introduction to the topic 
of podcasting and podcasting as mobile learning. The 
background section provides a detailed definition of 
this emergent technology and usage, while later the 
discussion turns to the critical issue of copyright and 
podcasting. Considering the forms and possibilities for 
professional learning through this mobile technology is 
a vital component of this article before we turn to the 
lively topic of trends in new and social media, which 
includes podcasting. The conclusion of the article brings 
us full circle as we consider how this fits together for 
podcasting as mobile learning.

BACKGROUND

The greater realm of podcasting gained its roots in 
a movement originally dubbed “The Voice of the 
People,” “Democratization of the Media,” and “Radio 
on Demand,” when it emerged on the broader public 
technology scene in 2004. Dave Winer and Adam Curry 
discussed using the Web, XML, and RSS formats to 
deliver audio and video in 2001 (Lafferty & Walch, 
2006). Winer created the technology, but it was Curry 
who popularized the format in 2004 with the release of 
the software iPodder and the launch of his podcast The 
Daily Source Code (Lafferty et al., 2006). There was a 
synergy in audience, content, and identity: Adam Curry 
was known in the popular media as a former host on 
cable television’s MTV (Music Television) (Newitz, 
2005), and much of the early audio podcasting move-
ment was focused on music. 

In reality podcasting is more than broadcasted “radio 
shows,” as they are Web-based, served up by RSS feeds 
and capable of being mobile. However, there was a 
critical point of adoption in the technology of podcasts. 
The audience and budding podcasters identified with 
being their own radio show hosts or disc jockeys: they 
were in a position of power. And in the now familiar 
language of Web 2.0 technologies, they were “creators 
of content” (eMarketer, 2007; King et al., 2007)

How Big is It? 

The question of the popularity and adoption of pod-
casting has varied evaluations. As one highly reputable 
podcaster, Rob Walch of Podcast411, who has been in 
this field since early on describes it, “What was just 
a handful of ‘audiobloggers’ on Labor Day of 2004 
turned into a group of a few hundred ‘podcasters’ 
by New Year’s Eve 2004.” (Lafferty et al., 2006, p. 
8) In July 2006, a widely vetted and accepted study 
revealed that over 9 million people had downloaded 
a podcast listening program (podcatcher) (Neilson, 
2006), while numbers provided by eMarketer (2007) 
indicate this number to exceed 28 million in their June 
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2007 report. Specifically, this latter study projected 7 
million Americans download and listen to podcasts 
weekly (termed “regular podcast subscribers”), while 
21.4 million additional adults listen to 4 or more per 
month (eMarketer, 2007). 

Today, a tour of some of the major podcast directories 
of current content reveals the breadth and variability of 
both topics and broadcasting expertise. In May 2008 
these directories include iTunes®, Podcast Alley, Pod-
castpickle.com, and about 100 others. From politics to 
tech talk, dating to music, language learning to business 
management, one can find the full spectrum of interests 
in all varieties of views, expertise and sophistication 
in the world of podcasting.

What does this mean for personal and professional 
learning in the world of human resources and human 
resources information learning? Two major areas are 
evident: (1) a technology has been developed that is 
proven to deliver content, which is easy to use for the 
listener, and easy to create for the developer, and (2) 
this media has been internationally adopted and thereby 
provides a wide base of readiness for application to 
professional learning. 

A Detailed Definition Podcasting

Understanding the specifics of podcasting technology 
affords HRIS and e-HRM professionals to apprehend 
how podcasts can be developed and used to deliver 
learning effectively and conveniently while also pre-
serving intellectual property rights. A podcast is a 
series of audio files which are stored and available 
on the Internet and published via an RSS feed which 
enables each episode (or enclosure) of the series to be 
“pushed” to subscribers.

More specifically, a podcast is a series of music 
and/or spoken word MP3 (Moving Picture Experts 
Group layer 3) file that is from the same source (or-
ganization, podcaster, or “broadcaster”) and linked 
together via a scripted language file which is posted 
on the Internet (Geoghegan & Klass, 2005). These 
files are digitally recorded to be compatible for most 
current Internet browsers and MP3 programs (such 
as iTunes®, Windows Media® Player, etc.) and MP3 
players such as iPods®, Sandisk®, iRiver®, Creative 
Zen®, or other brands.

Because these files will end up being shared and 
passed along to many people, they usually have descrip-
tive text tags (ID3 (Identification version 3) tags) and 

graphics (image files) attached to them before they are 
uploaded in order to identify them better. Once prepared 
the files are uploaded to an Internet server.

As mentioned earlier, Dave Winer created the key 
technology (the enclosure tag RSS 2.0 specification) 
(Lafferty et al., 2006). An RSS feed has to be created 
for a podcast and creates great portability and brand-
ing opportunities. It is similar to a specialized table of 
contents which begins with identifying information 
about the podcast and then details for each episode, or 
“item,” at a time. All the critical details of the “item” 
are included: the creator’s name, an email address, 
podcast title, description and etc., along with the es-
sential “enclosure” information (Herrington, 2005; 
King et al., 2007). 

The RSS feed is the essential technology that puts 
the “push technology” power in the audio file series. 
Without this XML file one would just have a Web-based 
audio file, accessible only by visiting that particular 
Web site and downloading or playing the file from 
there. However with the RSS feed podcasters have 
audio files which people can sign up for (subscribe) 
and which are “delivered” to user’s “RSS feed read-
ers” whenever there are updates. This dynamic format 
is called “push” technology that sets RSS feeds and 
podcasts apart significantly from files, which are solely 
posted on a Web site.

Podcatchers (Herrington, 2005) are specialized 
“RSS feed readers” that will index and make it easy 
for users to search several media types, including audio 
and video podcasts, for topics of interest. When users 
electronically subscribe the podcatcher will “check” 
that podcast’s RSS feed frequently for the current list-
ing of episodes and programming and download them 
automatically when found. Going two steps further, if 
the user has a portable media device (such as an iPod® 
or other MP3 player), the podcasts can be synchronized 
(synched) and downloaded automatically and made 
mobile. Examples of podcatchers include iTunes® 
(http://www.itunes.com), and Fireant® (http://www.
getfireant.com) (See also Felix and Stolarz, 2006).

Understanding Videopodcasting 

Vodcast.. vlog…videopodcast… the same media goes 
by many names. It distributes the same technology 
described above except that it uses video files as the 
media instead of audio files. Video files are saved in 
specific format and “strung” together with the same 
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XML scripting language as the audio podcast. There-
fore, one has video files, tagged with ID3 tags, posted 
on the Web, XML script, an RSS feed and an enclosure 
tag referring to each file.

Understanding Mobile Learning

Not only does a podcast listener receive updates as 
soon as possible through their podcatching software, 
but their files can be “time shifted!” That is, users 
decide when they want to listen to them- the listeners 
can shift the schedule. In many ways, users can “cut 
the electronic cord” and take their podcasts away from 
the computer and make them mobile using a portable 
media player. Therefore, users decide when and where 
to listen to podcasts. In June 2005 Apple accelerated 
the podcasting trend further into the mainstream by 
incorporating a podcast feature into the front page 
of its iTunes® software for the iPod® media device 
(Lafferty et al., 2006). 

Listeners, learners, employees and prospective 
clients are no longer harnessed to radio, televisions, 
or computers; anywhere they take their media player, 
they can take their content of choice. With podcast-
ing the content and opportunity were opened. Mobile 
learning unleashed the potential of learning without 
traditional boundaries of time or space. Suddenly, for 
those of us who have been listening and watching, we 
can see opportunities to develop new ways of thinking 
about when learning takes place, what people want 
to learn, and what they want to do while they learn. 
Mobile learning is learning which occurs while people 
are not stationary and not always at the same location. 
With the professional learning podcasting provided by 
TeachersPodcast.org since 2005, 3.8 million down-
loads makes it clear that people respond enthusiasti-
cally to the opportunity for mobile learning and/or for 
learning on demand. Recent survey results indicate 
high percentages of these listeners are learning while 
commuting, working out, doing household chores or 
working at their computers on other activities (King 
et al., 2007, July 9).

Podcasting and Copyrights

One of the major issues, which has emerged in pod-
casting, includes copyright law. Specifically, music 
copyright has taken on new importance with the wave 
of music downloading that began to sweeps the globe 

in 2004 and with podcasting (Geoghegan et al., 2005). 
Because people cannot legally reproduce or broadcast 
copyrighted music publicly without permission and/or 
royalties, in relationship to podcasting, “podsafemusic” 
has risen. 

Podsafemusic is music created by independent musi-
cians, which is available to be played on podcasts; that 
is, it can be downloaded, copied and distributed along 
with the broadcast (Vogele, Garlick, & The Berkman 
Center, 2007). In fact whole collaboratives and Web 
sites have been created to support podsafemusic. Ex-
amples of podsafemusic directories include Garageband 
(http://www.garageband.com/), and Podsafe Music 
Network (http://music.podshow.com/).

The Creative Commons (www.creativecommons.
org) framework provides a means for authors of audio, 
images, video, text, or educational materials to com-
municate their choices about property use and rights 
through a series of designations (Felix et al., 2006; 
Vogele et al., 2007). Creative Commons ownerships, 
rights, and usage of materials are another popular way 
that podcasters and other Web 2.0 content creators 
have dealt with intellectual property. For instance an 
author may choose to place their content in the “pub-
lic domain” and thereby provide free use to everyone 
with acknowledgement of authorship. Or an author 
might indicate a “standard Creative Commons license” 
which provides for the author to keep their copyright 
but allows “people to copy and distribute their work 
provided they give the author credit--and only on the 
conditions the author specifies in the license. 

Creative Commons was created as an alternative to 
U.S. Copyright law and expected to be more appropriate 
for Internet use and those independent content produc-
ers so active in its day to day development (Lafferty et 
al., 2006). Especially in academic and business settings 
issues of intellectual property are such that copyright 
is a critical issue of ownership and rights. At this point 
in time, while Creative Commons licensing is widely 
used in podcasting in general, it is less often used in 
business settings. (See also U.S. Copyright Office at 
http://www.copyright.gov/circs/circ1.html#cr)

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING FORMATS, 
DELIVERY AND SCOPE

The outstanding characteristics of podcasting for teach-
ing and learning are in the dimensions of the choices it 
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provides in instructional methods, delivery, and scope. 
If we briefly examine traditional education, there is a 
dramatic difference in the adoption of podcasting in 
K-12 vs. higher education. In K-12 settings, podcasting 
has been a platform for collaborative student projects 
and creativity. In higher education we have seen a 
proliferation of “course casting” (Gura, 2006; King, 
2005), as the early stages of podcasting in colleges 
and universities has duplicated the early days of online 
learning where professors posted their lectures notes 
on the Web. 

Therefore at first in higher education podcasting it 
was not uncommon to download a podcast only to hear 
the shuffle of feet for the first several minutes and then 
the same lecture that was given at 8 am recorded and 
posted to the Web perhaps that same day or a week 
later. And yet it remained, unchanged, unedited, and 
with no instructional value added. Fortunately we now 
see indicators that podcasting can be used to transform 
teaching and learning into new dimensions and forms 
and more schools are moving away from course cast-
ing (King, 2005, 2006a; King & Gura, 2006; Lafferty 
et al., 2006). 

Whether to edit podcast content or not is a decision 
that needs to be considered in light of purpose. When 
one is addressing the topic of podcasting as a hobby, 
which a large percentage of people still are, then the 
adamant position of not editing the content can be 
understood. But when one is addressing the corporate 
and educational sectors, editing content that will be 
used to guide instruction, replicated, or used as a com-
mercial product, is consistent with purpose. Therefore, 
the alignment of the project’s format with it’s purpose 
is a fundamental principle. 

Length of episode is a critical characteristic when 
considering podcast format. For audio, the consensus 
in late 2007 is that 25-30 minutes is about the ideal 
length of a podcast, which is the average work commute. 
For video podcasts, the length is much shorter- up to a 
maximum of 10 minutes. (Felix et al., 2006). Certainly 
with these limitations, the content of the instructional 
purposes are dictated and instructional design needs 
to be done accordingly.

More trainers and educators are using podcasting, 
gaining feedback from learners and reflecting on their 
work, and therefore this medium is experiencing new 
developments (King et al., 2007). Indeed with many 
years of distance learning experience and research be-
hind us, we see that podcasting may provide powerful 

new developments for distance learning and a much 
needed wide base of adoption for mobile learning. 
Issues of content and purpose focus the examination 
of podcasting in educational settings to the principle 
of “delivery.” 

Flexibility and mobility for teaching and learning 
are key aspects of podcasting, which will awaken great 
possibilities once educators understand the instructional 
implications of this new medium (King, 2006b). Audio 
and video podcasts on a small device that can be taken 
with HRIS, e-HRM, and learners at different times and 
to different locations to consume, create and interact 
with content and one another presents the potential to 
radically alter the way teaching and learning occur. 

Thinking about traditional education with the 
advantages of distance education is a paradigm shift, 
the next phase of change currently underway is the 
result of the shrinking of time and space created by 
the immediacy of content and the flexibility provided 
by handheld devices (King & Heuer, 2006). 

Working with this technology raises questions as to 
how this form of distribution can be used for accountable 
learning. However in our podcasting efforts we have 
used it precisely for professional development and in 
coordination with the development of a selected host of 
companion resources. Additionally we are developing 
innovative hybrid and mobile distance learning methods 
and formats, our community podcasts and our PFT 
(podcast for teachers) virtual seminars are examples 
of some of these formats (King & Gura, 2006; King 
& Heuer, 2006).

FUTURE TRENDS

Years from now we will be in the midst of another wave 
of innovation, but podcasting is providing new dimen-
sions for instructional methods, flexibility, mobility, 
and scope of reach for professional learning because 
it is consistent with those characteristics. The future 
of podcasting will no doubt include a greater role of 
video, aka videopodcasting, vodcasting, vlogging, even 
as we are seeing it now. However, the combination of 
podcasting with other technologies and instructional 
methods could be a powerful trend. Hybrids and blended 
instruction will continue to provide the flexibility and 
personalization of learning that 21st century learners 
expect in order to press learning into their complex 
21st century lives.
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The word podcast entered the English dictionary in 

the year 2005. Since that time “diffusion of innovation” 
(Rogers, 1962) has certainly been in play. Projections 
are that as soon as 2011 there could be 18 million 
“regular podcast subscribers” (eMarketer, 2007), the 
trend of podcasting has risen as an independent voice 
in the media. This adoption and the concomitant op-
portunity for professional learning on demand has been 
powered by the Internet and carried forward no doubt 
by the popularity of iPods, music downloading and 
file sharing. Time will not stand still, distance learning 
demonstrates dynamic relationships, but in 2007, we 
have lived through a revolution of democratization 
of the media, and as it spreads beyond the young and 
the more privileged, the future will demonstrate those 
changes.

It may well be that younger adults are the ones 
who will lead the way in developing understandings of 
these possibilities. More experienced trainers, condi-
tioned to acquire knowledge and interact with content 
in more traditional ways may be at a disadvantage if 
they do not acquire expertise with emerging media 
technologies. Adults in HRIS and e-HRM settings are 
being transformed from educators to content provid-
ers and the location and creation of knowledge has 
become more egalitarian, moving from libraries and 
print media to on-demand video and audio formats. 
If we want to increase opportunities to deliver HRIS 
and e-HRM professional learning in a Web 2.0 world, 
podcasting and mobile learning is an effective, cost 
efficient means. 

CONCLUSION

As technologies and user interfaces change distance 
learning, its new shapes of mobile learning will evolve 
in new directions. A persistent critique of distance edu-
cation is its lack of personal contact and connection, 
described as integral parts of an educational experi-
ence. Yet, younger learners have broad experiences 
initiating, developing and sustaining relationships 
through technology in the areas of personal Web sites, 
newsgroups, discussion boards, listservs, and gaming. 
These developments are leading to a reconsideration of 
the definition of personal relationships. Younger people 
are more comfortable operating in a virtual world and 
the distinction between worlds--virtual and personal-
-is blurring. Educators and educational institutions 

will need to adapt to the emerging nature of personal, 
business, and educational interactions. Where will that 
“place” of learning be? Could it be wherever we go 
with mobile learning?
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KEY TERMS

Course Casting: In 2008, this term is still primar-
ily used to refer to the process of recording lectures or 
special events and then broadcasting them via a Web 
portal or podcast without any editing.

Democratization of the Media: Refers to the fact 
that “big corporations” do not own the podcasting “air 
waves” (sic). In podcasting, inexpensive hardware, 
software and Internet space can make anybody a 
broadcaster. Sufficient time to create, record and edit 
podcasts is the major constraint in audio and video 
podcast production.

Enclosure: A section of information used in an 
XML file to refer to a media file’s name, size, location 
and media type.

ID3 Tags: Metadata file information following 
the conventions of the which is integrated into a file’s 
properties (O’Neill, 2006). It is most commonly used 
with MP3 and audio files to enable information such 
as the title, artist, album, copyright, etc. to be stored 
in the file itself.

Synch- Synchronization: The capability and pro-
cess of automatically matching up data. In the case of 
mobile devices, synchronization refers to matching up 
the data on a computer with a mobile device. This data 
management process is accomplished usually with a 
small program which is installed on both devices and 
a form of connectivity such as a cable, network or 
wireless LAN.

Timeshifting: To watch or listen to a video or audio 
program at a later time by having recorded it when it 
was broadcast. 

XML Scripting Language: XML Script allows for 
the creation, storage and manipulation of variables and 
data during processing. XML is a markup language for 
documents containing both content (words, pictures, 
etc.) and some indication of what role that content 
plays (for example, whether it is in a section heading 
or a footnote, etc.). The XML specification defines a 
standard way to add markup structure to documents.
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INTRODUCTION

Personnel administration is a part of general business 
administration and an integrative element of the pro-
cess management of an enterprise. However, personnel 
administration has not been researched and discussed 
with priority in context with personnel management 
or the development of human resource management 
(HRM) but rather has been assumed to be an operative 
element of the enterprise.

The objectives of personnel administration therefore 
were set in rationalization and automation of internal 
administration processes. The necessary digitalization 
and has been realized by stronger operative oriented 
sciences (e.g., commercial information technology).

The scientific research in personnel management 
rather concentrated in findings of organization theory 
(Kupsch & Marr, 1985), the instruments of leadership or 
even in the basic definition of the concept of personnel 
management as multidisciplinary and operation oriented 
business task (Remer, 1978). The personnel work has 
passed different stages of development within the last 
decades and depending on the time period the terms as 
well as the focal points of personnel work have been 

expanded and redefined. Table 1 shows an overview 
after Scholz (2000).

Initiated by the globalization effect and the com-
plexity of business structures resulting from there the 
research and development of according wage and sal-
ary systems additionally took up value. The discussion 
on wage management has been accompanied by an 
increasing importance of research topics like employee 
assessment systems and compatible leading structures. 
These research topics may be subsumed under the con-
cept of HRM and instruments of HRM. However, the 
quality and validity of such instruments considerably 
depends on the quality of the basic data and processes 
of personnel administration.

In order to support a decentralized HRM it is neces-
sary to define and standardize the respective business 
processes, which have information potentiality out of 
personnel administration. This definition of the processes 
also claims the assessment of the degree of integration 
into business structures, which represents a second im-
portant component of the single HRM tool.

This chapter presents a suggestion of typing of 
processes employing the criteria of standardization and 
integration and examines their interdependencies.

Table 1. Stages of development of personnel work (Source: Scholz, 2000)

Developing phase Exemplary focal points

Until 1960 personnel administration payroll accounting, participation

From 1960 personnel structuring institutionalization, identity of personnel department, personnel planning

From 1970 personnel development personnel activation, career planning

From 1980 personnel strategy added value by personnel work

From 1990 personnel interfunctionality improvement of competition position

From 2000 personnel competency integration professionalization of all fields of personnel work, decentralized competencies, “personnel vision”
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BACKGROUND

Since the end of the nineties, the questions of standard-
ization and digitalization of personnel management pro-
cesses have been discussed more and more in literature. 
The main reason lies—if one examines the themes and 
particularly the documented practical examples—in the 
problem of the internationality of companies resulting 
from the globalization effect (Neary, 2002). Through 
the expansion of the sales market development, with 
the focus of global decentralization of development and 
production processes, the problem arises of worldwide 
spread personnel management and processes (Cataldo, 
2005) against the background of integrative business 
administration. It is obvious that these difficulties 
only may be solved by digital instruments. Even more 
as central control and planning, or alternatively the 
predictability of processes, play an essential role in a 
globalize and decentralized production and business 
world (Neary, 2002). 

The globalization tendency also inevitably effects 
the regional root business as not only new “foreign” 
business structures but also existing business fields 
must be integrated at the same time (Hannon, Jelf, & 
Brandes, 2006).

If the personnel management, or rather the personnel 
processes in the core structures of companies already 
show a certain degree of quality corresponding to the 
requirements of standardized processes, the external 
structures may directly be integrated. Of course, techni-
cal quality as well as the procedural element requires 
that the digitalized PM-processes support peripheral 
structures (Neary, 2002). 

The problem becomes more complex if the compa-
ny’s core areas exhibit process structures in personnel 
management without the quality of standardized pro-
cesses. Such processes may fulfill the daily demands of 
a particular section but are not suitable for application 
on an international scale. 

In this case, the administration processes must be 
redefined against a digital background. The transformed 
processes may then be implemented into the entire 
company structure in order to enable central steering 
and management of personnel tasks.

Beside the globalization tendency, other reasons 
press for processes standardization and integration. 
As an essential instrument, a HRIS shall support the 
executives in their daily staff decision making. Procur-
ing decision support affords a precedent standardization 

of decisions, or rather a definition of decision typolo-
gies (Grennlaw & Valonis, 1994; Sturman, Hannon, 
& Milkovich, 1996). A standardized and integrated 
HRIS is now able to make data for certain decision 
typologies available online, without the manager having 
to make further enquiries of the back office (Ngai & 
Wat 2006). Ideally the employee himself may dispose 
about relevant information before he applies for the 
executive’s decision.

An integrative and process-driven HR-management 
depends on process standardization, definition of deci-
sion typologies, technical facilities and at least on the 
acceptance of technology-supported decision making 
by the management and the staff. The connection be-
tween processes and alternating information right up 
to the integration of expert systems are of vital interest 
(Hendrickson, 2003).

THE STRATEGY OF HRA  
STANDARDIZATION AND INTEGRATION

The Actual Processes of Personnel  
Management

Personnel administration is an essential part of the 
back office of a company. In the past, the working 
reality of these support and administration structures 
repeatedly was an object of research and studies, ex-
amining the integration of operative personnel work 
in the overall context of the company , and less focus 
was put on the procedural element (Benchmarking for 
functional, 2006).

On the whole, the available literature shows that 
in the last fifteen years digitalization took place but a 
trend leaning towards standard software systems has 
been observed (Jones, Holincheck, & Fersht, 2005). 
Along with that, there is a tendency for basic data ad-
ministration and administration effectiveness as well as 
the compatibility to other business applications rather 
than for adjustable systems (Florkowsky & Olivas-
Luján, 2006). Effective administration is neither equal 
to effective personnel management nor to efficient 
processes and doesn’t automatically meet the needs of 
communication, information, and operative personnel 
decisions (Groe, Pyle, W., & Jamrog et al., 1996). 

An Austrian study conducted by the authors in 2004 
at a capacious university hospital pursued the ques-
tion of personnel process efficiency. Two processes of 
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personnel administration were investigated using the 
following criteria:

a. Impact and triggers of the process and sub-pro-
cesses.

b. Decision-making during the process right through 
to completion.

c. Data inventory (initial data, data administration, 
and final data).

d. Volume and quality of data.
e. Isolated and combined sub-processes.
f. Number of affected databases and data redundan-

cies.
g. Cost.

The exemplary process that is introduced here con-
cerns a fairly banal subject, namely the marriage of an 
employee (doctor). According to Austrian law, women 
can choose to keep their maiden name, take on their 
husbands surname, or to double barrel their name. At 
first, it seems like a process with low relevance with 
marginal effort and secondary importance. The com-
pany disposes of a SAP personnel management and 
payroll accounting and there is a standardized time 
recording in place. Hospital-specific software products 
as well as service software e.g. parking management 
also exist. 

The following results were achieved:

a. Trigger and impact of the process and sub-
processes: The trigger of the process was the 
notification of the employee about the marriage. 
Moreover, 42 sub-processes were triggered rang-
ing from the request for the marriage certificate, 
reissuing the employee’s ID card, and changing 
the IT access codes for clinical data, to officially 
registering with the medical association.

b. Decision-making during the process right 
through to completion: The decision-making 
for this process was negligible as all steps of 
the process were legally determined. Decision 
typologies were not identified in this case. 

c. Data inventory (initial data, data administra-
tion, and final data): There were just seven data 
fields that needed to be changed (surname, maiden 
name, married status and four fields relating to 
salary).

d. Volume and quality of data: The volume of 
master data relating to the employee was increased 
by 5% and the validity of the data was 100%.

e. Isolated and combined sub-processes: Out of 
the 42 sub-processes, just 12 of them were tied 
in (i.e., specified by the IT system and therefore 
organized integratively). The 30 other sub-pro-
cesses had to be individually activated through the 
employee, in particular, each of the sub-processes 
which affected medical authorization or the use 
of service facilities. 

f. Number of affected databases and data redun-
dancies: The following databanks were affected 
by the whole process: SAP HR, payroll, time 
recording, works council databank, company 
doctor databank, security databank, eight medical 
databanks, six databanks in the areas of caring 
and service, five external databanks (medical as-
sociation, national insurance etc.). Out of these 
26 databanks, 16 were redundant. 

g. Cost: The calculated costs for the entire process 
were € 1860,—.

The following conclusions were able to be drawn 
from the example.

The effort required for communication of the em-
ployee up to the completion of the procedure was dis-
proportionately high. The integration of the employee in 
the daily running of operations depends on a high degree 
of correctness of the stored data (medical authorization, 
use of service facilities, payroll). Both, the employee 
and the personnel administration were unaware about 
the complexity of the procedures. Although the noti-
fication of marriage including the presentation of the 
documents to the correct authorities was initiated by 
the doctor herself, the complexity of the process only 
then became transparent through the “trial and error” 
method. This meant that only as the employee ascer-
tained functional disruptions in daily business caused 
by missing authorizations, the individual sub-processes 
could be initiated. A short summary: 

• The investigated process is inhomogeneous and 
unaligned.

• The process is liable to errors. 
• The process is expensive.

The second investigated process in practice showed 
a similar result. The hospital in question reacted on the 
results by defining 25 core processes (e.g., rise in sal-
ary, holiday approval) as standard operation procedures 
(SOPs) and it then made them directly accessible for 
employees by introducing an internet portal. 
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Even if this study may not generally be representative 
for personnel administration, and methodically com-
parable studies are not available, it may be concluded, 
that if a company disposes of standard software sys-
tems, it cannot be deduced that personnel management 
processes are integrated and standardized (Kovach & 
Cathcart, 1999).

Process Types in Relation to  
Standardization and Integration 

Every action in the area of personnel administration 
leads to a change of situation. This change can be 
marginal, it can be of corporate importance, it can be 
of individual or collective scale, it can correspond to a 
predetermined typology, or it can be unique. A process is 
determined by sum of single actions (see e.g., Rampton, 
Turnbull, & Doran, 1999). It therefore appears advisable 
to implement different imaginable process types with 
respect to standardization and integration. 

Figure 1 clearly shows that the degree of stan-
dardization also determines the degree of integration. 
Conventional standards definitely have a high degree of 

integration because they represent mandatory structures 
and do not solely feature a recommended character, 
as is usual in the area of directives. The decision for a 
process type depends on the relationship of standard-
ization and integration level. In the area of personnel 
administration (and also in most other corporate areas) 
this question still has to be clarified under observation 
of the initial criteria and outcome criteria. 

The choice of process type for a particular process 
depends primarily on the initial criteria, which ideally 
are oriented on the objective or profit of the process. 

Such initial criteria could be the predictability of 
process steps and intermediate results. In the area of 
personnel management, the challenged change should 
be planned and predictable and disruptive factors such 
as the momentum of processes are to be avoided. Addi-
tionally, processes in personnel administration definitely 
feature different characteristics for the determination 
of the process relevancy such as the interdependency/
interaction from/with other administration processes or 
the cost effectiveness (Turerken & Demirörs, 2004). 

Essential for the choice of process type and therefore 
for the chosen degree of standardization and integra-
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tion are both the initial criteria and outcome criteria. 
Process outcome criteria describe the processes in their 
stability, quality, and repeatability. Only the connection 
between the initial criteria and the outcome criteria 
can lead to a decision as to which process type for a 
particular batch of actions appears to be appropriate 
or advisable. Moreover, a regard should be given to 
the flexibility demand of the processes, the cost for 
the maintenance of guidelines, directives, and SOPs 
as well as the follow-up costs which result from pro-
cess adaptation. A high standardization level results 
in considerable costs for adaptation and up keeping 
of guidelines and SOPs.

THE BLACK BOX OF HR  
ADMINISTRATION

Independently from the chosen process type, processes 
have to be imbedded in business environment. Even 
when a batch of actions has been founded in a defined 
process, the procedural reality occurs by the behavior 
of the participants environmental conditions. SOPs in 
personnel administration only then become corporate 
reality when the actors definitely use these SOPs. 
From this point of view, procedural standardizations 
are system of rules of differentiated mandatory levels 
within the employees’ daily business. 

This of course presumes that the actors also know 
these rules and ideally are able to put them into prac-
tice. They must also accept that operational support 
may be provided on request and broken rules will be 
acknowledged. 

The consequence is that standardized processes take 
place in latitude what may constitute a type of “black 
box” that can be, regarding efficiency and effectiveness 
of processes, of substantial importance. 

Figure 2 portrays that the latitude of the person-
nel administration processes is determined by at least 
four variables. On a first level by those involved in 
the process, executives (managing staff) who are de-
cision-makers, and the employees who in turn either 
are affected by a particular process, or carry it out. All 
process participants are forced by functional guidelines, 
company structures, and objectives.

Standardized processes are defined by business in-
structions and their level of integration and standardiza-
tion is revealed. As far as processes are technologically 
supported, the available technology and applications 

as well as the quality of data affect the latitude (Lai & 
Mahapatra, 2004). Environmental conditions such as 
technological support may extend or specify the latitude 
and expand the number of considerable parameters. 

Essentially, the latitude is determined by three basic 
parameter, communication, information, and deci-
sion—all three parameters widely understood.

Communication comprises any personal and techni-
cal contact between the process participants (Axenath, 
Kindler, & Rubin, 2005), information includes the entire 
formal and material information available and decision 
incorporates executive decisions as well as individual 
decisions like process acceptance and technology use 
(Cataldo, 2005).

The higher a process is standardized and integrated 
personnel administration affairs, the more important 
the latitude as “black box” for efficiency and effective-
ness of the process becomes. Turned the other way, this 
means that with the definition of SOPs concerning this 
phenomenon, much care has to be taken and—the more 
valid the process should be—more considered. 

Accompanying the introduction or modification of 
SOPs by a quality assurance program is recommended 
as well as feedback loops to the process participants. 
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COMPARISON MODELS

Process standardization and integration not a basic 
domain of personnel management, but reflects as a 
challenge in many business fields where processes 
are crucial.

An important comparison model for personnel 
management comes from the development in the field 
of e-government (Ostermann & Staudinger 2005). Here 
the western countries undertake significant efforts to 
shape and drive the processes of the state administra-
tion via technological means (platforms). The process 
definitions of such administration procedures are 
mostly found in the respective law procedures and are 
therefore—apart from legally standardized operation 
and decision freedom—stable and generally compre-
hensible. The point of interest may be focused on the 
differing concepts of quality assurance, information, 
and acceptance boost.

Comparing processes in medicine, the standardiza-
tion and integration of clinical processes in various 
fields of expertise play an enhanced role. Under the 
title of Evidence Based Medicine, much preliminary 
work has been done in this area especially in correla-
tion with the choice of process type and commitment 
of standardization.

Important conclusions about the processes of per-
sonnel management can be taken from this and other 
areas, even if the different basic conditions have to be 
specially taken into consideration.

FUTURE TRENDS

Process standardization and integration in the area 
of personnel management will further increase in 
importance. Not only because of the supposed further 
internationalization of businesses, but also because 
personnel administration presents an essential quality 
and cost factor in the entire business process (James, 
1997).

Irrespective of whether a company operates interna-
tionally and in different locations, or if it is regionally 
orientated, the quality and efficiency of the personnel 
administration affects business success substantially 
(Lengnick-Hall & Lengnick-Hall, 2006).

Technologically it can be assumed that company spe-
cific personnel platforms, based on internet or intranet 
(Cataldo, 2005) with stored processes, expert systems 

and information and response systems will become 
more prevalent than they are today. These systems, like 
master software, are able to access various applications 
and databases. They are complex in their authoriza-
tion structures and are able to create—on the basis of 
different predefined and standardized processes—an 
operation and activity network for personnel manage-
ment and administration (Roberts, 2006).

Additionally to the necessity to provide business 
executives with current personnel information the de-
velopment of e-HRM systems can be expected which 
will empower the employees to manage their personnel 
affairs on eased and paperless communication with 
personnel authorities.

Decentralized business structures moreover im-
plicate increased flexibility and mobility also for 
employees. Mobile information, communication, and 
data management will play a grave role in managing 
spread business tasks in the future.

CONCLUSION

In the last three decades, personnel management as a 
sub-area of HRM hasn’t played an outstanding role 
as objective in HRM research (Hilb, 2001). Efficient 
administration structures and processes have rather 
been presumed to be a given basis for the implemen-
tation of strategic and tactical concepts and models in 
the area of HRM. 

In the same time-span, standard software products 
for digitally supported personnel management were 
developed, particularly through application oriented 
research in the area of HRM informatics. These products 
do indeed contain the process-related element, but do 
not bring it to the fore (Rampton et al., 1999). 

Through developments in the economy—especially 
through globalization, cost pressure on the adminis-
tration structures and the necessity of an integrative 
corporate management, the need for personnel man-
agement with standardized and integrated processes 
is identifiable. 

Processes are equipped with different characteristics 
and this concerns priority, validity, demands for quality 
and commitment. Additionally processes have various 
initial and outcome criteria so that the appropriate-
ness—in relation to process costs and effects by the 
choice of process type—portrays an important aspect. 
The degree of standardization from processes in person-
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nel management (guidelines, directives, and SOPs) is 
also affected by the degree of process integration.

Furthermore, these processes are imbedded in a 
whole corporate environment. This concerns not only 
the acting persons and structures, but also the technol-
ogy and other parallel and sub-processes. 

It is here that a latitude emerges which contains 
communication, information and decision in the widest 
sense an which has to be considered in context with 
highly standardized processes in order to achieve deep 
effectiveness. 
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KEY TERMS

Directive: Operation and action recommendation 
with lower commitment than SOPs. Directives describe 
process paths, which should be normally followed 
during the implementation of the process. Deviations 
in justified circumstances are allowed.

Guideline: Operation and action orientation with 
lower commitment than directives. Guidelines provide 
an operation framework in which the process should 
move. Deviations are not usually sanctioned. 

Human Resource Information System (HRIS): 
Specifically developed software for human resource 
management (HRM) (e.g., software packets, which 

document, support, and analyze the HRM data). The 
human resource administration system (HRAS) is a 
sub-system of HRIS.

Process Integration: The process integration speci-
fies the degree of the theoretical and actual commitment 
of processes within structures. 

Process Types: Definitions which distinguish from 
another by characterizing the degree of standardization 
and integration.

Standard Operation Procedures (SOPs): Instruc-
tions that make sure the uniform, predictable, and 
integrated dealing of replaceable process individuals 
within working structures.
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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this article is to review the extant 
literature on electronic-leadership (e-leadership) and 
illustrate how it has impacted human resource man-
agement. First, a brief introduction will explain how 
e-leadership can enhance communication between 
leaders and followers, and then a background section 
provides various definitions of e-leadership and speci-
fies its importance for today’s leaders. The third section 
shows the connection between e-leadership and human 
resource management. This is followed by a section 
on future trends that provide a frank appellation of 
prospects, promises, and processes of e-leadership. And 
finally, a conclusion offers ideas of how e-leadership 
can be implemented by leaders across a myriad of both 
profit- and non-profit businesses.

Competitive advantage and performance of the orga-
nization is part of the changing role of human resources 
today (Dessler, 2006). Ergo, electronic-leadership offers 
human resource professionals an innovative way to 
communicate, manage, and lead. The information age 
has brought with it a host of new technologies and an 
overabundance of choices amongst them. Leaders are 
hard-pressed to figure out the applications for each of 
these technological innovations, let alone which ones to 
adopt and subsequently implement (McAfee, 2006). 

The challenges of leadership are magnified by the 
introduction of such geographic or temporal distances 
(Cascio & Shurygailo, 2002). To offset the problems of 
timing face-to-face interviews and employee concerns, 
a number of companies are turning to outsourcing exit 
interviews to companies who can conduct online in-
terviews anonymously and present companywide data 
using meaningful metrics (Agnvall, 2006). Electronic 
newsletters allow HR managers to use cyber-publica-
tions to communicate company news, create a feeling 
of unity among employees spread out over various 
locations, and get the word out during times of change 
(Sosnin, 2001).

BACKGROUND

What is e-leadership? Avolio, Kahai, and Dodge (2001) 
first posited e-leadership as “a process that is mediated 
by technology, and advanced information technologies 
such as e-mail and knowledge management systems 
that are enabling new ways of working and leading in 
organizations.” The purpose of e-leadership, according 
to Avolio and Surinder (2002), is to take the relation-
ship amongst organizational members defined by an 
organization’s structure and enhance them. Another 
definition offered by Annunzio and Lesse (2001) states 
that electronic-leadership refers to (a) challenging the 
accepted beliefs and new ways to motivate when you 
do not see every employee everyday. 

Walker (2001) contends that leaders must keep in 
mind that employees are discretionary investors of their 
human capital who spend time, talent, effort, and energy, 
while making a commitment to the organization. When 
communicating via advanced information technology, 
leaders must provide followers with a sense of trust that 
what they say will be respected and held in confidence. 
Ergo, a successful e-leader must build relationships and 
trust in order to motivate and optimize performance 
(Avolio & Kahai, 2002). Ulrich (1997) argues that some 
employees may feel companies are driven by numbers 
to the extent that their needs were ignored or slighted 
in the quest for profits. One way for leaders to offset 
this perception is to employ intranet Web sites that can 
provide both the information and process capabilities 
to manage a full range of human resource programs 
(Walker, 2001). Ruppel and Harrington (2001) found 
that intranet implementation is facilitated by a culture 
that emphasizes an atmosphere of trust and concern for 
other people, flexibility, and innovation.

Employees, if left alone without formal communica-
tion of new technology, may conduct their business af-
fairs in an adequate manner (Vandenbosch & Ginzberg, 
1997). Yet we know that many leaders learn to lead 
more effectively as their experiences increase, while 
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resistances to change prevent others from benefiting 
from experiences (Blake & Mouton, 1985). On the 
contrary, when it comes to new technology, the rapid 
advancement can leave a leader behind and reduce 
the desire to catch up. To counteract this resistance to 
change, Weick (1990) suggested that organizations and 
people are most susceptible to adaptation and change 
when new technology is first introduced into the or-
ganization. People have a tendency to resist further 
adaptation after the initial adaptation period (Avolio 
et al., 2001; Tyre & Orlikowski, 1994). Raffoni (2001) 
found that in order to manage people more effectively, 
leadership requires a labor intensive commitment to 
instilling a belief that people desire to learn and want 
to prevent from becoming obsolete in the world of tech-
nology advancement. By providing a comprehensive 
introduction through communication and education on 
how to use the new technology as well as continued 
support, people can better accept change. Therefore, the 
e-leader recognizes that current leadership is outdated 
unless it offers effective ways to help people deal with 
the greater challenges offered by technological innova-
tions (Mills, 2001).

Prior research indicates that listening is by nature a 
passive activity, but when transformed into an active 
process it may be one of the most important actions 
a leader can perform (Bates, 2003). It is important 
for e-leaders to be available by pager or some other 
mechanism so that they can be reached at all work 
hours, should a remote employee have an urgent issue 
to discuss (Cascio & Shurygailo, 2003). This does not 
mean that leaders must respond immediately, but that 
some type of electronic communication is provided that 
indicates a future contact time to address issues and/or 
concerns, if necessary. However, simply listening to 
employees may not be enough. Avolio and Surinder 
(2002) found that some leadership systems can drag 
down the organization if it creates inconsistencies, 
mistrust, loss of energy, unclear direction, and shows 
a lack of concern for employees. The successful leader 
of today must realize that technology is no longer 
an afterthought in forming business strategy but the 
actual cause and drive for strategic planning (Kissler, 
2002). 

Pulley, Sessa, Fleenor, and Pohlimann (2001) em-
barked on a strategic alliance to discover the impact 
of the network economy on leadership. This research 
indicated that organizations must have the resilience 
and tenacity to quickly adapt to circumstances that 

are caused by increased technological advances (Pul-
ley et al., 2001). They identified that integrating new 
technologies and business models are key to meeting 
and exceeding customer expectations. Moreover, the 
authors identified leadership skills to can enhance an 
electronic leadership environment. For example,  skills 
such as dealing with accelerated change must be at the 
forefront of the use of new technology, setting strategic 
direction and a purposeful vision, and working collab-
oratively to retain and motivate talented employees will 
help a company maintain its competitive advantage.

Addressing challenges and developing skills will 
enhance a leader’s presence in the network economy. 
For a more empirical study of electronic leadership, 
Avolio et al. (2001) introduce the use of an adaptive 
structuration theory to pool relevant results and sug-
gestions from a diverse array of literature to provide 
recommendations for developing a research agenda 
on e-leadership. From a human resource management 
perspective, technology has had an impact on the way 
managers conduct their day-to-day communication. For 
instance, streaming desktop videos are used to facilitate 
distance learning and training or to provide corporate 
information to employees quickly and inexpensively 
(Greengard, 2001). 

The next section will provide techniques and 
guidelines for improving the leadership of human 
resources.

ELECTRONIC LEADERSHIP AND 
HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT 

How can e-leadership be embraced? Now that informa-
tion technology has prospered, e-leadership concepts, 
once learned, can help human resource managers lead 
people from remote locations. This section focuses 
on how leaders and human resource managers can 
enhance their communication channels and improve 
performance using e-leadership techniques.

Human resource management can take advantage of 
expanding technology capabilities and infrastructure to 
better align the organization. Since many organizations 
and institutions have headquarters in remote locations, 
e-leadership may be necessary to enhance both com-
munication and leadership. Technology enables novel 
ways of working and creating value in both the physical 
and virtual world (Rayport & Sviokla, 1995). By mak-
ing use of technology to improve efficiency of design 
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and delivery of products or services, organizations can 
better satisfy customers. Different types of technology 
bring about different types of organizational change, 
and leaders should tailor their own technological 
platforms accordingly (McAfee, 2006). According to 
Pulley (2000), e-leadership has changed the face of hu-
man resource management in several ways. Collective 
networks with similar goals are being initiated today that 
rely on companies to be resilience and decentralization. 
Competitive advantage will include using technology 
quickly and effectively to set strategic direction in the 
face of considerable ambiguity. And, human resource 
managers need to find ways to match employee pas-
sions with organization needs. Annunzio and Lesse 
(2001) contend that human resource leaders need to 
find innovative ways to not only lead but to motivate 
those employees that are at a distance. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Technology is changing the context in which we work, 
by accelerating ambiguity, the rate of change, and 
the need to work collaboratively across borders. As 
a result, many of our assumptions about leadership, 
teams, and organizations must evolve (Pulley, Sessa & 
Malloy, 2002). “E-leadership is believed to be essential 
for organizations to succeed and survive in rapidly 
changing and fast paced environments” (Malvey & 
Hamby, 2004). Furthermore, electronic leadership is 
not more leadership, it is improved leadership. Even 
if human resource managers have their staff close by, 
e-leadership may enhance communication when used 
effectively. 

Today’s information technology tools have opened 
up new channels for communication and tomorrow’s 
technology will eliminate communication barriers and 
enhance leader-to-staff relationships. E-leadership is 
expected to be shared by a variety of organizational 
members (Walker, 2000). E-leaders realize that they 
face new challenges and that they must bring new skills 
to the table to be successful in the network economy 
(Pulley et al., 2001). Moreover, e-leaders can be 
found at all levels of the organization, representing 
technologically savvy individuals who have a desire 
to lead. This combination of skills will change future 
perspectives of leadership, as opposed to the past, where 
employees often gave up their technical competencies 
for nominal leadership responsibilities (DeLong & 

Vijayraghavan, 2003). However, there are many more 
followers in organizations than leaders and ascribing 
leader roles to all organizational members devalues 
what distinguishes leaders from followers (Goffee & 
Jones, 2000). Furthermore, effective followers share 
a number of essential qualities that e-leaders can tap 
into, for example, they manage themselves well, they 
are committed to the organization, they build their 
competencies, and they focus their efforts for maxi-
mum impact, as well as being courageous, honest, and 
credible (Kelley, 1988).

Pulley et al. (2001) suggest that the growing empha-
sis on computer networking and information processing 
is radically changing organizational cultures resulting 
in a general anxiety regarding adapting to this change 
versus risking obsolescence and extinction. Technol-
ogy has introduced such complex challenges and such 
rapid change that it may no longer be possible for a 
single individual to carry out all tasks and have all of 
the respective answers. This transition is creating a 
tremendous amount of instability and churning in the 
workplace.

Organizations are shifting from a business strategy 
with tight boundaries, to more of an ecological perspec-
tive, where the organization’s boundaries are loose 
and permeable enough to form temporary alliances to 
capitalize on market opportunities (Pulley & Sessa, 
2001). The pioneering work of Avolio et al. (2001) 
indicates that the advanced information technology-en-
abled economy is creating a new context for leadership. 
Within this context, key characteristics of an advanced 
information technology-enabled economy are real-time 
information availability, greater knowledge sharing 
with stakeholders, and the use of this information and 
knowledge to build customized relationships. 

CONCLUSION

The emergence of advanced information technology 
has changed the role of leadership within organizations. 
With the variety of communication devices available 
today, achieving the best way to lead is still evolv-
ing in all types of organizations. Today, the center of 
gravity in employment is moving fast from manual 
and clerical workers to knowledge workers, who resist 
the command-and-control model that business took 
from the military 100 years ago (Drucker, 1988). In 
this environment, managers need new world-class 
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human resource management systems and skills, to 
select, train, and motivate these employees and to get 
them to work more like committed partners (Dessler, 
2006). Therefore, to better manage knowledge work-
ers, human resource managers will have to use data 
warehouses and computerized analytical programs 
to compare current employees’ skills with the firm’s 
projected strategic needs (Meade, 2001). Moreover, 
electronic performance monitoring allows managers 
to determine at any moment throughout the day the 
pace at which employees are working, their degree 
of accuracy, log-in and log-off times, and even the 
amount of time spent on restroom breaks (Aiello & 
Kolb, 1995). Human resource planning systems also 
allow managers to identify and evaluate candidates for 
every management position in the company, helping 
them identify areas where internal candidates are weak 
so that external candidates can be recruited. Such is the 
case with WellPoint, which created a special training 
program that used business case simulations for 24 
managers and executives who had been identified as 
high-potential candidates for upper-level management 
positions (Kiger, 2002; Fravenheim, 2006). Solomon 
(2007) contends that changing culture is difficult but 
that successful change requires four main factors, first, 
develop awareness and positive attitudes toward change, 
second, develop new ways of thinking about technology, 
third, provide the processes and tools to change, and 
fourth, manage risks by creating a level of tolerance 
so that people will make an effort to change. 

Leaders of education, business, public adminis-
tration, or those within the medical profession, can 
utilize the guidelines and techniques discussed herein 
to improve their own e-leadership activities.  
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KEY TERMS

Adaptive Structuration Theory: Groups and 
organizations using information technology for their 
work dynamically create perceptions about the role and 
utility of the technology, and how it can be applied to 
their activities (Wade & Schneberger, 2007).

Communication: The transference and understand-
ing of meaning (Robbins, 2005).

Electronic-Leadership: A process that is mediated 
by technology, and advanced information technology 
such as e-mail and knowledge management systems 
that are enabling new ways of working and leading in 
organizations (Avolio, Kahai, & Dodge, 2001).

Human Resource Management: A strategic ap-
proach to managing employment relations which em-
phasizes that leveraging people’s capabilities is critical 
to achieving sustainable competitive advantage, this 
being achieved through a distinctive set of integrated 
employment policies, programs, and practices (Bratton 
& Gold, 2007).

Information Technology: An array of products 
and services that turn data into useful and accessible 
information. These products and services enable firms, 
organizations, and individuals to conduct their busi-
ness transactions more efficiently and more rapidly. 
Industries producing information technology are scat-
tered among broad sectors of the economy, including 
manufacturing, communications, trade, and services 
(Eathington & Swenson, 2000).

Intranet: A private computer network that em-
ploys Internet procedures and network connections to 
securely share part of an organization’s information 
and/or operations with its employees.

Knowledge Worker: One who works primarily with 
information or one who develops and uses knowledge 
in the workplace (Drucker, 1988).

Leadership: Leadership is an influence relationship 
among leaders and followers who intend real changes 
and outcomes that reflect their shared purpose (Daft, 
2008). 

Motivation: Psychological processes that cause the 
arousal, direction, and persistence of voluntary actions 
that are goal directed. Behavior is seen as purposeful 
rather than random, therefore people feel aroused to do 
something and focus on a desired end-result or goal, 
thus fueling the persistence needed to exhibit sustained 
effort on a task (Krietner & Knicki, 2007). 

Network Economy: A means of electronic com-
munication for knowledge transfer and information 
access purposes (Pulley, 2000).

Strategy: Corporate strategy is the pattern of de-
cisions in a company that determines and reveals its 
objectives, purposes, or goals; produces the principal 
of policies and plans for achieving those goals, and 
defines the range of business the company is to pur-
sue, the kind of economic and human organization it 
is or intends to be, and the nature of the economic and 
non-economic contribution it intends to make to its 
shareholders, employees, customers, and communities 
(Andrews, 1980).

Total Quality Management: An integrative man-
agement philosophy aimed at continuously improving 
the quality and process to achieve customer satisfaction 
(Karuppusami & Gandhinathan, 2006). 

Transformational Leadership: Involve change 
agents who are courageous and believe in people. They 
are value driven, lifelong learners, and have the ability 
to deal with complexity, ambiguity, and uncertainty 
(Tichy & Devanna, 1986).
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INTRODUCTION

Project management skills are essential in today’s 
business environment. In the case of electronic human 
resource management (e-HRM) projects, these skills 
are vital because expendable resources are limited, 
numerous stakeholders are impacted, and inadequate 
deliverables result in client dissatisfaction and reflect 
poor management. Project management methodologies 
are evidence of proactive controls and credible processes 
that lay the foundation for success. This chapter presents 
an overview of project management and introduces 
concepts for gaining control of any undertaking, espe-
cially e-HRM projects, based on the generally accepted 
principles of project management.

BACKGROUND

Projects are an effort undertaken to address specific 
opportunities, challenges, or problems that cannot 
be accomplished through normal operational chan-
nels or activities; for some reason, a special effort is 
required (PMI®, 2004). The use of project manage-
ment techniques in business did not become popular 
until the early 1960s when business leaders needed 
new strategies and tools to address the competitive, 
technical, and social challenges presented on national 
and international scales (Webber & Torti, 2004). In the 
1960s, business competition on a global scale began 
to appear. Technological improvements and innova-
tions made their way into businesses, factories, and 
homes on practical and economic terms. The demand 
for previously unattainable products exploded. People 
became mobile and independent in terms of participat-
ing or not participating in employment, political, and 
social activities. All of these factors impacted the way 
businesses had to operate to remain profitable. Project 
management became critical to any business that wanted 

to profitably deliver quality products and services on 
time, as scoped, and within budget.

Many people and institutions attempt to make 
project management into a science or engineering 
practice, especially when projects are highly technical, 
expensive, or require years of effort, as with building a 
bridge tunnel. These complex projects demand stringent 
structure and unique skills due to their increased level 
of risk (Garton & McCulloch, 2005; Johnson, 2006; 
Mandanis & Wyatt, 2000; Meade, 2003). But even under 
such monitored conditions, projects are not always as 
objectively structured as management believes. This 
is why a great many projects fail; project management 
is an art (Johnson, 2006).

Numerous resources are available to help both the 
novice develop (Baker, Campbell, & Baker, 2003; Mar-
tin & Tate, 2001; Portny, 2000; Verzuh, 2005) and the 
expert reinforce (Morris & Pinto, 2004; PMI®, 2000, 
2004, 2006) their understanding of project management 
principles. Professional project management guidelines, 
structures, and documents can be intimidating and 
are often perceived as unnecessarily rigorous. Some 
of the most well known professional project manage-
ment guidelines are found in The Guide to the Project 
Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide), 
published by the Project Management Institute, Incor-
porated (PMI®). The third edition (2004) sets forth 
the current official standards for Project Management 
Professional (PMP®) certification and its management 
practices. Understanding the PMBOK® Guide and 
achieving PMP® status represent the “experienced-
end” of the project management spectrum; it is not for 
beginners. However, this is often where people begin 
looking for project management information, and they 
soon become overwhelmed. The goal of project manage-
ment is to provide structure, organization, and control 
to achieve a successful conclusion. If the processes that 
you are following, the activities that you are doing, and 
the forms that you are completing do not support this 
effort, then do not follow, do, or use them.
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TYPE ROLE RESPONSIBILITY OR EXAMPLE

Internal 
Stakeholders Project Manager (PM) The individual that manages and oversees the project on a daily basis.

Project Sponsor, 
Executive Sponsor, or 
Project Champion

The individual or organization that sets the strategic direction and authorizes, 
supports, and legitimizes the project, especially by providing funding and 
resources.

Project Owner The individual or organization acting as the primary client for the project.

Performing Organization
The enterprise or entity with workers directly involved in performing the project 
work and that is usually under the control or influence of the project sponsor in 
some manner.

Client, Customer, or End 
User

The individual, team, or organization that defines the project’s purpose and 
requirements with the intent on being the recipient of the project’s output; they 
intend on using or benefiting from the project’s results or deliverables.

Project Teams, or

Project Committees

Groups of individuals that come together based upon experience, knowledge, 
department, or other criteria to perform specific tasks for the project. Some 
examples of project teams and committees include:

•	 Core Team – the team responsible for day-to-day activities, usually consisting 
of the PM and key clients and support personnel.

•	 Steering Committee – a team of mid-to-upper level managers that provide 
executive oversight and advisory services to the project, especially the core 
team.

•	 Technical Team – a team of individuals guiding, managing, and performing 
the technical tasks of the project.

•	 Risk Team – a team of individuals addressing and managing the risk-oriented 
tasks and issues of the project.

•	 Client or Support Team – such as customer services, sales, accounting, 
finance, logistics, audit, regulatory, or compliance; a team of subject matter 
experts (SMEs) brought together to address, manage, and perform specific 
tasks and issues of the project.

PMO (Project 
Management Office, 
Program Management 
Office), or PO (Project 
Office)

Teams of individuals charged with overseeing the organization’s project 
management efforts by managing the communication of project statuses to 
executive management, by acting as the project management practice and standards 
resource for the organization, and by ensuring that project management procedures 
are being followed by individual PMs in an effort to establish consistency and 
quality among project deliverables and outputs.

External 
Stakeholders

Client, Customer, End 
User, Secondary User, or 
Remote Recipient

The individual, team, or organization that will use or be impacted by the project’s 
output, with the inference that these parties may have widely varying levels of 
influence over, involvement with, or knowledge of the project, its results, and its 
deliverables.

Government Agencies, 
Regulatory Agencies, or 
Nonprofit Agencies

Government and nonprofit organizations that influence and oversee projects due 
to some official governing, legal, power, or control base that establishes laws, 
regulations, or similar standards and requirements.

Shareholders, Partners, or 
Owners

Individuals or organizations that have an ownership stake in the project or 
performing organization, creating fiduciary relationships among them.

Strategic Partners
Individuals or organizations that the project or performing organization has a 
relationship with and wants to ensure their involvement with or knowledge of the 
project, as with suppliers, financiers, insurers, and so forth.

Reputational Influencers Individuals and organizations whose opinions and approval concern the project or 
performing organization, such as lobbyists, activists, media, and so forth.

Figure 1. Common types of project stakeholders
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PROJECT MANAGEMENT CONCEPTS

Project managers (PMs) lead and facilitate the work 
effort and resources, keeping the project’s stakeholders 
and their activities focused on attaining the project’s 
objectives. Project stakeholders are individuals, teams, 
organizations, and other entities that influence or are 
influenced by the project. This influence may be di-
rect, indirect, or even remote, but every stakeholder 
is somehow associated with the project’s undertaking 
or results (PMI®, 2000, 2004). Stakeholders are usu-
ally defined by some criteria based on their level of 
involvement with or degree of impact resulting from 
the project. Figure 1 displays common types of project 
stakeholders.

Project management is a tactical practice that en-
ables an organization’s strategic initiatives to be met 
(Jedd, 2006), especially in the areas of market demand, 
customer request and contact, organizational need, 
technological advancement, and legal requirements 
(PMI®, 2004). Whatever the project’s scale and com-
plexity, it must be logically planned and adequately 
resourced by aligning the project’s objectives with 
the “triple constraints” of time, cost, and scope that 
are required to deliver a successful project and create 
client satisfaction (PMI, ® 2000, 2004).

The PM constantly assesses, rebalances, and trades 
off the time given to complete the project, the cost of 
the resources needed to deliver the project, and the 
scope of what is to be done to achieve the project’s 
objectives. A common example of this constraint in 
project management lore is “it takes nine months and 
one woman to gestate a human baby,” not three months 
and three women, nor one month and nine women. Plac-
ing unrealistic demands on a project from its inception 
will doom it to failure. In contrast, applying additional 
resources to problems without proper analysis will only 
exacerbate those difficulties. Such efforts expose the 
project to “scope creep” and introduce risk by modi-
fying tasks to include activities that are not essential 
to achieve the project’s objectives. For example, it is 
recognized that new team members added during later 
phases will actually delay the project further due to 
their learning curves (Brooks, 1995). These types of 
actions reflect poor control and reactive management, 
and defeat the entire purpose of using project manage-
ment methodologies.

According to the PMBOK® Guide (PMI®, 2000, 
2004), people and organizations work in two ways: 

operations and projects. Operations are production-ori-
ented, repetitive activities. In contrast, projects consist 
of temporary and unique activities that are aligned for 
a specific purpose and that follow a detailed, incre-
mental progression to either the project’s completion 
or termination. Project management is “the application 
of knowledge, skills, tools, and techniques” to control 
activities and resources leading to the accomplishment 
of the project’s desired outcome or termination (PMI®, 
2000, pp. 11-15; PMI®, 2004, pp. 19-24). Project man-
agement uses the “project life cycle’s” (PLC’s) five 
processes of initiation, planning, execution, control, 
and closeout—and its corresponding phases of initi-
ate, plan, execute, control, and close—to oversee and 
implement projects (PMI®, 2000, 2004).

PLC phases provide the foundation of all projects 
and can progress both sequentially and simultaneously, 
from the start of the project to its end (PMI®, 2004). 
However for technical and systems projects, these PLC 
phases are insufficient to accomplish the five processes. 
To properly control these types of complex projects, a 
traditional PLC phase may be divided into or replaced 
with other phases concentrating on investigation, 
analysis, design, detailed design, development, testing, 
integration, and so forth, thereby creating numerous 
versions of what is called the “system development 
life cycle” (SDLC). For example, to accomplish the 
initiation process for an e-HRM development project, 
management would find PLC’s initiate phase insuf-
ficient to identify a solid technical solution. Instead, 
management may request an SDLC framework starting 
with three phases covering an investigation phase, a 
business case phase, and a proof-of-concept phase to 
accomplish the initiation process.

Figure 2 illustrates how the PLC and SDLC phases 
align, yet vary, depending upon the project’s purpose 
and the characteristics of the organization manag-
ing that project. Referencing Figure 2, the PLC for a 
nonsystems project is shown as Example I. This PLC 
framework is simpler than the SDLC used to manage 
a project involving the selection and installation of a 
commercial-of-the-shelf (COTS) software package 
(Figure 2, Example V).

The most common SDLC used for e-HRM software 
projects includes the phases of initiate, define, design, 
develop, test, implement, and close. Figure 3 presents 
the focus of each of theses phases.

As the SDLC phases progress, the types of activities 
that occur will change as current tasks are completed 
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Figure 2. Five common examples of project life cycles (PLCs) and system development life cycles (SDLCs) 
phase structures

INITIATE PLAN EXECUTE CONTROL CLOSE

I. Traditional PLC phases that are used for most nonsystems projects (PMI®, 2000, pp. 29-38; PMI®, 2004, 
pp. 19-24):

DESIGNANALYSISPLANNING USEIMPLEMENTATION

II. SDLC phases for an engineering project (www.engineering.sdstate.edu, 2006):

III. SDLC phases for a software development project using the waterfall workflow method where each phase’s 
outputs are the next phase’s inputs (Kay, 2002, pp. 1-2):
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IV. SDLC phases for a software development effort from the Systems Development Life Cycle Guidance Docu-
ment (DOJ, 2006, Section 1.2):

TESTDEVELOP DESIGN ANALYSIS PLANCONCEPT INITIATE IMPLEMENT DISPOSITION MAINTAIN

V. SDLC phases for acquiring and implementing a commercial-off-the-shelf (COTS) application from the Systems 
Development Life Cycle Guidance Document (www.usdoj.gov, 2006, Section 13.3.7):
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and new ones are begun. Figure 4 illustrates the com-
mon activities that occur within each SDLC phase for 
an e-HRM project.

Each phase of a project will have specific “artifacts” 
that document that phase’s activities. As a project’s 
complexity and risk increases, the volume of and the 
level of detail of the documentation will increase. For 
example, it is possible to start a project with four key 
documents using basic desktop word processing and 
spreadsheet software. First, a project charter is estab-
lished that outlines the project’s purpose, objectives, 
risks, timeframes, and resource needs. Next, a project 
plan starts everyone thinking about all of the tasks that 
need to be accomplished, in what order, by whom, and 
when. To track project discussions and meetings, an 
agenda and meeting minutes document is developed. 
Finally, a contact list is established showing team 
members’ names, telephone numbers, e-mail addresses, 
roles and responsibilities, and so forth to reinforce the 
team members’ awareness of each other and to support 
communication.

FUTURE TRENDS

Project management principles and practices are rec-
ognized and applied throughout the business world. 
Organizations that do not achieve a balance of revenues, 
costs, quality, and customer service do not stay in 
business very long. This means that project manage-
ment skills are in demand. PMs are now sought for 
their intuitiveness, insightfulness, mediation skills, 
leadership, strategic thinking, business acumen, and 
communication abilities (Fretty, 2006). Information 
about university degrees in project management and 
professional certification programs is easily found on 
the Internet. As with understanding business process 
and flowcharting methodologies, the expectation of 
project management skills will become common, if 
not required, for many business disciplines.

Figure 3. SDLC phases for an e-HRM software application development or implementation efforts: Focus of 
each phase

TESTDEVELOPDESIGNDEFINEINITIATE CLOSEIMPLEMENT

What is the Focus of Each Phase?
We have as-
sessed the 
problem (or 
opportunity) and 
determined that 
it needs to be 
addressed with a 
project

We have defined 
the problem 
in detail and 
created our 
overall plan for 
how to resolve 
that problem 
and manage the 
project

We have identi-
fied and de-
signed how we 
are specifically 
going to resolve 
the problem

We are creating, 
developing, or 
acquiring the 
solution to the 
problem

We are testing 
the solution to 
see if it works 
as expected; it 
either resolves 
the problem, 
or we reassess 
the solution’s 
design, de-
velopment, 
or applicabil-
ity to success-
fully resolve the 
problem

We’re imple-
menting the 
solution to 
production and 
monitoring it

The solution is 
in production, 
and we are clos-
ing the project 
and moving on; 
operations now 
has day-to-day 
support; any 
new needs or re-
quirements will 
be assessed for a 
future change or 
possible project
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Figure 4. SDLC for an e-HRM software application development or implementation efforts: Activities within 
each phase
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• Stakeholder 

Analysis
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• Financial Analysis
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• Non-disclosures
• Risk Identification

• Problem  
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• Scope Definition
• Roles &  

Responsibilities
• Resource Requests 

and Allocations
• Stakeholder  

Identification
• Staffing
• Work Estimates
• Budget
• Timelines
• Project Plan
• Identify and 

complete project 
forms

• Contracts & 
Purchases 

• Risks Addressed
• Project Kick-off

• Functional & 
Technical Specifi-
cations

• Detailed Designs
• Design Prototypes 

or Alternative 
Designs

• Reporting  
Specifications

• Retention Plan
• Detailed  

Schedules
• Work Breakdown 

Structures
• Equipment 

Acquisitions & 
Installations

• Funding Solidified
• Systems Architec-

tures & Diagrams
• Test Plans
• Educational Plans

• Create, Build, or 
Acquire Solution
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Infrastructure 
Installations

• Test Case  
Development

• Implementation 
Plan Develop-
ment, including 
Back-out Plan

• Training  
Development

• Facilities  
Reserved

• Business Continu-
ity Planning

• Disaster Recovery 
Planning

• Security  
Definitions

• Security Entitle-
ments for Access

• Unit Testing
• Integration 

Testing
• Regression 

Testing
• Acceptance & 

User Testing
• Methods, Proce-

dures, & Practices 
Development and 
Testing

• Mock Training
• Mock Exercises 
• Implementation 

Schedule
• Error Tracking & 

Resolution
• Priority Change 

Control
• Implementation 

Checklist Devel-
opment

• Roll-out Schedule
• Set-up Support 

for Solution

• Announce Roll-
out–Marketing 
Support

• Promote to  
Production

• Perform  
Installations

• On-site Help or 
War Room

• Deliver Formal 
Training

• Establish Support 
Structure

• Log and Track 
Issues & Errors, 
then Prioritize for 
Resolution

• Address Issues & 
Correct Errors

• Re-test Fixes & 
Corrections

• Promote Fixes & 
Corrections

• Gather User 
Feedback

• Day-to-Day Ac-
tivities given over 
to Operations & 
Support

• Methods, Proce-
dures, & Practices 
Hand-off

• Production 
Reports Run, 
Verified, and 
Handed-off 

• Entitlements & 
Access Control 
Hand-off

• Lessons Learned 
Activities

• Close-out Project 
Forms

• Process Final 
Invoices

• Service 
Level Agreements 
(SLAs) & Metrics 
Established

CONCLUSION

This overview of project management has presented a 
good deal of information in a short amount of space. 
Project management information is voluminous. This 
is good news when you need examples or ideas about 
how to control your projects. Using any search engine 
on the Internet, enter the name of the document that 
you want or the issue that you are trying to resolve, 
and you will be rewarded with a range of possibilities. 
PMs are a strange hybrid of detail-oriented, creative, 
yet extremely controlling individuals who willingly 
share templates, methods, and knowledge. Project 
management encompasses an international commu-
nity of practitioners of just about any subject, and this 
community is a key resource for an e-HRM project’s 
success.
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KEY TERMS

Artifact: Specific documentation or historical 
records that are created to manage a project and to 
provide evidence of the use of project management 
processes for that project implementation, as with a 
project charter and a project plan.

Project: A unique, temporary, and defined effort 
undertaken for a specific purpose, such as satisfying 
a client need, achieving an organizational strategic 
initiative, or implementing an operational objective 
like implementing a new systems application.

Project Life Cycle (PLC): The traditional five 
phases through which projects move in a sequential 
manner consisting of initiate, plan, execute, control, and 
close; also known as the “traditional phases” of a project, 
PLC is the foundation of all projects and is especially 
applicable to simple and nonsystems projects.

Project Management: The practice of organizing 
and managing a project in a controlled and defined 
manner by applying specific knowledge, skills, tools, 
and techniques with the objective of producing a project 
outcome that will meet or surpass the client’s satisfaction 
and expectations; often referred to as “PM.” The leader 
of the project is the project manager, or “the PM.”

Scope: One of the triple constraints that describes 
the project based on the client’s needs or directives 
and that specifically identifies what is and what is 
not expected to be included in, accomplished by, or 
resulting from this effort. Elements that are identified 
in the project charter as included, expected, or desir-
able are referred to as “in scope,” while elements that 
are not included, expected, or desirable are deemed to 
be “out-of-scope.”

Systems Development Life Cycle (SDLC): An 
extended and more detailed phasing of the project life 
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cycle (PLC) that is specifically applied to technical 
and systems projects where more control is required 
to manage these complex projects. The traditional PLC 
phases are divided into or replaced with other phases, 
thereby creating numerous versions of SDLCs that 
vary according to the project being undertaken, its 
complexity, and its expected deliverables.

Triple Constraints: The parameters that constrain 
and limit the three essential resources of time, cost, and 
scope that are required to deliver a successful project 
and create client satisfaction. Specifically, projects have 
a length of existence based upon their due date, are as-
signed resources having associated costs regardless of 
their immediately availability or planned acquisition, 
and are defined according to the tasks to be.
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INTRODUCTION

A concept is a logical construction that is established 
in accordance with a framework and is part of it (Fer-
rari, 1977). According to this definition, a concept is 
unchangeable within the framework it belongs to and 
is part of. The concept of gravity is unchangeable 
within Newtonian physics. However, when treated by 
Einstein’s relativity it is quite different. In the natural 
sciences, the frontiers of frameworks can be clearly 
and easily defined with axioms. In the social sciences, 
however, axioms are unlikely (Perelman, 1982), so 
the definitions of concepts are more flexible than one 
can assure. In the social sciences, social constructed 
frameworks generally evolve, so the concepts of which 
they are made up must also evolve.

The human resource information system (henceforth 
HRIS) is a good example of a technological tool that 
evolves over time. Its definition evolves not only as 
technology evolves but also as the perception of its 
impact changes. In fact, the comprehension of HRIS 
as a concept can go from the naïve understanding (e.g., 
software applied to human resource management) to 
its broad conceptualization “in relation to” the greater 
organizational system and dynamics. Although the 
literature suggests that HRIS practices can influence 
organizational performance, such causal conclusion is 
still problematic.

This article describes a study that focuses on both 
issues. It aims to deepen the comprehension of how 
information systems are, in general, used as a constituent 
tool of a greater phenomenon: namely, organizational 
change and development. Consequently, it aims to 
redefine the main concepts in this field.

BACKGROUND

In the last decade, information technology, and in 
particular information systems (henceforth IS), have 
received enormous attention and investment from 
all kinds of organizations. Because the technology is 
relatively new, studies on IS do not have a clear un-
derstanding of their impact on organizational change 
in terms of changes on people and culture. For this 
reason, the definitions that permeate such impacts are 
in-development.

IS are relatively new technologies that are widely 
used in all kinds of organizational settings. At the 
present time, the employees of corporations and small 
businesses cannot live without them and academics 
institutionalize their studies on journals, conferences, 
books, and schools’ programs. Within the IS scope 
one can find different yet integrated applications. One 
of them is the human resources information system, 
which in recent years had become crucial to the man-
agement of personnel department. Their “positive” 
impact on organizational performance is, however, 
more complex to assess and so these sorts of studies 
must be carried out.

In addition, this technology brings back old schools 
of thought. One of these is the socio-technical approach, 
so the debate on how technology affects people and vice-
versa has been revived. The approach proposes among 
other things that each element of a structure affects the 
other elements and each change within an element also 
changes the others. We can consider thus that the ele-
ment IS has its own functioning; every internal change 
can change the organizational system as a whole and 
vice-versa. However, as our objective is to discuss the 
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impacts of this elements on the organizational change 
and development, we find imprudent to reduce the study 
to the sub-element HRIS, thus we consider the IS as 
a whole. The reason for that is simple: firstly it would 
be difficult to argue that only the implementation of 
a part of a software would cause an impact; secondly, 
we would have to ask the interviewee to separate in 
his/her mind the HRIS to the IS in order to answer our 
questions which is unnatural given the fact that the 
implementation is made of the whole software. This 
research restriction does not mean that the HRIS do 
not have its own importance, but its specific impact 
is difficult to be measured. So, from now on we will 
address to the IS software as a whole. 

In human resources management, the previous dis-
cussion resembles the discussion of the universalistic 
approach (Ferris, Hochwarter, Buckley, Harrel-Cook, 
& Frink, 1999) vs. the fit approach (Lawrence & Lor-
sch, 1967; Nadler & Tushman, 1980), or the theory of 
capacities and resources (Barney, 1991). The former 
suggests that there are human resources elements 
that should be applied to all organizations in order to 
enhance performance, for instance, the suggestion for 
the general use of HRIS. The latter theory argues that 
each organization has not only different resources but 
also different capacities (skills, competences, culture, 
learning, and so on) in order to optimize such resources. 
The resources need the best arrangement of capacities 
in order to be optimized. We argue that if the implemen-
tation of the IS impacts the human capacities, it could 
also impact the performance as a whole. Nevertheless, 
the question of how these capacities can optimize the 
resources is hardly a general receipt.

If the discussion of performance can be left to one 
side and the socio-technical idea maintained, it is rea-
sonable to assume that a new information technology 
will probably impact on people and cultural change. 
What is more, this change can enhance performance. 
What lasts, thus, is defining a criterion for assessing 
the organizational change, which would ends up on 
a better performance. Several studies make the same 
assumption that changes in the management towards 
the development of people lead to better performance. 
One of these studies, which will serve as the criterion 
of performance improvement, is “The 100 Best Compa-
nies to Work for in America” (Levering & Moskowitz, 
1993). Levering et al. (1993) advocate that treating 
employees well increases productivity, profitability, the 
value of assets, and the return on investment. As well 

as the level of income, benefits, the number of working 
hours, etc., which all encourage performance, the study 
considers that three other relationships are involved in 
treating employees well; namely, between employees 
(i.e., friendship), between employees and high manage-
ment (i.e., trust), and between the employees and their 
own jobs (i.e., job enrichment).

Therefore, the reasoning process is that if the imple-
mentation of IS impacts positively on people according 
to the criteria proposed by Levering et al. (1993), then 
it can be argued that performance will be optimized, 
either incrementally or radically. In order to achieve 
the proposed objective, to interview the practitioners 
(i.e., providers, implementers, and final users) is an 
appropriate research strategy.

According to Daft (1995), the relationship between 
a new technology and an organization seems to follow a 
pattern, which starts with the immediate impact it has on 
the content of the employee’s occupation and then goes 
on to have further impact on the organizational project. 
The socio-technical premise about the reciprocal im-
pact of technology on the social system is not obvious 
when the criterion of development is implicit: that is, 
some sort of an impact is obvious but what needs to be 
understood is exactly how it will lead to development. 
Thus, the socio-technical approach is a mature idea, but 
the impact of IS on issues concerning human resources 
and cultural change needs deeper analysis.

In summary, the study intends to explore whether 
the implementation or modification (upgrading) of 
information systems can change people in the ways 
proposed by Levering et al. (1993). Having that rea-
soning in mind, present definitions can evolve to new 
definitions within this different conceptual and practical 
framework.

MAIN FOCUS OF THE CHAPTER

A study was made with two objectives: firstly, to detect 
whether the implementation of IS has a “positive” 
impact on people and culture and, secondly, to create 
new definitions based on the findings of the study. The 
study was a qualitative one and used bricolage (Denzin 
& Lincoln, 1994) as the methodological approach. In-
dividuals from several organizations and professional 
roles (i.e., IS providers, IS managers, IS final users, 
experts in the field) were interviewed and/or asked 
to answer a survey. The interviews were assessed by 
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content analysis of the discourse (Bardin, 1977) and 
the surveys by the comparison of means. The study, 
within its own scope, confirmed the hypothesis that 
IS has a positive impact on the relationships between 
employees, between employees and high management, 
and between employees and their own jobs.

In addition, having analyzed the data, the new 
findings provide the opportunity to review previous 
definitions that surrounds the concept of IS.

DEFINITION OF KEY CONCEPTS 

A review of the literature related to the concepts in 
this study is the starting point, which shows how the 
present framework defines IS related concepts. After 
they have been described, they will be “reviewed” ac-
cording to the findings of this research. New definitions 
will be provided, which either complement or change 
existing ones. Length limitations force the article to 
omit the description and go strait to the revisions. 
Therefore, we will just quote the key concepts we are 
using along with some of the authors we considered: 
“Information Systems” (Corrêa, Gianesi, & Caon, 

1999; Watson, Houdeshel, & Rainer, 1997); “Human 
Resources Information System” (Cathcart & Kovach, 
1999; DeSanctis, 1986); “Implementation Process”; 
“Upgrading”; “Organization” (Daft, 1995) “Organi-
zational Change” (Chiavenato, 1999; Morgan, 1986; 
Nadler, Gerstein, & Shaw, 1992; Wood Jr., 1995); 
“Organizational Culture” (Freitas, 1991; Shein, 1988); 
“Impact” (Longman, 1995).

RETHINKING DEFINITIONS AND  
ADDING NEW ONES

As previously stated, the definitions that surround the 
impact of IS on organization change are in the develop-
mental stage. So, this section proposes first to analyze 
the definitions that are taken for granted, confirming 
them or not, then to redefine the concepts, and, finally, 
to make up for the absence of concepts.

The findings related to the definitions of concepts 
will be presented in the end of this chapter with the 
title Key Terms.

Table 1 summarizes the definitions that have been 
redefined by the study and the discoveries are presented 

Table 1. Summary of IS rethought and new definitions

Definitions “under development” Definitions after the study

Organizational Change maintained but the differentiation between incremental and radical is reinforced

Information Systems changed towards a broader conceptualization

Human Resources Information 
System

changed towards a broader conceptualization

Implementation Process changed towards a broader conceptualization

Organization maintained 

Impact maintained

New definitions

IS implementation New perception which includes organizational and employee change as intrinsically related factors

Human Resources Information 
System 

New perception, which includes organizational and employee change as intrinsically related factors. More 
specifically, the trust between employees and leadership, friendship among employees and job-enrichment. To 
consider it autonomously out of the IS software is not accurate (e.g. Kovach et al., 2002)

Organizational Culture New perception about its key role in determining the success of IS projects

A theory for IS implementation Literature needs an integrated theory of IS implementation and organizational change 

Efficiency of IS When the human aspect is considered, IS efficiency can be assessed on a broader basis

IS capacities New awareness about the undervalue of IS capacities 

IS and Organizational Structure IS are more efficiently used in organizations that have a better flow of processes and interdepartmental com-
munication

The cost of IS implementation IS budgets often neglect needs other than those of the software: namely, human needs, training, hours of meet-
ings, conflict and negotiation, etc. 
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as an attempt to cover the lacunas of a different frame-
work for information systems implementation.

FUTURE TRENDS

Our research got along with the developmental process 
of IS and HRIS respect to their impact on organizational 
change and development. It reveals that the use of the 
systems suffered an integrative orientation towards 
other issues of organizational theory and practice. 
We suppose, thus, that the same understanding will 
encompass the future use of the software. Moreover, 
it was evident that the systems already impacted other 
organizational systems however the problem consisted 
on the lack of this perception found on the practitioners 
understanding. The broadening of this perception can 
in the future improve the implementation and use of 
the systems.  

CONCLUSION

The findings of this study corroborate others that suggest 
that, in general, IS help make firms more efficient. If 
IS impacts positively on the three major relationships 
proposed by Levering et al. (1993), which seem to affect 
efficiency, they can be considered as another tool for 
improvement. The findings highlight the importance 
of integrating the processes of IS implementation with 
the dynamics of organizational change. The study also 
presents some of the factors affected by the implemen-
tation of IS.

On a secondary level, the study makes it possible 
to redefine concepts because of the broadening of the 
framework. That is to say, when IS are considered 
intrinsic related parts of a greater phenomenon of or-
ganizational dynamics and change, a new framework 
must be proposed and new definitions made.

Thus, after redefining the framework of IS, a con-
venient definition to the concept of HRIS was provided 
(see key terms).

It should be stressed that the HRIS’ definition does 
not claim “the ultimate” definition. It only suggests that 
whenever HRIS is used within the proposed framework, 
the HRIS will receive definitions similar to this one.
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KEY TERMS

Concept: A logical construction, which is de-
fined within a framework and is part of it. It has, 
therefore, a dynamic character because a change 
in the framework inevitably leads to a change in 
the concepts that surround it.

Organizational Change: The definition of or-
ganizational change is enhanced. From the common 
definition of it, a distinction is made between those 
participants who perceive the differences to be “just 
incremental” or small (e.g., participants’ discourse: 
“It got better, but it is still far from the ideal”) to the 
“radical” or total change (e.g., “Today, it is completely 
different”)

IS Impacting: Although the idea of IS impacting on 
organizational change (and culture) seems quite logical, 
the providers of the systems and their implementers 
lacked this perception. The study revealed that the 

reason for this was that they had no training about the 
study of organizational behavior or human resources 
management, which made it difficult to perceive the 
impacts. In fact, after the interviews, these profes-
sionals enthusiastically perceived the other “cultural” 
gains that their work was already providing, of which 
they had been unaware. The verb “impact” is defined 
(Longman, 1995) as having “an important or noticeable 
effect on someone or something.” Thus, it is suggested 
here that IS have an important or noticeable effect on 
organizational change, which can be either incremental 
or radical. 

IS Implementation: Thus IS implementation finds 
a new definition that agglutinates the implementation 
of an information technology system with the result-
ing cultural change. In short, implementing IS fosters 
organizational change and this sort of project should 
be reinterpreted as a process of organizational change 
fostered by IS. The first advantage of this discovery 
is that it improves the knowledge of software experts 
about human and organizational change both for pre-
paring the organizational environment to receive the 
change and for anticipating possible negative symptoms 
such as resistance or worsening of the organizational 
climate. In the end, the implementations become more 
efficient.

Human and Organizational Change: The experts 
and even authors who deal with IS and HRIS use to 
neglect the issues related to human and organizational 
change or consider them to be “minor” matters. In fact, 
this may be one of the main reasons for the numerous 
failures of IS projects. In this sense, the findings of 
this research shed light on some factors that are part 
of organizations and are affected; namely, coopera-
tion, teamwork, duty, dependency, commitment, trust, 
training, development, communication, consciousness, 
rigidity of the system, friendship, synergy, empower-
ment, job enrichment, opportunity, pride, autonomy, 
interpersonal relationships, motivation, interdepartmen-
tal relationships, quality of working life. All of these, 
incrementally or radically, are affected by the IS.

Human Resources Information Systems: HRIS is 
the human resources application of IS’ software. Besides 
its own functions (collecting, storing, maintaining data 
and so on) if properly used it is able to impact positively 
organizational change and performance.
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Levels of Competitive Evolution of Information 
Technology: The findings with regard to the levels of 
competitive evolution of information technology sug-
gested by Venkatraman (1994) demonstrate that the 
capacities of IS implementation is still in its initial 
stages. Phase 1, according to Venkatramn (1994), dealt 
with the local exploitation of the IS capacity. Phase 
2 deals with the perception that there is a need for 
internal integration or “connectivity.” The employees 
interviewed agreed that phase 1 had been completed and 
that the present objectives were in phase 2. Therefore, 
completing phase 3 (in which IT leads to the redesign 
of business processes), phase 4 (in which the business 
net is redesigned) and phase 5 (in which the scope of 
the business is redesigned) is still a challenge.

IS and Organizational Structure: This concept has 
to do with the findings, which reveal that organizations 

operating under a system and/or a matrix format benefit 
more from IS. This is so because the interdepartmental 
flow of communication and processes was already a 
perceived need, which lacked the correct technology 
to be sustained. IS was the solution.

Cost of IS Implementation: The definition of 
the cost of IS implementation has to be changed 
because as the phenomenon of IS implementation 
becomes more widely understood, concern about 
other factors that determine efficiency has to be 
reconsidered. In general, the final cost is found 
by adding the cost of the software and the cost of 
implementation. However, the cost of managing 
organizational change is not included. Thus, IS 
budgets often neglect needs other than those of the 
software: namely, human needs, training, hours of 
meetings, conflict management, etc.
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INTRODUCTION

At the hour when the economic activities leaned with 
technology (e.g., the Internet) give some signs of ma-
turity , the field of the economy of knowledge does 
not appear any more to rise out of the possible, but 
more out of the probable. Vis-a-vis the appearance of 
new strategic trades for the companies, an evolution of 
the trades related to technology Internet is done day. 
Thus, the references of awaited competences, although 
in adaptation to the changes of the occupied trades, 
make it possible today to identify the broad outline of 
the knowledge related to the employment occupied by 
the “net-workers” and “knowledge workers”(Bouchez, 
2004).

When we are interested  by the individuals and 
collectives behaviors in companies, we are surprised 
by the new practices of knowledge’s acquisition, at 
the point to note an impact on the concept of power 
and to consider another reading between knowledge 
and power.

NEW KNOWLEDGE ACqUISITION 
PRACTICES

Like any other universe of work, the context of the net-
organizations obliges one to request a certain number 
of acquired knowledge  with technique dominant. By 
preoccupation of creativity and/or a need for develop-
ment of a solution to waiting customer, the control of the 
basic tools proves sometimes insufficient. In reaction, 
the employees are brought to seek on the fabric of the 
examples whose technical support brings a solution a 
priori to the encountered problem. 

The Net is a kind of library opened permanently and 
especially activates, as much in the multitude of the 
adopting Web sites of the technical solutions interesting 

for the inspiration, that in the richness of the personal 
and/or Community sites offering technical solutions 
turn-key. It frequently sometimes happens to me to go 
to seek scripts on the Net, to import them, then to make 
an fusion-adaptation of it on a site in the course of 
creation. (Tugdual T., developer, undertaken creation 
of teaching products multi-media) 

This practice is connected with a knowledge acqui-
sition which exceeds the simple one copy-to stick in 
the direction where it obliges with a comprehension 
a minima framework in which is used the source to 
copy.

The speed of evolution of the tools leads the em-
ployees thus to learn as a practitioner. It is the case 
observed with Brieuc B., a young Web designer, whose 
training of tools of animation and graphic creation 
rested more on an experiment than on the reading of a 
technical handbook. This self-mading is possible with a 
realization of the work based on mediatization of tools 
in perpetual evolution (from where the reactivity) but 
having the advantage of a common language and an 
ergonomics runs.

This experimentation returns to the idea of codevel-
opment. “The offer catalogues proposed to the customer 
is not, most of the time, that a base of contact. It is 
very often modulated and supplemented to arrive at a 
response to the chart” (Pol-Aurélien S., charge large 
accounts engineer, company of Web sites lodging and 
development). The use this knowledge-to adapt is far 
from being obvious insofar as many companies consider 
the recourse to the NTIC either like an additional layer 
of their communication network, or as a solution of 
“moothing” of what exists. Multitude of the technical 
solutions developed in company with the wire of time 
(e.g., a specialized distribution’s company which using 
four different customers data based), on the one hand, 
and the variety of the potentialities of the Internet, on 
the other hand, leads more to research of “an over-
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measure” than of “a loan with employment.”
The acquisition of the knowledge does not rest so 

much on a control of qualified know-how but more on 
one aggregate practical (copying, sef-mading, adapta-
tion) of the experiments.

The setting in motion of the experimentation results 
more and more in know-exchanging. For example, the 
marketing of solution Internet near the companies is 
close to a practice of simultaneous engineering: “To 
affirm our position on the market, I believe more in 
our capacity to be worked on a mode partnership and 
integrated with our customers that on a commercial 
mode drawn by the realization from a monthly sales 
turnover” (Corentin Q., council in Internet of company’s 
service and development). This practice is maintained 
by the community membership; knowledge becomes 
a birth in collaboration (biblical direction), therefore 
fundamentally social. It is the case observed of Malo. 
S. and Samson D. (employees in different companies), 
developers of Internet sites exchanging on a character-
istic of language HTML of a new software of assistance 
to the creation of sites. In a logic of play to positive 
sum, it appears here that the answer brought is related 
to the existence of a virtual community (team in & 
out, of type hot group) whose mode of coordination 
is more the exchange of information, accessible more 
or less easily on the net than protection from a techni-
cal expertise. The collective training is maintained by 
individual actions of which some are carried out by 
“cyber-routards” (Ettighoffer, 1992).

This collective training leans on a community at-
traction and e-generational for the discovery of new 
potentialities of tools progressively for an experimenta-
tion. This communautarism would be constitutive of a 
new craft industry working on immaterial resources, 
practicing a virtual trade-guild founded on an active 
training (cumulative and directed towards objectives) 
anchored in the experiment (Kerjean, 2000). It appears 
whereas knowledge develops more by the practice than 
by the abstraction.

The acquisition of the knowledge can also rest on 
projection. At the hour of immaterial, the demonstra-
tion of Web projects (sometimes impelled by the 
development of Weblog) carried out gives a tangible 
character to a very often detached know-how of a 
standard qualification for a prescribed task. Thus, more 
and more of students—not only those who are directed 
towards the e-business—use their time of formation 
as time of launching of a project Internet which they 

develop in their contacts with the companies. In the 
same order of observation, it is the example of Patern 
V., Internet developer which, following a change of 
architecture of a Web site, chooses a system of remote 
control (opening\closing of a window). After a visit 
of some sites, very often personal, it retains script the 
HTML most adaptable to the site in building site, which 
it stores thereafter in its scratch pad and which it will 
develop in other projects. The aptitude to develop the 
acquired knowledge, as much from a technical than 
commercial point of view, becomes corollary’s pro-
jection. The success of a project appears related to the 
capacity “to energize of the interactive,” connective, 
and hypertextual intelligences in a “new excellence” 
(Sérieyx, 2000) logic.

So the knowledge becomes tacit and event-driven, 
more inductive as deductive, drawn from the experi-
ment and the acquisition and exploitation of informa-
tion practices. The experiment holds a considerable 
place not only because it develops knowledge (Bück, 
1999) but also because it in created. If it is clear that a 
technical control and a knowledge minimum are very 
often required, we note that the action merges with 
cognition (Anciaux, 1996), to some extent an action for 
knowledge. Sometimes in fact, the accumulated know-
how, which returns to one knowledge-to act, can - not 
to voluntarily or become single and untransferable. 

The knowledge acquisition practices described are 
interdependent from/to each other. If one is interested in 
their translation in terms of competences, it is advisable 
to consider their transverse character (Aubert, Gilbert, 
& Pigeyre, 1993), on the one hand, and association 
with capacities, on the other hand:

• a know-how with more collective training,
• a knowledge-to be in a community identification 

logic, and
• a knowledge-to understand with a situational 

adaptation.

With know-how (learning by doing, using, and 
launching), it is a question of taking in account the 
individual capacity to improve by requesting aptitudes 
for curiosity, the experimentation, and the innovation. 
With knowledge-being, it is a question of taking in 
account the individual capacity to exchange by re-
questing aptitudes for listening, the day before, and the 
relational one. With knowledge-understanding, it is a 
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question of taking in account the individual capacity 
to progress while requesting aptitudes for autonomy, 
the empowerment, and the versatility.

In a synthetic way, a relation between the knowl-
edge acquisition practices, individual aptitudes and 
capacities, and awaited competences can be advanced 
on Table 1.

Through the transverse character of competences, 
one attends a questioning of the unilateral relation of the 
individual work (relation in which the position occupied 
in the company determines the situation of work):

• know-how does not correspond any more to 
balance between a level of qualification and a 
prescribed task,

• knowledge-to understands associates logical of 
analysis and inductive step,

• knowledge-to be seems related to the assigned 
statute (reference to the hierarchical position, 
the authority, the occupied station) and related to 
the statute acquired, with adhesion with flexible 
modes of regulation founded on the interaction 
between individuals  (kind of Webtitude).

This last point invites one to think that the net-orga-
nizations convey the new power  logical in the direction 
where “the inter-individual relations are also necessarily 
power relations” (Delavallée & Morin, 2000), and the 
knowledge—like information—is logically synonym 
of power (Vazille, 2006).

NEW READINGS OF POWER CONCEPT

If sources of power (i.e., organizational, situational, 
and individual) (see Table 2) differ very little from 
a company with another, logics of power can be 
considered differently within the framework of the 
net-organizations. The expertise appears not only 
related to cognition but also related to the acquisition 
of a competence during a finalized experiment. The 
access to information seems related to the capacity 
of exchange than to that of detention and retention at 
individual ends. The power of reference arises not very 
used because of the strong identity prism already noted 
(Leray & Divanac’h, 2001), as much from the point 
of view of the individual values that collective. The 
capacity to occupy an important role in the organiza-
tion appears not only a function of the resources and 
the consequences of a departure, but also a function 
of the reticular accesses (virtual community, kind of 
transorganizational coalition) to a whole of competences 
(Cohendet, 2006).

 On the other hand, we suppose a similarity in the 
capacity to control uncertainty, in particular related to 
the variety of the commercial and technical environ-
ments, and in the substitute capacity to provide rare 
resources very often related on information and the 
expertise. What arises as basically distinct for the power 
is the idea that a certain number of informal aspects 
become important and change the capacity of influence 
related to an occupied station. Indeed, the power’s 

Table 1. Setting flat knowledge acquisition practices in net-organization

Knowledge 
acquisition 
practices 

Aptitudes Associated 
capacity 

Translation in 
transverse 
competences 

Experiment 
Copying 
Self-mading 
Adaptation 

Collective training Know-how 

Exchange 
Collaboration 
Divide 
Take care 

Collective 
identification Knowledge-to be 

Projection 
Valorization 
Action 
Induction 

Situational 
adaptation 

Knowledge-to 
understand 

 
Source: Yvan Leray
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expression in company is generally of organizational 
origin. The other sources make it possible to affirm 
more individual and sometimes underground strategies 
(see work of M. Crozier). Human dimension in net-
organizations results in granting—particularly through 
the new practices knowledge—more importance to the 
individual and situational sources. Far from a logic 
where the design of power will determine the types of 
knowledge to implement, we can advance an operation 
in net-organizations crossed by a new balance between 
power and knowledge.

 This table brings three comments:

• The forms of the knowledge (apart from the cat-
egorial regroupings) are frequently overlapping 
the ones with the others.

• Balance between power and knowledge must be 
considered in a dynamic way, id est that the two 
superimposed circles adjust one with the other 
according to cases.

• The organizational power takes a new contour. 
Legitimacy appears more function of a capacity 
of influence related to the position acquired by 
a management of the knowledge. The sanction-
reward “play” appears unsuited to the ad hoc 
organizational dynamics (Loilier & Tellier, 2001) 

privileging the mutual adjustment between actors 
on projects to be realized.

In an illustrative way, we can retain the case of Malo 
S., Internet developer and networks administrator. Its 
personal and professional place in the company (tra-
ditional and treated on a hierarchical basis) concerns 
mainly situational and the individual one. The situ-
ational expression rests on the request of “a space of 
knowledge” filled of uncertainty related to the evolution 
of the TIC, and on the exercise of an important role in 
the operation of the company taking into account the 
detention of key points (informational and technical). 
The individual expression rests, in fact, on an exper-
tise little known on the company’s management and, 
consequently, little recognized.

In an interpretative way, these two sources of power 
sat on a type of knowledge dominating, know-how. 
The organizational capacity held by Malo S. appears a 
priori weak in the direction where it does not occupy of 
hierarchical responsibility. Actually, its organizational 
power is important but not said:

• its situational and individual power is enough 
to sit a dominant organizational position more 

Table 2. Sources of power in companies

 
Sources of the organizational power : 

Legitimacy is related to the capacity of influence because of the occupied station (authority, hierarchical position). 

Capacity of granting of reward and capacity of coercion and penalization of the individuals not respecting the directives. 

Sources of the individual power : 

The expertise is related to the detention of a technical skill and/or scientist not very common in the company. 

The reference corresponds to the capacity to lead the others to imitate a behavior. 

The access (amplification or filtering) to information. 

Sources of situational power : 

The control of uncertainty (collecting of information, management of the unstable environment, autonomy of choice) makes it possible to 

improve its position in the company by helping it to adapt to the environment. 

The supply of rare resources (very often related to the expertise or information) makes it possible to improve its position in the company 

while bringing resources or services for which the others have needs. 

The importance of the role of the individual (knowledge, abilities) will be evaluated with the negative consequences at the time of its 

departure of the company. 

 Source: Adapted from Dolan, Lamoureux, and Gosselin (1996)
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function of a potential capacity of blocking that 
of an authoritative expression;

• the held knowledge enables the individual to 
maintain a very great freedom sought in work.

FUTURE TRENDS AND CONCLUSION 

Insofar as Internet changes ours fundamentals (Che-
valier, Ekeland, & Frison-Roche, 2000), the study 
of human dimension in net-organizations makes it 
possible to advance that new knowledge articulations 
brings to reconsider “the central” concept of power; 
what we can increases with measurement of what 
we know. Indeed, the employees working on the Net 
request new knowledge which probably changes the 
hierarchy of the power.

From a management point of view, it is a question 
of creating the conditions which facilitate the practices 
of the knowledge by making so that the balance with 
the capacity is respected.

• The recourse to a mode of coordination “cohesive, 
empowered while being respectful individual 
and collective identities with work, founded on a 
listening activates personal waitings and profes-

sional developments of the employees. Contrary 
to a generally accepted idea, it is not the power 
which tends to be collegial but the realization of 
work while being based on networks logics. With 
an increasingly individual and situational power, 
it is a question of creating a unity of the knowl-
edge by calling upon a little more individualized 
(Thévenet, 2001) and interactive vision of the man 
to work. Also, it is a question of thinking of the 
tools of HRM not only aligned (Laval, 2000) of 
the practices of the Internet, but also coevolution-
ary compared to the knowledge practices, the 
appearance of new trades of knowledge (Muller, 
2001), and of individual wallets of occupation. 
New ways of animation of the men (less technical 
and less drawn by a research from stability) are 
certainly to imagine.

• The recourse to a “manager with variable ge-
ometry” (Azoulay, Krieger, & Poullain, 2001)  
articulating polymorphic collective capacities of 
situational adaptation by supporting the internal 
and external day before, of active training by ac-
cepting the groping and the error, of projection 
by giving direction (of the mission to the vision), 
of intraprenor by framing the initiative. An ap-
proach by the pleasing couple knowledge-power 

Table 3. New balance between power and knowledge in net-organizations

K now -how

K now ledge-
to be

K now ledge-
to unsderstand

Individual
pow er

O rganizational
pow er

S ituationalpow er
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to consider a new variety of leader of which one 
of the challenges is to ensure the combination 
of forms of identities collective (community, 
mobility, professional, entrepreneurial), which 
are opposite a priori. It also results in conceiving 
a role of leader for whom the interpersonal one 
and the informational one takes precedence then 
over the authority. For example, the recourse to 
“seniors” in dot.com must fall under a logic where 
the organizer with the “white hair”  sponsored and 
facilitates the expression of the knowledge, thus 
breaking with referents of course of hierarchical 
elevator in large company.
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KEY TERMS

Collective Identities: Existence of six forms of 
collective identities to work according to the type of 
sociability (social vs. utilitarian) and the mode of col-
lective integration (by the interaction vs. by the rules) 
(Francfort, Osty, Sainsaulieu, & Uhalde, 1995).

Competences: We almost define competence by 
the sum of four capabilities: knowledge, know-how, 
knowledge to be, knowledge to procedural respect. In 
the case of this article, we speak about three capabili-
ties: know-how, knowledge to be, and knowledge to 
understand.

Know-how with learning by doing, using, and 
launching. This know-how led to the appearance of new 
trades (Webmaster, Internet project chief, Webcamer, 
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etc.) involving the creation of reference frames (e.g., 
www.erecrut.com) more or less precise on the level of 
the qualifications and controls technical waited.

Knowledge Management: Methods and tools used 
to conserve the knowledge in the organization.

Knowledge Workers: Workers population whose 
base their professional activity on the knowledge.

Net-Organization: We define net-organization a 
company having developed a strategic activity leaned 
(mainly or marginally) on Internet.

Power: A has power on B when A obtains B of 
the behaviors, or actions, that B would not have had 
without the intervention of A; the power is the exercise 
of a capacity of influence.

Reticular Competence Access: Appearing and 
distribution of knowledge are more and more function 
of knowledge community and social network relations 
(Cohendet, 2006).

Sources of Power: We can identified three sources 
of power sorts: organizational power, individual power, 
and situational power.
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INTRODUCTION

The first book devoted to intranets was published in the 
United States in 1996. However, theorists and experts 
worked in the 80’s on the topic about the computer-
assisted learning. The first intranets in the companies 
appeared in the 90’s. Nowadays, intranets can be found 
in all kinds of functional departments. In this article 
we will analyze what is specific to the theme of HR 
and intranet. Then we will underline how Web-based 
technology permits new online HR services for em-
ployees and management. Therefore we will consider 
two main elements: we give a synthesis of academic 
publication on HR intranets and propose future work 
to better understand HR intranets.

BACKGROUND

HR intranet academic articles can be listed on a 
theoretical matrix. On the one side, three levels for 
intranet analysis exist: (a) technological approach 
(information systems approach), (b) organizational and 
functional approach (organizational context, strategy, 
and management), (c) approach centered on strategic 
individual actors, designers and users of technologies 
(organizational sociology). 

On the other side, three topics can be detailed: 
introduction and stages of development, information 
technology, and communication (ITC) and organiza-
tion/Strategy, ITC and HRM, and ITC and knowledge 
management.

This matrix crosses these two axes and allows us 
to focus on some examples of HR intranet stakes and 
challenges.

HR Intranet Analysis at a Technical Level 
Reveals Several Interesting Themes: 
Intranet Stage Based Model, CMC Via  
Intranet, HRIS, Codification, or  
Personalization

Intranet Stage-Based Model

Specific stage theory about planning, organizing, and 
controlling activities associated with HR intranets 
has emerged. One example of this kind of perspec-
tive is Shrivastava and Shaw (2003) who subdivide 
the development of technology in three time periods: 
adoption, implementation, and institutionalization. 
During the time of adoption, the authors advise the 
companies to identify their operational, relational, 
and transformational objectives and to reach them in 
a progressive way. During the first stage, an analysis of 

Table 1. Matrix intranet analysis

Introduction & Stages Of 
Development Of ITC

ITC Organization / 
Strategy ITC And HRM ITC and Knowledge  

management

In
tra

ne
t

1 Technology Stages of development CMC Computer-medi-
ated communication HRIS Coding or personalization

2 Organization/ 
Strategy Intranet project management Virtual firms HR intranet Functionalities HR function ITC integration

3 Individual User / Designer Autonomy / Control User’s appropriation Community of practice
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the needs must be carried out. The existing processes 
must be coherent with the technology. In the second, 
the various constraints must to be minimized. Finally, 
the technology is institutionalized (infusion stage).

CMC Via Intranet

In the 80’s, researches were oriented around group 
decision support systems (GDSS). In 1984, CSCW 
(computer supported cooperative work) appeared. 
intranets are in the move of CMC (computer-medi-
ated communication) and groupware (Denton, 2006). 
They are considered as an additional HR media as 
well as electronic communication (e-mail and HR 
call-centers).

Human Resource Information Systems 
(HRIS)

The HRIS involves the provision of HR databases, 
knowledge management tools, and online employee 
processes (employee self service) as well as ERM 
(employee relationships management). Guilloux, Ka-
lika, and Laval (2007) describe three sorts of intranet: 
corporate intranets, HR intranets, and specialized in-
tranets. Corporate intranet is conceived by CEO with 
the help of the communication and IS departments. It’s 
dedicated to the internal organizational communication 
and to the employees’ information. This kind of intranet 
is at the boundary of HR questionings. HR intranet, 
driven by the HR department is a support to HR policy 
and to social management practices. They are specific 
to the HR function and they could be integrated to 
the corporate intranet. This sort of intranet integrates 
functionalities such as access to training catalogues, 
mobility management, and employee’s administrative 
management. Specialized intranets are developed for 
training, sharing knowledge and competence develop-
ment problematic requirement. Specialized intranets 
developing e-learning, knowledge management (KM) 
imposes specific developments. The cost is high.

HR intranets have been rapidly adopted by firms. 
Various intranets have proliferated. They have gener-
ated a sort of disorganization. Portal concept has then 
emerged as being the one entry point to the intranet 
and all of its content and applications. Technological 
integration aims at decompartmentalizing the special-
ized intranet and the HR intranet and tied it to other 
intranets, to the company portal and to the ERP. This 

is the concept of “Web centric enterprise” (Internet-
intranet-extranet) (Tang & Lu, 2002).

Codification or Personalization

The conventional literature considers that the intranet’s 
worth lies in its content. Then the intranet is seen as 
a kind of virtual library. Two possibilities are offered: 
codification and/or personalization (Alleyne, Kak-
abadse, & Kakabadse 2007). With the codification, 
knowledge is recorded in databases, which can be used 
by anybody. Personalization is connected to a person 
who develops its proper knowledge and shares it with 
others. If codification can be sufficient in a stable 
environment, customization is recommended in the 
context of intensive information environments. For 
others like Gammelgaard and Ritter (2005), intranet-
based collaborative forums benefit from a combina-
tion of codification and personification strategies in 
order to solve knowledge retrieval problems for the 
knowledge worker.

Organizational and Strategic  
Perspectives Raise the Following Key 
Words: Intranet Project Management, 
Virtual Firm, HR Intranet Functionalities, 
HR Function, and ITC Integration

Intranet Project Management

Concerning the suitable roles for an intranet project 
management, the work of Damsgaard and Scheepers 
(2000) can be quoted. In the launching phase: the tech-
nological champion reinvents technology and recom-
mends concept intranet to the hierarchy. Organizational 
sponsor negotiates organizational resources. At the 
time of implementation, these two actors disappear. 
The organizational sponsor becomes a stakeholder and 
animates three actors of the change: intranet coordinator, 
developer, Web master. The intranet coordinator seeks 
to reach a critical number of users; the developer carries 
out technical development; the Web master maintains 
the site updating.

Virtual Firm

HR intranets take part in the construction of the new  
organizational forms such as network companies of 
virtual organization and knowledge intensive firms. 
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Several papers analyze their salient characteristics, the 
communication issues they face (including information 
overload, geographic and social distance), the technical 
issues involved, and managerial implications.

HR Intranet Functionalities

The HR-intranet applications can offer the following 
functionalities (Guilloux et al., 2007):

• HR information headings often contain a de-
scription of the firm HR procedures, legal items 
(employment law collective agreement, company-
wide agreement), works council reports, welfare 
benefits, mission statement, and directories.

• Mobility and carrier headings diffuse job offers, 
job description, and frame of reference for each 
occupation, personal transfers, and procedures 
for the job application.

• Training policy is enhanced by a learning catalog, 
training program, formalities, and online admis-
sion forms. E-learning modules could be at the 
disposal of users.

• Knowledge capitalization relies on databases, 
groupware, forums, and suggestion boxes. 

• Administrative management permits to real-
ize online tasks (annual leave, expense account, 
time and attendance management, updating of 
the employees’ file …)

• Competence management is mediated by the 
diffusion of the competences frame of reference, 
the modalities of acquisition of knowledge, and 
the assessment.

HR Function ITC Integration

Knowledge economy has an impact on the place and 
legitimacy of HR function within the companies. Vari-
ous authors stress that HR functions can lose its position 
unless it creates a real value. Thus, Lengnick-Hall and 
Lengnick-Hall (2003), explore the concept of virtual 
HR department associating flexibility, reduction of the 
costs and service improvement based on Web technol-
ogy like intranet. Finally, the work of Swart and Kinnie 
(2003) examines the bond between HRM, performance, 
and the “knowledge intensive companies,” which can 
be tied with “electronic HR function.”

At the Individual Level, Several Problem-
atic Can Be Presented: Designer/User, 
Autonomy/Control, Users’ Appropriation, 
and Community of Practice

Designer-User

Web development projects also often include content 
production. They not only generate technical frame-
works and facilities for information storage and pre-
sentation, but they create the information as well. Web 
development seems to transcend the traditional bound-
ary between producing software with data processing 
and storage capabilities and using the software to enter 
process to retrieve data. The result, according to some, is 
that the boundary between designers and users of Web-
based systems becomes blurred (Bansler, Damsgaard, 
Scheepers, Havn, & Thommesen, 2000). 

Autonomy/Control

Relationship between firms’ human resources (HR) 
practices and their information technology (IT) prac-
tices focuses on the dichotomy between autonomy and 
control (Tafti, Mithas, & Krishnan, 2007). Decisional 
autonomy, procedural autonomy, and cognitive au-
tonomies can be compensated with different control 
processes (Lallé, 1999). Decisional autonomy permits to 
decentralize certain tasks (HR self service) but close off 
others. Employee’s procedural autonomy is connected 
with automating non value added activities and with 
creating HR strategic functions. Cognitive autonomy 
is associated with cognitive systems and the interac-
tions between the man and the artifact which it uses 
(HR intranet). Informational content is higher but the 
quality of HR service level must be better.

Users’ Appropriation

Concerning qualitative methodology, several authors 
(Hussain, Taylor, & Flynn 2004) use the adaptative 
structuration theory (AST) to explain the construction 
of various individual appropriation and sensemaking 
patterns of intranet technologies. AST contributes to the 
understanding of human interaction complexity with 
intranet technologies in an organizational context.

Other authors rely on quantitative methodology. 
Technology acceptance model explains intranet use 
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(Horton, Horton, Buck, Waterson, & Clegg, 2001). 
Perceived usefulness and perceived ease-of-use are 
notably introduced to understand intranet usage in 
organizations. Others enhance the importance of users’ 
involvement to reach managerial satisfaction (Alleyne 
et al., 2007).

Community of Practice

Vaast (2004) reveals through thorough case studies that 
the intranet used by communities of practices support 
classical dimensions: mutual support, shared language, 
shared norms, social trust, and a sense of mutual obli-
gation. The author shows how the communities adapt 
intranets and how their use contributes to construct 
bonds between “local” communities and “networks” 
of practices reinforcing their professional identity. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Numerous academic papers on HR intranets have been 
quoted in the first part of the article and positioned in 
a specific grid. What kind of knowledge has emerged? 
Different types of knowledge can be seen via three 
research models: Instrumental model, managerial ar-
bitration model and contradiction management model 
(Brabet, 1993).

The positivist instrumental model proposes some 
universal normative methods and tries to link e-HR 
actions with economic outcomes (Jacoby, 2007). 
It focuses on techniques and measures IT impacts 
on HRM policy (recruitment, mobility, evaluation, 
participation). An example of this kind of research is 
Guilloux et al. (2007).

The arbitration model is centered on general man-
agement themes while the instrumental model focuses 
exclusively on HRM. This king of research takes into 
account various stakeholder’s (CEO, employees, etc.) 
points of view. It is associated with an organizational, 
contingent, and political perspective.

The contradiction management model is more criti-
cal. Those who favor this philosophy encourage multi 
theoretical work (combining sociology, management, 
psychology…) and multi methods (longitudinal stud-
ies, case study, action research). Knight, Steinbach, 
and White (2003) showing the gap between reported 
and realized benefits adhere to this perspective. Vaast 
(2004) underlining interdependence and tensions with 
intranet use is also representative.

The intranet permits automation (operational 
impact), promotes remote access (relational impact) 
and transforms HR fields and HR function (transfor-
mational impact). Future research based on these three 
above research models to improve the stakeholder’s 
(employees, HR department, trade unions…) intranet 
comprehension. Studies about the benefits/failures, 
organizational learning, and HR function transforma-
tion are welcome. 

International problems such as international human 
resource management implementation raises questions 
regarding the standardization or adaptation of intranets 
in a multinational context (Lehmuskallio 2006; Ruta, 
2005). Another problem is how intranets support change 
management and new forms of organization like shared 
service centers.

CONCLUSION

Many articles about the HR intranet have been pub-
lished. The various items discussed in this article 
raise many stakes to implement HR intranets. Three 
perspectives emerge: one privileging technical dimen-
sion (IS infrastructure…); one favoring organizational 
or strategic contexts (intranet metrix, change manage-
ment…) and one focusing on individuals (satisfaction, 
appropriation…). Combining HRM and IS research 
theories as well as different methodologies contributes 
to the better understanding of HR intranets.

REFERENCES

Alleyne, C., Kakabadse, A., & Kakabadse, N. (2007). 
Using the HR intranet: an exploratory analysis of its 
impact on managerial satisfaction with the HR func-
tion. Personnel Review, 36(2), 295-310. 

Bansler, J., Damsgaard, J., Scheepers, R., Havn, E., 
& Thommesen, J. (2000). Corporate intranet imple-
mentation: Managing emergent technologies and or-
ganizational practices. Journal of the Association for 
Information Systems, 1, 1-39. 

Brabet, J. (1993). Repenser la GRH. Paris: Eco-
nomica.

Denton, K. (2006). Using intranets to make virtual 
teams effective. Team Performance Management, 
12(7/8), 253-257. 



750  

A Research Classification for HR Intranets

Gammelgaard, J., & Ritter, T. (2005). The knowledge 
retrieval matrix: Codification and personification as 
separate strategies. Journal of Knowledge Manage-
ment, 9(4), 133-143.

Guilloux, V., Kalika, M., & Laval, F. (2007). HR In-
tranets, practices and problems. The 1st International 
Workshop on Human Resource Information Systems, 
Funchal-Madeira/Portugal.

Horton, R., Horton, P., Buck T., Waterson P., & Clegg 
C. (2001). Explaining intranet use with the technology 
acceptance model. Journal of Information Technology, 
16(4), 237-249.

Hussain, Z., Taylor, A., & Flynn, D. (2004). A case study 
of the process of achieving legitimation in information 
systems development. Journal of Information Science, 
30(5), 408-417.

Jacoby, G. (2007). Intranet model and metrix. Com-
munications of the ACM, 50(2), 43-50.

Knight, L., Steinbach, T., & White, J. (2003). Assess-
ing intranets: The gap between reported and realized 
benefits. Proceedings of AMCIS, Tampa, Florida. 

Lallé, B. (1999). Nouvelles technologies et évolution 
de la dialectique (contrôle/autonomie). Revue de GRH, 
32, 97-107.

Lehmuskallio, S. (2006). The uses, roles, and contents 
of intranets in multinational companies. Journal of Busi-
ness and Technical Communication, 20(3), 288-324.

Lengnick-Hall, M., & Lengnick-Hall, C. (2003). Hu-
man resource management in the knowledge economy. 
San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler.

Ly-Fie, S., & Dewi Rooslani, T. (2006). Modeling user 
satisfaction with an employee portal. International 
Journal of Business and Information, 1(2), 239-255.

Newell, S., Scarbrough, H., & Swan, J., (2001). From 
global knowledge management to electronic fences: 
Contradictory outcomes of intranet development. Brit-
ish Journal of Management, 12, 97-111.

Ruta, C. (2005). The application of change management 
theory to HR portal implementation in subsidiaries of 
multinational corporations. Human Resource Manage-
ment, 44(1), 35-53.

Scheepers, R. (2003). Key roles in intranet implemen-
tation: The conquest and the aftermath. Journal of 
Information Technology, 18(2), 103-119.

Shrivastava, S., & Shaw, J. (2003). Liberating HR 
through technology. Human Resource Management, 
42(3), 201-222.

Snell, S. A., Stueber, D., & Lepak, D. P. (2002). Vir-
tual HR departments: getting out of the middle. In R. 
Heneman & D. Greenberger (Eds.), Human resource 
management in virtual organizations (pp.81-101). 
Information Age Publishing. 

Swart, J., & Kinnie, N. (2003). HR systems in grow-
ing knowledge intensive firms: The impact of client 
relationships. Human Resource Management Journal, 
13(3), 37-33.

Vaast, E. (2004). O Brother, where are thou? From 
communities to networks of practice through intranet 
use. Management Communication Quarterly, 18(1), 
5-44.

Tafti, A., Mithas, S., & Krishnan, M. (2007). Infor-
mation technology and the autonomy-control duality: 
toward a theory. Journal Information Technology and 
Management, 8(2), 147-166.

Tang, X., & Lu, Q. (2002). Intranet/extranet/internet-
based quality information management system in ex-
panded enterprises. International Journal of Advanced 
Manufacturing Technology, 20, 853-858.

KEY TERMS

Employee Relationship Management (ERM): 
ERM is tied with methodologies, strategies, software, 
and Web-based capabilities that allow companies to 
organize and maintain employee information within 
an organization.

Employee Self-Service (ESS): An increasingly 
prevalent trend in human resources management that 
allows an employee to handle many job-related tasks 
(such as applications for reimbursement, updates to 
personal information, and access to company informa-
tion) that otherwise would have fallen to management 
or administrative staff.
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Groupware: Software that supports multiple 

users working on related tasks in local and remote 
networks.

Intranet: A private network that is contained within 
an enterprise. It may consist of many interlinked local 
area networks. Typically, an intranet includes connec-
tions through one or more gateway computers to the 
outside Internet. 

Intranet Stages: Represent different generations of 
intranet, depending on information process or technol-
ogy sophistication.

Portal: Provides access to a complete range of hu-
man resource functionality through a single point of 
contact. B2E or BtE portal or HR portals terminolog 
ies are equivalent. 

Virtual Team: A group of individuals who work 
across time, space, and organizational boundaries with 
links strengthened by Webs of communication technol-
ogy like intranet.
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INTRODUCTION

To determine whether a country is well developed or 
not, one can look at how much intelligent work people 
in that country engage in. It is safe to claim a healthy 
work ethic is the driving force behind the rise or fall 
of an organization in today’s competitive economy. 
The rise or fall of an organization also has to do with 
human resource management theory and practice. An 
organizational climate in which self-improvement 
is highly approved is likely to increase human per-
formance (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2005). A 
behavioral management philosophy is that a climate 
that approves and rewards new behaviors will encour-
age the maintenance of these new behaviors. This is 
probably why human resource managers need to study 
work ethics, especially in their relationship to theory 
X and theory Y. 

This article begins with a background of different 
perspectives of work ethics, continues with the argu-
ment that a healthy work ethic is needed in today’s 
human resource management, including e-human re-
source management (e-HRM) in the 21st century, and 
concludes with future trends and a brief summary. It is 
the author’s intent that through this vibrant discussion 
of a healthy work ethic in this new century, we can 
reach some common agreement, although this topic 
itself has always been a controversial one. 

BACKGROUND

To correctly understand one’s work ethics, it is neces-
sary to examine how people view work through the 
ages. A brief review of the dominant meanings that 
people have given to work at different times in history 
contributes to our understanding of work ethics needed 
in today’s organizations. 

Wenrich, Wenrich, and Galloway (1988) noted that 
the Hebrews thought of work as painful drudgery and so 
did the Greeks and Romans. The same scholars noted 
that early Christianity followed the Jewish tradition by 
regarding work as a punishment. However, everyone in 
the West seems to agree that Christianity added a positive 
function, that work is necessary not only to earn one’s 
living, but also so that those who wished could share 
their profits with the poor. Many philanthropists in the 
Western societies share this positive view of work by 
donating much of their wealth to charitable organiza-
tions. For example, Bill Gates and the second wealthiest 
individual in the United States have given away 80% 
of their wealth to societies in the world. It is true in 
the past people worked for their livelihood—a means 
of substance. This is true in the past for the Europeans 
and so is the case with Asians. Unfortunately, a number 
of people in developing countries still struggle to work 
for just this livelihood. Most Africans belong to this 
category. To people in developed countries, they work 
beyond their daily bread; they work because it is the 
right and moral thing to do (Kazanas, Baker, Miller, & 
Hannah, 1973; Tilgher, 1930). DeGrazia (1962) wrote 
that American Protestants and Puritans considered work 
as good and idleness as bad. 

To date, scholars and practitioners have summarized 
seven well accepted viewpoints towards work:

1. work is continuous and leads to additional activity; 
2. work is productive and produces goods and services;
3. work requires physical and mental exertion;
4. work has socio-psychological aspects;
5. work is performed on a regular or scheduled 

basis;
6. work requires a degree of constraint; and
7. work is performed for a personal purpose (intrinsic 

or extrinsic). (Petty & Brewer, 2005)
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The German philosopher, Marx argued that work is 

social activity, and that the conditions and forms under 
and through which people work are socially determined 
and change over time (Whelan, 1999). One can try to 
understand Marx’s view toward work by taking a look 
at how he defined work. Marx (1890, 1929) defined 
work as a process between humans and nature in which 
humans, through their own activities, initiate, regulate, 
and control the material reactions between themselves 
and nature. More importantly, work produces surplus 
value according to Marx (Wang, 2006).

To produce surplus value, today’s organizations 
must shoulder the responsibility of instilling the 
right work ethics in their employees. It is common 
understanding that one’s work ethics are the driving 
force behind work. Work will become sluggish if one 
possesses the wrong work ethics. Wrong work ethics 
may lead an organization to bankruptcy. Wrong work 
ethics can even lead to the fall of a nation. In ancient 
Babylon for example, the country ceased to exist as 
a nation simply because the majority of its people 
indulged primarily in pleasure. The country’s work 
ethic was totally lost (Wang, 2006). Therefore, worth 
ethics should be one important component of today’s 
workforce education. However, questions regarding 
work ethics arise. What is a healthy work ethic? What 
is an unhealthy work ethic? To answer these questions, 
we have to turn to management and education. The 
author is not the first one to explore the true meanings 
of work ethics. To date, numerous studies in manage-
ment and education have produced some insight into 
our beliefs about work ethics.

DEVELOPING A HEALTHY WORK 
ETHIC IN TODAY’S HUMAN RESOURCE 
MANAGEMENT (HRM)

Previous research indicates that theory X persons pos-
sess an unhealthy work ethic (McGregor, 1960, 1967; 
Knowles, 1975; Rogers, 1961, 1969, 1980). The same 
scholars concluded that theory Y persons possess a 
healthy work ethic. To discuss this dichotomy of work 
ethics, we have to approach theory X assumptions 
about human nature first (McGregor, 1960) and as-
sumptions implicit in current workforce education by 
Rogers (1961, 1969, 1980). According to McGregor, 
the X person inherently dislikes work and will avoid it 
if he can. Based on this assumption, Rogers concluded 

that this student/employee cannot be trusted to pursue 
his own learning. Because of this characteristically 
human dislike of work, most people must be coerced, 
controlled, or threatened in the interest of organizational 
objectives. Rogers concluded that presentation equals 
learning and that the aim of education is to accumulate 
brick upon brick of factual knowledge. In this mode of 
thinking, a knowledge presenter is more valued than a 
knowledge facilitator. McGregor further argues that the 
average human being prefers to be directed, wishes to 
avoid responsibility, has relatively little ambition, and 
wants security above all. Based on this assumption, 
Rogers concluded that truth is known and that creative 
citizens develop from passive learners. Evaluation is 
education and education is evaluation. These are the 
so-called theory X assumptions about human nature 
(controlling) and assumptions implicit in current educa-
tion (controlling). It is obvious that these assumptions 
run contrary to what today’s organizations really need. 
Although today’s organizations do control employees 
to some extent, it is widely accepted that today’s or-
ganizations need creative leaders that make a different 
set of assumptions (essentially positive) about human 
nature from the assumptions (essentially negative) made 
by controlling leaders (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 
1998, 2005). Knowles (1978) observed that creative 
leaders in today’s organizations have faith in people, 
offer them challenging opportunities, and delegate 
responsibility to them. This is exactly where Y theory 
persons come in. 

According to Y theory assumptions about human 
nature, the expenditure of physical and mental effort is 
as natural as play or rest. Therefore, human beings have 
a natural potential for learning. External control and 
threat of punishment are not the only means for bringing 
about effort toward organizational objectives. Man will 
exercise self-direction and self-control in the service 
of objectives to which he is committed. Based on this 
assumption, significant learning takes place when the 
subject matter is perceived by the student/employee as 
relevant to his own purposes. Therefore, much signifi-
cant learning is acquired through doing. Commitment to 
objectives is a function of the rewards associated with 
their achievement. Based on this assumption, learning is 
facilitated by the student’s responsible participation in 
the learning process. The average human being learns, 
under proper conditions, not only to accept but to seek 
responsibility. On the basis of this assumption, self-initi-
ated learning involving the whole person—feelings as 
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well as intellect—is the most pervasive and lasting. A 
high capacity for imagination, ingenuity, and creativity 
in solving organizational problems is widely, not nar-
rowly distributed in the population. Therefore, learning 
is best facilitated when self-criticism and self-evaluation 
are primary, and evaluation by others is of secondary 
importance. The last assumption about theory Y persons 
is that under the conditions of modern industrial life, 
the intellectual potential of the average human being 
is only partially utilized. On the basis of this assump-
tion, the most socially useful thing to learning in the 
modern world is the process of learning, a continuing 
openness to experience, incorporation into oneself of 
the process of change (Rogers, 1951). 

Through this vibrant discussion of the dichotomy of 
X persons and Y persons, one can easily conclude that 
in order for today’s organizations to remain competitive 

in a global economy, Y persons possess a healthy work 
ethic that is desired by most human resource managers 
in the world. To determine whether an organization 
has acquired a healthy work ethic, Wang (2006) has 
developed a valid and reliable instrument. The instru-
ment has proved to be a great tool for human resource 
managers to determine an X work ethic or a Y work 
ethic among their employees in their organizations. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Petty and Brewer (2005) argued that global competi-
tion has created a lot of pressure for establishing and 
sustaining a positive work ethic. Evidently, Y theory 
persons are the more desirable employees for any or-
ganizations. Traditionally, a person’s work ethic was 

 Table 1. X-work ethic 

Statements Likert Scale
1. I have an inherent dislike of work and 

will avoid it if I can.
7 6 5 4 3 2 1

3. I must be coerced, controlled, direct-
ed, and threatened with punishment 
to put forth adequate effort toward the 
achievement of organizational objec-
tives.

7 6 5 4 3 2 1

4. I do not learn under proper conditions 
to accept or seek responsibility.

7 6 5 4 3 2 1

6. Under the conditions of modern in-
dustrial life, my intellectual potentiali-
ties are widely used. 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

7. I avoid responsibility and have 
relatively little ambition and want 
security above all. 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

10. I am not capable of exercising a high 
degree of imagination, ingenuity and 
creativity in the solution of organiza-
tional problems.

7 6 5 4 3 2 1
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related to production or surplus value in Marx’s terms. 
Historically, a person’s work ethic was established dur-
ing the postindustrial revolution period and the change 
from an agrarian society to an industrial society (Petty 
& Brewer, 2005). Just as Marx predicted, corporations 
move across borders to wherever they can make a profit. 
At present, more and more production work is being 
outsourced from developed countries to developing 
countries where labor is not only intensive but also 
cheap. This transfer corroborates Marx’s position that 
work is a social activity and changes over time (Whelan, 
1999). More importantly, scholars and researchers 
may wonder whether the widely accepted Y theory 
assumptions about human nature (releasing) can still 

be popular in organizations in developing countries. 
One obvious trend in the future regarding work ethics 
will be to examine whether Y theory assumptions about 
human nature can release the energy of employees at 
organizations in developing countries. Developing 
countries present a whole different landscape. There-
fore, the different social conditions may strain the 
widely accepted Western views on work ethics. Another 
trend will be to look further into a foreign culture to 
determine whether either a healthy work ethic or an 
unhealthy work ethic fits that culture. For example, 
Wang’s 2006 research (2006) found that even in the 
same Chinese culture, some employees possessed an 
X theory work ethic while others possessed a Y theory 

Table 2. Y-work ethic 
Statements Likert Scale

2. To me, the expenditure of physical 
and mental is as natural as play or 
rest. 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

5. I exercise self-direction and self-
control in the service of objectives to 
which they are committed. 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

8. To me, commitment to objectives is 
a function of the rewards associated 
with their achievement. 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

9. I learn under proper conditions 
not only to accept but also to seek 
responsibility. 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

11. I exercise a high degree of 
imagination, ingenuity and creativity 
in the solution of organizational 
problems.

7 6 5 4 3 2 1

12. Under the conditions of modern 
industrial life, my intellectual 
potentialities are only partially 
utilized.

7 6 5 4 3 2 1
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work ethic. Still, some employees neither supported an 
X theory work ethic nor a Y theory work ethic under 
the current Chinese social context. 

CONCLUSION

The significance of studying a healthy work ethic ver-
sus a wrong work ethic is such that once employers 
or instructors find out that their employees or students 
possess an X theory work ethic, they will have to control 
their employees and teach their students pedagogically. 
Likewise, once employers or instructors find out that 
their employees or students possess a Y theory work 
ethic, they do not have to control their employees or 
students. Their employees or students’ energy can be 
released. Work or learning can be facilitated. Above all, 
according to Knowles et al. (2005), a theory X man-
agement philosophy in today’s HRM and/or e-HRM 
provides an organizational climate that almost dictates 
mechanistic models of human resource management. 
At the same time, they argue that a theory Y requires 
a humanistic model of human resource management. 
Indeed, a comparison of assumptions about human 
nature and behavior is not only necessary but also 
important to any organizations in any countries. 

As technology advances, the traditional work ethic is 
undergoing a radical transformation in the 21st century. 
With electronic human resources on an organization’s 
side, it can be asserted that maintaining better work-
ing conditions may become a reality. Because of this, 
human resource management will be able to render 
more time and consideration towards more important 
areas such as employee retention and performance 
improvement.  However, the assumptions about human 
nature and behavior should remain the same. And the 
instrument developed out of these assumptions should 
remain not only valid but also reliable. Although many 
forces from modern societies challenge one’s work 
ethics, work should always remain a good and moral 
thing for people to do. Human resource managers are 
constantly fostering and looking for healthy work ethics 
among their employees in their organizations. 
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KEY TERMS

Assumptions: Beliefs that something will happen. 
Assumption’s synonym can be supposition. 

Controlling: Refers to the process of having power 
or authority over somebody or something. 

Drudgery: Refers to boring, low-level work.

Ethics: Refers to moral or correct behavior. When 
used in its plural form, it means a system of moral or 
correct conduct, moral principles. In this article, ethic 
is a countable noun, meaning moral and correct con-
duct and moral principles. Traditionally, organizations 
focused on X work ethic, which indicates employees 
with X work ethic must be controlled, coerced, and 

forced to work. As more and more organizations buy 
into humanism, which means employees have unlimited 
potential for work and learning, organizations begin to 
look further into Y work ethic, which is more desirable 
in terms of achieving surplus value in work. 

Hebrews: Members of or descendants from one 
of a group of northern Semitic peoples including the 
Israelites. Ancient Hebrews, like the early Greeks, 
considered work to be painful drudgery. According 
to Bennett (1926) and Tilgher (1930), the ancient He-
brews felt that work was necessary to make amends 
for the original sin committed by Adam and Eve in 
their earthly paradise. 

Philanthropist: Refers to a person who has the 
practice of working for or giving money to groups that 
help the poor, the arts (museums, symphonies, etc.), 
and other good causes. 

Releasing: Refers to the process of letting something 
out. In this article, it refers to the process of letting 
one’s energy out naturally. It is used to contrast with 
controlling.

Work: Work is defined as to labor, exert force. Of 
course, it has many different yet similar meanings. 
However, Bott, Slapar, and Wang (2003) defined work 
as a physical or mental effort directed toward some end 
or purpose. This may be a paycheck or it could be the 
joy and satisfaction of doing something worthwhile. 
To some people, work is a good and moral thing to do. 
To others, work may be painful drudgery that must be 
avoided. This dichotomy leads to what we call X work 
ethic and Y work ethic in today’s organizations. 
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INTRODUCTION

Project management is the discipline of defining and 
achieving targets while optimizing (or just allocating) 
the use of resources, that is, time, money, people, 
materials, energy, space, and so forth, over the course 
of a project (a set of activities of finite duration). In 
contrast to ongoing, functional work, a project is a 
temporary endeavor undertaken to achieve or create 
a unique product or service(s). The project manage-
ment knowledge and practices are best described as 
component processes of initiating, planning, executing, 
controlling, and closing. 

We have taken a closer look at project management 
by reviewing the types of methodologies and tools that 
exist in business today. We observed the major existing 
risk factors facing project management practices. We 
also evaluated the unique issues in delivering projects 
brought about by globalization. As we were extracting 
the information, it became apparent that there should 
be measures taken related to the project management 
process that could alleviate some of the major risk 
factors in some way. Our article illustrates a solution 
idea for the project management process, which may 
close the issue gap with regard to many globalization 
issues and other identified risks. The idea is to include 
a subprocess for project management as it applies to 
the project life cycle that would benefit an organization 
internally for a parent organization, and also externally 
for their clients’ benefit. 

BACKGROUND

There are various methods of project management 
which differ based on the scope and the complexity 

of the project undertaken. The Gantt chart is a well 
known standard in project management. Henry Gantt 
(1861-1919), studied in great detail the order of opera-
tions in work. His studies of management focused on 
Navy ship construction during WWI (Mintzer, 2002). 
His charts, complete with tasks bars and milestone 
markers, outlined the sequence and duration of all 
tasks in a process. These chart diagrams proved to be 
very powerful analytical tool for managers that they 
remained virtually unchanged for nearly 100 years. The 
chart plots a number of tasks across a horizontal time 
scale. It is easy to understand and it allows all team 
members to maintain the status of their tasks against 
the projected progress. 

Many new techniques have been developed, which 
emerged from two major network systems, the pro-
gram evaluation and review technique (PERT) and 
critical path method (CPM) (Punmia & Khandelwal, 
2005). PERT is the method of project scheduling and 
coordination based on an integrated logic network, 
first developed by the U.S. Navy in 1958 to plan and 
control the Polaris missile project (Burgher, 1964). 
PERT allows for randomness in activity completion 
times. PERT has the potential of reducing total project 
lead time as well as reducing the cost of the project. 
CPM, a graphical view of a project, was developed at 
about the same time, by Remington Rand and DuPont 
and is very similar, differing only in the way in which 
they arrive at time estimates (Dalcher, 2004; Lechler & 
Ronen, 2005). In the history of management methods, 
it would be difficult to find any other techniques which 
have received as much widespread attention as that of 
these network methods for planning, scheduling, and 
controlling. These methods are still very widely used 
today to achieve the earliest possible completion time 
at the least possible cost. 
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Project managers now more than ever need to 

posses knowledge, skill, and expertise in every aspect 
of project management methodology. Of the many 
certifications, Project Management Institute’s (PMI) 
project management professional (PMP) is the most 
widely recognized of any project management creden-
tial (Carbone & Gholston, 2004). 

We have explored the existing methods of project 
management and their effects on overall implementa-
tions. It is evident that there may be a gap with the 
normal process that we believe is an important factor 
in successful implementations. Secondly, we would 
like to evaluate what the prevalent risks factors are 
related to project management in addition to the issues 
brought about by globalization, a need for process 
training. Next, our article discusses change manage-
ment related to project success and how it is measured 
today in complex project-centric industries. We will 
discuss a theory where we would apply a strategic 
(for infrastructure) and an operational process (for cli-
ent operations) based on the need for change control 
measures. When change is needed, either within and 
organization, or within a client project, it should be 
addressed in a consistent, procedure-driven way, so 
the company can reduce ambiguity and learn from its 
past mistakes by amicably agreeing on what is a best. 
With our evaluation, we will assert a commonality 
with the various risks and propose an idea for improve-
ment through change control. Finally, we touch upon a 
future trend which may perhaps change the landscape 
of project management and the overall future role of 
the project manager.

RISK ASSOCIATED WITH PROJECT 
MANAGEMENT

In today’s environment risk is associated with every 
aspect of life; there is healthy risk and unhealthy risk, 
resulting in numerous reasons for failure in project 
management (Chua & Lam, 2005; Peters, 1987). Fail-
ure continues to be viewed as an organizational taboo 
even though corporate values such as learning and 
active experimentation for growth and profitability are 
increasingly exposed in this modern economy.

However, the fear and intolerance of failure go 
against the tenets of organizational learning and 
continuous improvement (Thorne, 2000). If failure is 
ignored, denied, or repressed, the opportunity to learn 

from past mistakes is lost. So when failure is embraced 
as an integral part of learning and development, much 
deeper insights into success can be gained (Chua & 
Lam, 2005).

The main reasons for failures in project management 
are often thought to be over-cost, behind schedule, 
and not meeting the users’ needs (Aiyer, Rajkumar, 
& Havelka, 2005). It is evident that intervention is an 
integral part of project management and is important 
in the prevention of project failures. The complexity of 
projects should determine the types of monitoring and 
the frequency. It may require periodic checks. Early 
detection of a problem allows the project manager to 
escalate or de-escalate commitment to the project. 
In escalating, additional resources may be all that is 
needed to prevent a potentially catastrophic business 
failure. In reexamining the project it allows an alterna-
tive course of action or the implementation of an exit 
strategy (Ivory & Aderman, 2005). Below are some 
types of risk leading to the failure of project manage-
ment practices (Aiyer et al., 2005):

•	 Problems are denied
•	 Denial in detection of problems
•	 Lack of communication to stake holders defining 

the nature and magnitude
•	 Organizational issues, such as selecting team 

members from different areas. This sometimes 
results in rigid points of view, lack of collabora-
tion, lack of trust usually because the project is 
short term, and on a temporary basis, resulting 
in minimal cooperation from participants.

In addition to these, the project manager may have 
difficulty communicating upstream and downstream 
without having sufficient authority over either group 
(Kuhl, Schnelle, & Tillmann, 2005). Causes of technol-
ogy failures, as originally stated by Perrow (1984) and 
confirmed by Ivory and Alderman (2005), are:

•	 Multiple interactions (linear and nonlinear)
•	 Internal contradictions
•	 Multiple sites of control and influence
•	 Some interactions occur deep within the system 

and are hidden
•	 Low quality service from suppliers resulted from 

the fact that the project would not result in a long-
term stream of work for the suppliers
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•	 Contradictory demands of safety and speed need 
to coexist, and as such, complex systems can never 
be entirely coherent. This was originally stated 
by Law (2000) confirmed by Ivory and Alderman 
(2005)

An example of this is with a complex system 
implementation. When there are many linked tasks 
to complete a milestone, the impact one task has on a 
group might overlook some important aspects needed 
for a future task that depends on it. This could have 
downstream effects on the usability of the final product, 
causing a defect not foreseen by the original resource. 
This could add additional costs to debug or identify the 
cause of original failure. These risks are generic to most 
projects and we agree that they still exist today.

From our observation, most employees are reluctant 
to share ideas to help foster needed change, due to fear 
that they might loose their jobs to outsourcing or outside 
consultants. Most improvements via technology usually 
result in staff reduction; as a result, many employees 
and some managers are very reluctant to share ideas 
that will eliminate their jobs and return profit to the 
company at their expense.

CHANGE MANAGEMENT AND 
PROJECT SUCCESS

While we can infer that standardization is important for 
consistency with operational project management, we 
can see by the issues observed that project management 
process steps need a closer look to help identify where 
the process is broken, to see if missing steps or oversight 
helped to generate or promote any of these risks. 

Project success has many challenges. What deter-
mines success? Do we limit the definition of success 
to the implementation phase? Do we need to gain 
consensus from the stakeholders to determine success? 
This topic is important because it has bearings on the 
future direction of project management in the strategic 
context (Jugdev & Müller, 2005). With that said, one 
theory is to integrate an application process flow, a 
change management process (strategically, for infra-
structure), and then operationally (for clients), based 
upon the need to repress ambiguity in the organization, 
and to contain scope creep. The theory is to include a 
“change management process” as a subset of the overall 

“project management process,” regardless of what type 
of methodology is suited and chosen. Change manage-
ment is a planned approach to deal with change in an 
institution. This will ensure maximized benefits for 
all stakeholders involved, employees and clients alike. 
This will minimize the risk of project failure. 

Organizations often experience difficulty when tak-
ing on new projects, especially when important work 
needs to be coordinated across different geographical 
locations. Managers can take practical steps to identify 
critical commitments within the organization and should 
locate, diagnose, and intervene to fix them. Managing 
by commitment increases flexibility because managers 
and employees can exercise in selecting the best people 
to work with and negotiate terms tailored to the task. 
Employees see a promise as personal security and they 
work harder to honor that commitment (Sull & Spinosa, 
2005). Organizations should establish procedures to 
manage these criticalities or risk events in a repetitive 
fashion. The organization, especially global entities, 
should consider becoming a learning organization to 
disseminate those procedures to all affected functional 
personnel, by recording and teaching the new process 
steps of project management. This will solidify the 
internal tasks necessary to bring about the required 
change. Commitment to instill learning/teaching to 
introduce the new process is key. 

Project management is the result of managing 
people, not managing work. Up until now, it was 
commonly thought that valued project managers 
stayed within the iron triangle (cost, time, and scope) 
optimizing these efficiencies and eluding the function 
to an operational role. In fact, the project management 
function is really more strategic in nature (Jugdev & 
Müller, 2005). Organizations need to realize that they 
must adjust their infrastructure to deliver projects 
through best practice tools within their organizations. 
Whether it is by adding dashboard reviews, risk, action 
item, or gap metrics reporting, or stakeholder or status 
meetings, project managers must draw attention toward 
heightened awareness of the importance of presenting 
input from and to the customer and effectively feed 
back results with the clients input into the equation. 
The strategy and mission statement of an organization 
should include functionality that embraces change for 
all stakeholders, clients, and employees. 
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GLOBALIZATION

In today’s working environments, new developments 
often require cross-functional team members living 
and working on separate continents to communicate 
accurately and effectively. Different languages, cul-
tures, and time zones added complexity to the already 
difficult task of managing project team members with 
different perspectives and backgrounds. 

In the current environment, companies have to 
globalize in order to achieve success in the business. 
Most large corporations deal with international com-
panies directly or indirectly. No American corporation 
is immune from the impact of globalization. The fact is 
American corporations must cope with diverse cross-
cultural employees, customers, suppliers, competitors, 
and creditors if they are to become and/or remain suc-
cessful. People are often not aware of the tremendous 
impact different cultures have on their vision and 
interpretation of the world. 

Team members cannot fulfill their roles and responsi-
bilities if they do not have necessary information about 
the project. The project leaders need to share relevant 
project information with all team members even if they 
are not directly affected. By sharing important informa-
tion with all team members, the project manager also 
keeps them motivated and committed to the project. 
This type of sharing is more important in some countries 
than others because in some countries employees feel 
an obligatory sense of responsibility that necessitates 
a closer relationship with their managers. 

Project management strategies are the key elements 
for corporations when dealing domestically or globally. 
The best business models and associated processes were 
those that were fully documented and incorporated 
within the company’s quality management systems. 
“Good leaders do inspire confidence in themselves, 
but a truly great leader inspires confidence within the 
people they lead to exceed their normal performance 
level” (Prabhakar, 2005, p. 53). Idealized influence is 
an important leadership quality that has an impact on 
a successful project anywhere in the world. With these 
combinations of global integration practices, success 
is imminent and measurable. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Much research has been done on the methods of proj-
ect management, but it is evident that more attention 
is needed on best practice standard methods, namely, 
the delivery of change control in client projects (op-
erationally) and in project management infrastructure 
procedures alike. Ambiguity caused by change is prob-
ably the single-most derailing element that leads to 
project failure today. “There is a lack of research that 
explores the micro-processes of organizational change 
and their effects on the development and emergence 
of organizational routines” (Bresnen, Goussevskaia, 
& Swan, 2005, p. 28).

There is much resistance to change and less willing-
ness with sharing knowledge for fear of having one’s 
position eliminated. If a procedure or uniform plan-
ning mechanism were established across all projects, 
there would be accountability and acceptability on all 
fronts. Today there exits best practice management 
(BPM) software that is an example of such a learning 
vehicle for intercontinental organizations willing to 
optimize processes. What we foresee is the software 
to incorporate a process evaluation for us. While this 
may prove to be a daunting invention, we see this as 
a very real possibility. BPM is different from con-
ventional approaches in that it hinges on continuous 
process improvement (CPI) as their core competency 
and philosophy (Miers, 2006). We see a future trend 
of similar learning software as having the capability 
to detect or “alert” organizations when breakthrough 
developments emerge which are closely related to 
the current organizational process or technological 
application(s). This would ultimately change the role 
of the project manager to a less administrative role 
of task pusher, risk mitigator, to the people manager, 
with less emphasis paid to issues and risks related to 
“missing” steps, or overlooking the quality of a task 
performed. 

CONCLUSION

With the risks today, all organizations must realize 
the value of our mistakes. With all projects, success 
needs to be defined, and overall project lessons learned 
must be admitted and documented. Mistakes or risks 
in projects should be raised as soon as they are found, 
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and in conjunction with the client involvement. This 
will alleviate catastrophic failure. Failure in any way 
should be embraced, not punished or looked upon as 
negative. With global knowledge database incorpora-
tion, organizations could capture these lessons and 
improve upon their processes to correct any future 
actions. This emphasis on risk identification, process 
documentation, and overall communication must be 
emphasized from the top stakeholder down to the last 
functional team members, especially important with 
global team members. This will ensure a vehicle for 
organizations to always keep up with the ever-changing 
organization strategy and vision. 

Then change management is an additional sub-
process step, which might be a consideration for the 
project management process overall to help capture 
the ever-present change requests, whether it be out of 
scope (scope creep) items or in scope (overlooked) items 
needed for any client projects, or actual organizational 
process steps. Any of these items cause additional 
work and may be a root cause for not having tasks 
completed on time. With globalization, having people 
work on projects in functional roles across continents 
is an added constraint. To break down restrictions with 
borders, it is important for organizations to relay all 
necessary information about a project to these global 
constituents, including the methods of project manage-
ment and the steps necessary to complete the project. 
Communication and learning is the key.

We can always fix technical failures, however, it is 
more challenging to understand the cause of the prob-
lems and how people factors are impacted in the ultimate 
success of a system implementation in an organization. 
A careful and continuous analysis of risks, gaps, and 
issues will minimize problems in the future. 
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KEY TERMS 

Business Process Management (BPM): An ap-
proach or technique that is applied to work flow models. 
It refers to a set of activities which organizations can 
perform to either optimize their business processes 
or adapt them to new organizational needs. As soft-
ware tools usually aid these activities, the term BPM 
is synonymously used to refer to the software tools 
themselves.

Change Control: A formal process used to ensure 
a product, service, or process is only modified in line 
with the identified necessary change. It is particularly 
related to  development as during the early develop-
ment of this engineering process it was found that many 
changes were introduced to software that had no obvious 
requirement other than the whim of the software writer. 
Quite often these unnecessary changes introduced faults 
(bugs) necessitating further change. 

Critical Path Method (CPM): One of the tech-
niques used in project planning. It is ideal for projects 
that are made up of numerous individual activities, 

some of which require other activities to finish before 
they can start. The activities are linked to show task 
relationship predecessors and successors, which then 
reveal which track is the longest path. 

Learning Management Systems (LMS): Allows 
anyone with a personal computer and Internet access 
to enroll in Web-based courses and performs interim 
progress tracking and submits to the learning manage-
ment system server for permanent storage. IBM first 
invented this system for the use of domestic and global 
learning when training was necessary for specific types 
of projects (i.e., privacy issues).

Program Evaluation and Review Techniques 
(PERT): A project management technique for de-
termining how much time a project needs before it 
is completed. Each activity is assigned a best, worst, 
and most probable completion time estimate. These 
estimates are used to determine the average completion 
time. The average times are used to figure the critical 
path and the standard deviation of completion times 
for the entire project. 

Scope Creep: Insidious growth and/or change of 
requirements. Scope creep happens because mortals 
cannot always anticipate and identify all requirements 
up front; systems are too complex and the business and 
technical environments change too quickly.

Total Quality Management (TQM): The process 
that a company uses to achieve quality, where the goal 
is elimination of all defects.
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INTRODUCTION

“On Sept. 11, 2001, terrorists attacked the World Trade 
Center, killing 2,749 people. The attack resulted in 
severe economic impact, especially to airlines, and a 
stock market loss of $1.2 trillion. On December 26, 
2004, a tsunami from a 9.1 earthquake overran the 
shores of many countries along the vast rim of the 
Indian Ocean. Over 283,000 people died. On August 
29, 2005, Katrina, a category-5 hurricane, knocked out 
electric and communication infrastructure over 90,000 
square miles of Louisiana and Mississippi and displaced 
1.5 million people.” (Denning, 2006, p. 15). This past 
decade has been catastrophic, and there are still three 
more years to go. Many American businesses have not 
responded to the call for better human resource crisis 
planning, while a few corporations have risen to the 
challenge. It is necessary and extremely important for 
organizations to understand the importance of imple-
menting crucial changes in the organizational structure 
of businesses, primarily in the human resource sector. 
The human resource sector is the area most responsible 
for the safety of personnel and therefore best equipped 
to foster the communication requirements any crisis 
will necessarily exact.

BACKGROUND

Since 9/11, the importance of human resource infor-
mation systems (HRIS) has increased substantially. It 
has become important in all industries despite their 
differing business models, clienteles, or work forces. 
A key example of an affected industry is the complex 
and widely diverse health care industry. “Since 9/11, 
public health has seen a progressive culture change 
toward a 24/7 emergency response organizational 
model. This transition entails new expectations for 
pubic health workers, including (1) a readiness and 
willingness to report to duty in emergencies and (2) an 
ability to effectively communicate risk to an anxious 
public about terrorism or naturally occurring disasters” 

(Barnett et al., 2005, p. 35). What the surge in emphasis 
on human resource preparation indicates is that it is 
no longer financially viable or politically responsible 
to ignore the necessity of contingency planning. This 
knowledge has grown out of the climate of change based 
on the lessons learned from the terrorist acts of 9/11. 
“More importantly, the feedback and lessons learned 
from the September 11 disaster recovery process had a 
significant impact on optimizing the current processes, 
culture, and organizational model.” (De Tura, Reilly, 
Narasimhan, & Zhenhua, 2004, p. 160). 

It has become clearer that both customers and em-
ployees alike expect an emergency preparation model 
from the financial community to prevent disruptions 
of commerce so that business as usual can resume as 
soon as possible after a disaster. “Since the events of 
September 11, 2001 in New York, there is now world-
wide awareness of the necessity of having trained and 
coordinated teams available to respond to such unex-
pected catastrophes” (Smith, Lees, & Clymo, 2003, 
p. 517). It is not difficult to understand this mentality, 
especially since this country has now witnessed ex-
amples of effective and ineffective corporate leadership 
in crisis. Even people previously inexperienced with 
emergency contingencies are now cognizant of what 
are the most basic steps a company must take to ensure 
its work place survival and competency. “These steps 
include preventative planning and training, responding 
competently during the event itself, and providing social 
support and post-event services” (Schouten, Callahan, 
& Bryant, 2004, p. 232).

Prior to 9/11, the function of human resources was 
considerably different; previously it was reserved more 
for handling personnel issues in the company such as 
managing health benefits, attending to payroll, etc. That 
has changed. “Over the past two decades, the role of 
human resource management (HRM) in organizations 
has shifted from measuring individual productivity 
among the employees toward strategic management 
of the human resources, focusing on competence de-
velopment, human learning management, knowledge 
management, and learning organizations” (Hustad & 
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Munkvold, 2005, p. 82). An important reason for this 
change is the way in which information technology (IT) 
has shaped this organizational component of a company. 
It is not adequate for a competitive business to not be 
equipped with the latest in informational technology 
when dealing with a vast amount of data and personnel. 
“Computerized information systems have developed 
from a mere transaction processing function through 
a data accumulation period to a decision support role” 
(Beckers & Bsat, 2002, p. 41). 

HRIS PREPAREDNESS BEFORE AND 
AFTER A CRISIS

It is no longer viable for the top management of a 
functioning company to not utilize the capabilities 
of information technology. If one organization is not 
prepared to communicate with all levels of employees 
and make decisions quickly, a competitor will. Man-
agers must be cognizant of incoming intelligence, be 
able to analyze trends they see coming, and predict 
crisis before they can occur, whether they be within 
an organization or outside of it. “An important part of 
management’s responsibility is related to giving and 
receiving critical feedback…. It comes with the territory 
if you are in IT management” (Hacker, 2003, p. 77). 
Part of this level of preparedness means sensing when 
key employees may be unhappy or dissatisfied with 
their current positions. This is an extremely valuable 
asset in organizations where your company’s produc-
tivity depends on possessing workers with specialized 
skills such as computer technology. “The survival 
of an organization may depend on its ability to deal 
with the issues of turnover and retention among its 
IT managers. In today’s business environment where 
IT is increasingly relied upon to create and sustain a 
competitive advantage, the loss of experienced and 
capable IT managers, can be profound” (Longenecker 
& Scazzero, 2003, p. 59). 

The level of company preparedness directly re-
lates to its handling of crises. “Crisis management is 
broadly defined as an organization’s pre-established 
activities and guidelines for preparing and respond-
ing to significant catastrophic events or incidents (i.e., 
fires, earthquakes, severe storms, workplace violence, 
kidnappings, bomb threats, acts of terrorism, etc”) 
(Lockwood, 2005, p. 1). 

An organization needs to explore their preparedness 
for crises and explore if they are utilizing their HRIS to 
improve their disaster plans. After 9-11, many articles 
were written regarding how organizations needed to 
develop their HRIS systems to enable them to continue 
operations after a terrorist attack. In “A Look Back 
at a Disaster Plan: What Went Wrong—and Right,” 
Lawson (2005), an official from Tulane University, 
explains how he extrapolated from contingency plan-
ning he received from living through the 9/11 crisis 
to deal with Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans. “You 
also need a business-continuity plan for your institu-
tion. You’ve got to think about how you are going to 
function if a disaster happens. How long can you go 
without printing transcripts, how long without sending 
paychecks out, how long without paying bills? How 
long can you tolerate not sending out accounts-receiv-
able statements? You need to make those choices, so 
you’ll know how much money you’ll have to spend 
on disaster recovery.” (p. 20). 

It is also important to note that citizens of this country 
gravitated towards an expectation that national crisis 
preparation should be performed by the federal govern-
ment after the 9/11 attacks. Their expectations were not 
met when Federal agencies failed to properly plan for 
the Katrina disaster. “People had not always looked to 
the federal government for help during disasters, but 
during the twentieth century the level of assistance 
expected from the federal government before and after 
a disaster ratcheted upwards….” (Roberts, 2006, p. 25). 
The level of security and safety that people felt towards 
their institutions, first challenged by the events of 9/11, 
was called into question by the planning incompetence 
exhibited by the Federal Emergency Relief Agency 
(FEMA). “We still have difficulty grasping the notion 
that we are not safe from disaster in our own country. 
We couldn’t imagine a foreign terrorist attack on our 
soil. It happened. We couldn’t imagine an entire city 
disappearing under water, its population evacuated 
— but too late. It happened. We must begin to imagine 
future disasters, perhaps multiple catastrophes, for they, 
too, may well occur” (Nussbaum, 2005, p. 36).

What is of vital importance, then for business, is 
for every organization to be self-prepared through their 
own HRIS systems and other IS systems. That prepara-
tion extends to all areas of corporate functioning, but 
particularly to personnel considerations, as it is ulti-
mately the people who run a company. In trying times, 
companies must be able to contact their employees 
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and resume business after all types of crises, not just 
terrorist attacks or natural disasters such as Hurricane 
Katrina. Again, Lawson (2005) recounts his experi-
ences at Tulane, particularly his HR failures: “And 
people were too dispersed for post-disaster activity, 
which was exacerbated by the communications failure. 
We couldn’t get hold of people to find out where they 
were. I had my director of administrative computing 
evacuating to one city; my director of networking, who 
was supposed to go with me, ended up in a different 
city because of traffic. We had people spread out all 
over.” (p. 20).

Lawson’s human resource difficulties were not 
unique. Unfortunately, much of the knowledge cor-
porations gained from dealing with the aftermath of 
the terrorist attacks was either forgotten or misused 
during the crisis following Hurricane Katrina. There 
are still many problems of organizational preparation 
in this country. During Hurricane Katrina we saw that 
many organizations’ HRIS systems or their IT systems 
were not prepared for this disaster. A study released in 
December 2005 by the nonprofit, Trust for America’s 
Health (TFAH), noted, “[Hurricane Katrina] provided 
a sharp indictment of America’s emergency-response 
capabilities as the gaps between plans and reality became 
strikingly evident. Parts of the public health system 
did not work, and while many did work as intended, 
those functions were often too limited and divorced 
from other response activities to match the real needs 
in a timely way,” (Young, 2006, p. 197). The report 
went on to give specific examples of ways in which 
some of the most basic infrastructural services are still 
woefully unprepared, months after Katrina and years 
after 9/11. “But, according to the report, hospitals in 15 
states, including California, Florida, New York, Penn-
sylvania, Texas, and the District of Columbia, have not 
sufficiently planned to care for a surge of extra patients 
by using non-health care facilities, such as community 
centers, sports arenas, or hotels.” (p. 197). 

This poor planning that was exhibited by the Federal 
government in response to Katrina, highlights the need 
for strong leadership at all levels of an organization 
during both terrorist attacks and natural catastrophes. 
Also, the problems that subsequently occurred through-
out FEMA and the federal response in wake of Hur-
ricane Katrina were largely due to personnel failing 
to competently communicate with one another. “The 
various agencies had major difficulties in coordinating 
and FEMA did not deliver what people thought it had 

promised. At all levels there was a lot of finger point-
ing and wrangling over who would do what and who 
would pay for what” (Denning, 2006, p.17). 

We must learn from these examples of poor human 
resource allocation and preparation that organizations 
need to have a crisis response plan which enables them to 
initially know where all their employees are (since now 
so many employees do not just work at the corporate 
headquarters) and to be able to contact them and their 
families. Many of the problems and difficulties suffered 
by the people of Louisiana as a result of Hurricane Ka-
trina were due to poor organizational communications. 
“At each level of government, leaders failed to hash 
out their differences beforehand. As a result, officials 
ran into communications roadblocks that should have 
been uncovered before the disaster struck.” (Roberts, 
2006, p. 26). Another problem that contributed to the 
organizational breakdown after Katrina was the result 
of a decentralized command center that failed to hold 
civil employees accountable to the fulfillment of their 
obligations as administers of public services. “The 
report noted that in the days after Hurricane Katrina, 
more than 30% of the New Orleans Police Department 
did not report for duty, an indication that “planning must 
not only account for absences, but also seek to address 
worker concerns.” (Young, 2006, p. 197).

It is evident, based on these incidents, that there 
is a great need for HRIS systems, which can help the 
organization, personnel, customers and family members 
respond quickly in a crisis. Using some of the successes 
and failures of both 9/11, and Hurricane Katrina as 
guides to what worked and what didn’t, HRIS can help 
organizations to begin to take the correct precautions 
to ensure that when a tragedy or a disaster does strike, 
an organization is as prepared as possible.  In a com-
ment on the state of technology and its implications 
today, Andrew Lippman, director of the MIT Media 
Lab, relates an unfortunate consequence of living in the 
wireless age. “The response to the 1906 San Francisco 
earthquake was more efficient than the emergency ef-
forts that followed Katrina in New Orleans. At a time 
when communications technologies were limited, a 
single entity—the U.S. Army—quickly took control of 
emergency operations,” (Hamblen, 2006, p. 20). 

There are some good examples of companies 
employing their HRIS to implement crisis decisions. 
American Airlines is an excellent example. Directly 
after the attacks on 9/11 it took immediate steps to 
assist its personnel. “After American Airlines Flight 
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11 crashed into the North Tower of the World Trade 
Center, American Airlines’ most important public was 
the families of their passengers and crew. A crisis man-
agement plan called for the utilization of the Customer 
Assistance Relief Effort (CARE) program. CARE 
sent more than 350 specially trained volunteers from 
American to the departure and destination cities of the 
hijacked plane. They set up command centers to assist 
families of victims and helped them deal with such 
things as flight arrangements, hotel accommodations, 
and provided food if necessary. CARE volunteers, 
who speak a cumulative total of 50 languages, also 
escorted family members attending accident-related 
events, including memorials and funerals” (Feam-
Banks, 2002, p. 30). 

The corporation of Coast Electric also learned 
valuable lessons from the tragedy of 9/11 and decided 
to implement an ad-hoc system of additional, part 
time employees to deal with the problems created by 
Hurricane Katrina. “During the storm, Coast Electric 
saw its 230 full-time employee population swell to 
3,000 with contract crews” (Babcock, 2006, p. 37). 
The professional services organization firm, Ernst and 
Young, created a catastrophe communications network 
to account for its employees affected by disaster. “The 
[so-called] ‘Roll Call’ database allows emergency 
personnel to view which employees have checked in 
and compare them against the list of workers assigned 
or “hoteling” at the office facing the emergency” (HR 
Focus, 2005). This roll call can be issued at anytime via 
an acting manager and it helps track where personnel 
are during a crisis.

Important steps have been taken through manage-
ment of HRIS of several companies to minimize the 
potential damage of a crisis of an entirely different 
nature—that of financial proportions. After the unpar-
alleled disaster of the collapse of the gigantic Enron 
Corporation, which destroyed the income and assets 
of thousands of its employees in 2002, many forward-
thinking industries have taken preventive measures 
to ensure its workers are protected through its HRIS. 
“While Congress and the Bush administration wrestle 
with how to alter the nature of defined contribution 
pension plans, savvy HR professionals are reacting to 
Enron by shoring up the administration of company 
401(k) and employee stock ownership plans. They 
are also tending to employee relations issues that may 
have been caused by the negative publicity surrounding 
Enron” (IOMA’S REPORT, 2002, p.3).

Finally, in what may be considered an extremely 
altruistic move or a very pragmatic one, some com-
panies have taken the approach that during a time 
of crisis for their company, they will refer their own 
customers to their competitors if they are unable to 
meet their customers’ needs at the time; this is known 
as applying a continuity plan. “When Takata Corp.’s 
airbag plant in Mexico blew up in late March, it set off 
a supply-chain reaction that illustrates the sophisticated 
problem-solving capability of the auto industry” (Nus-
sel, 2006, p.14). Instead of telling its customers to wait 
until the plant could be reopened, the HR department 
of Takata referred them to rival, Autoliv, while they 
were attempting to fix the problem at their airbag plant 
and get back on track.

FUTURE TRENDS

Even in this era of cellular phones, the Internet, and fax 
machines, there is something reassuring about the idea 
of a central authority that is able to give and receive 
orders with competence that is worthy of emulation. 
It is the notion that someone, somewhere is in control 
and knows what to do. Our organizations could have 
authority on an even bigger and more efficient scale 
with the right kinds of human resource and informa-
tion systems preparation. “Good crisis preparedness 
requires a culture shift,” says Kitty Porterfield, director 
of communications for Virginia’s Fairfax County Public 
Schools. “It requires leadership from the top, a critical 
mass of trained staff members, careful planning, and 
excellent communication” (Padgett, 2006, p.27).

“Hastily developed networks,” is another way HRIS 
can help organizations in crises. It is very beneficial for 
firms and has the undeniable payoff of sound organiza-
tional planning ahead of time. “Hastily formed networks 
is an area where advanced networking technology and 
human organization issues meet…. The first priority 
after the precipitating event is for the responders to 
communicate. They want to pool their knowledge 
and interpretations of the situation, understand what 
resources are available, assess options, plan responses, 
decide, commit, act, and coordinate. Without com-
munication, none of these things happens” (Denning, 
2006, p.16).
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CONCLUSION

Ultimately, however, we cannot predict when a crisis 
is going to occur. This unpredictability is part of the 
reason that crises are so devastating. The best thing any 
organization can do to prepare for a crisis is to prepare 
its defense and that means planning and communicat-
ing, beginning with the HR department via information 
systems down to all levels of a company. It helps to prac-
tice by using safety drills. “Test your communications 
plan and have a backup. Make sure you’re as prepared 
as possible for your post-disaster activity. That means 
you need to know where your people are. You need to 
know how they can get back, and you need to have a 
place for them to get back to” (Lawson, 2005, p. 21). 
It is also important to make sure your organization is 
not overly dependent upon technology that could fail 
in an emergency. “Don’t rely upon cellular and push-
to-talk networks. Have an old-fashioned radio system 
for backup communications on campus. Educate your 
key personnel on text messaging. We couldn’t make a 
voice phone call, but we could use text messaging on 
our phones, because that used so much less bandwidth. 
Again, put your key personnel in one location, out of 
harm’s way” (Lawson, 2006, p. 21). 

Organizations are very important to our lives. Our 
jobs help us determine who we are and they give us 
identity. When a catastrophe happens, we want to know 
that we are safe where we work and that can only occur 
with the right planning and early preparations put into 
place. “In addition to providing income, insurance, and 
other benefits, work imparts a sense of purpose, inter-
relatedness, and belonging. The workplace serves as a 
major organizing factor in the lives of most adults and 
as a source of social support; it is an essential part of 
the local community” (Schouten et al., 2004, p. 229).
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KEY TERMS

Ad-Hoc System: Strategy employed by an effec-
tive HRIS to improvise in time of crisis whether that 
means employing temporary employees to deal with 
a disaster or installing additional bases from which to 
continue to conduct business.

Catastrophe Communications Network: A roll 
call system in which once an “incident” is reported, all 
assigned employees must check in to ensure personnel 
safety and accountability. 

Competence Management: The planning, imple-
mentation, and evaluation of initiatives to ensure suf-
ficient competencies of the employees and the company 
to reach the objectives of the organization.

Continuity Plan: The go-to plan you have set up 
in place when your alternatives have been minimized; 
one example is attending your customers via your 
competitors’ resources when you are unable to assist 
them in the same capacity you otherwise could when 
not in a crisis situation.

Crisis Management: An organization’s pre-es-
tablished activities and guidelines for preparing and 
responding to significant catastrophic events or inci-
dents (i.e., fires, earthquakes, severe storms, workplace 
violence, kidnappings, bomb threats, acts of terrorism, 
etc.)

Crisis Response Plan: From the point of view 
of a functioning HRIS, that strategy which enables a 
company to initially know where all their employees 
are (since now so many employees do not just work 
at the corporate headquarters) and that which allows 
them to able to contact them and their families.

Decision Making: The processes of thought and 
action involving an irrevocable allocation of resources 
that culminates in choice behavior.

Emergency Response Organizational Model: A 
new expectation of (health) workers that includes (1) 
a readiness and willingness to report to duty in emer-
gencies and (2) an ability to effectively communicate 
risk to an anxious public about terrorism or naturally 
occurring disasters.

Hastily Formed Networks: A thrown-together 
community or organization designed to gather crucial 
information and deliver it to the most appropriate people 
in a crisis situation.

Knowledge Management Systems: A broad range 
of information systems supporting the creation, trans-
fer, and application of individual and organizational 
knowledge.

Roll Call: An interactive database whereby acting 
managers can keep track of (key) employees in time of 
crisis by having them check in once an alert has been 
issued (usually via e-mail).



770 Topic: Managing People and Technology in New Work Environments

INTRODUCTION

There has been a proliferation of adaptable work 
arrangements in United States (U.S.) organizations, 
which is driven by a convergence of information and 
communications technology (ICT) and workforce 
trends. Specifically, workforce trends indicate an 
increase in demographic diversity and a projected 
reduction in skilled workers. These trends have led 
many U.S. organizations to focus on retention strate-
gies and subsequently to place emphasis on adaptable 
work arrangements as a workforce imperative. In this 
article, we describe the forces driving the utilization 
of adaptable work arrangements. Moreover, we will 
illuminate the ICT currently available to successfully 
design and execute adaptable work arrangements in 
support of increased productivity, and the realization 
of organizational sustainability and competitiveness.

BACKGROUND

Increasingly, human resources researchers and prac-
titioners in the U.S. maintain that changing demo-
graphics, a projected reduction in the availability of 
skilled workers, and the increasing capacity of ICT 
are all converging to create a dramatic shift in the 
U.S. workforce. Together, these forces are changing 
the conventional way organizations approach work 
design, and they are creating a subsequent paradigm 
shift in the way U.S. organizations view the traditional 
workweek. In the context of the post-industrial work-
force, the traditional paradigm has viewed workers as 
committed only when they are physically present in 
the office, and when they maintain, at the very least, 
a  40-hour work week (Huff, 2005).  The conventions 
applied to the current and future U.S. workforce are 

evolving in order to ensure sustainable organizations 
that can compete in the global marketplace.

Rather than products or services, people are consid-
ered to be the differentiator in today’s global economy. 
The implications for an organization’s human resources 
strategies include the creation and sustainability of a 
responsive and adaptable workforce. This implication, 
in turn, re-frames the traditional paradigm or mind-
set, and places greater emphasis on human resource 
practices that are flexible, and provide employees with 
more choices. 

Gratton (2003) outlines dimensions of choice that 
are most important to workers; two of which include 
choice of location and choice of time. Working from 
home and/or having more control over when and how 
long they will work has enabled many workers to cre-
ate a work/life balance. When provided with choices 
regarding location and time, studies have found that mo-
tivation, commitment, and productivity are positively 
impacted (Reeves & Doyle, 2002). The demand for 
increased choice is largely driven by the demographic 
changes in the U.S. workforce. U.S. organizations striv-
ing to remain competitive, are changing their workforce 
policies and practices in order to be more in line with 
what is most attractive to workers; the availability of 
adaptable work arrangements (Greenbaum, 2004).

Changing demographics in the U.S. workforce will 
increasingly have an impact on U.S. organizations’ abil-
ity to remain viable in the global economy. Specifically, 
the workforce trends indicate an increase in generational 
differences (e.g., retirees or baby-boomers, generation 
X and generation Y) and a greater gender balance.  Con-
sequently, lifestyle choices and needs of the workforce 
will have to be considered as companies compete for 
talent (Lobel, Googins, & Bankert, 1999).  

According to Hankin (2005), a highly blended 
generational diversity in the workforce is accompa-
nied by a desire for balance between family, lifestyle, 
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and career choices. As the baby-boomer generation 
teeters on the cusp of eligibility for retirement, many 
are choosing not to retire.  This generation is staying 
in the workforce longer; however, they are choosing to 
remain or return to the workforce within organizations 
that provide adaptable work arrangements (Mullich, 
2003). Generation X and Y employees tend to place a 
higher priority on a balance of work and life, and seek 
out a flexible way to achieve career goals (Hankin, 
2005). Generation Y employees, also dubbed “N-Gen,” 
in particular, will seek work on their own terms. They 
are self-reliant, are better able (compared to their older 
peers) to adapt to new technologies (Weinberg, 2004). 
More and more, individuals of all ages will have an 
influence on how organizations attempt to attract and 
retain workers. 

Gender has also had an impact on the U.S. workforce. 
As of 2004, 59% of the U.S. workforce was made up 
of women. Further, women held 50% of management 
and professional positions and 33% of women in the 
workforce held college degrees (BLS, 2005). While 
men are placing more value on personal time and are 
taking on a larger role in the family unit, women are 
still the primary care giver (Zimmerman, 2004).  Based 
on these trends, an organizational focus on work/life 
balance is taking a prominent role in human resources 
practices.  A study done by the Alliance for Work-Life 
Progress (AWLP) found that, under the umbrella of 
work/life balance programs, greater emphasis contin-
ues to be placed on workplace flexibility, including 
alternative work schedules and tele-work arrangements 
(Miller, 2006).

The final workforce trend this article addresses, 
which has become an impetus for the focus on retention 
in organizations, is that U.S. organizations are faced 
with an increasingly tight labor market. According to 
the U.S. Department of Labor (2000), this is primar-
ily due to a lack of population growth. As the baby-
boomers move out of the labor force, and generation Y 
moves in, a more limited pool of highly skilled talent 
will be available. At the same time, people, not natural 
resources or manufactured goods, are the predominant 
features in the U.S. economy (Jorgenson, 2001). Many 
of the new jobs being created in this era supported by 
knowledge workers are in fields that require critical 
thinking and creativity. A company’s ability to create a 
value proposition, thereby attracting and retaining hu-
man talent, has become a prominent lever for continued 
sustainability and growth (Florida, 2005). Given the 

workforce trends outlined, the need for human resource 
policies and practices that support adaptable work ar-
rangements is clear.  

ICT TOOLS THAT SUPPORT  
ADAPTABLE WORK ARRANGEMENTS

In addition to human resource policies and practices, 
ICT will be a key component to drive how, when, and 
where work gets done in U.S. organizations. How 
organizations utilize the talent within their workforce 
has less to do with proximity and location and more 
to do with accessibility to ICT. 

Advances in ICT enable a more decentralized 
organizational structure and innovative job designs. 
The workplace has evolved to become “net-centric” 
(Wallace, 2004) and recent studies show that it is pay-
ing off. Increases in productivity and revenue have 
been demonstrated when company’s use ICT to create 
adaptable workforce arrangements (Pilat & Wyckoff, 
2005).  

Workers who are not physically located in the office 
at all, or not every day, need to be able to “transport 
work back and forth, maintain regular contact with 
colleagues, and perform as effectively as they would 
if they were physically present at the office” (Dutton, 
Kahin, O’Callaghan, & Wyckoff, 2005). The work 
done in organizations requires cooperation on the part 
of people, in order to accomplish assigned tasks. It is 
this requirement, cooperation that can be negatively 
impacted when individuals work in an adaptable work 
arrangement. ICT plays a critical role in linking indi-
viduals and ensuring cooperation can still exist; even 
though it is not accomplished face to face (Greenbaum, 
2004). ICT tools that support adaptable work arrange-
ments include the Internet, intranet, mobile devices, 
and programming language created for the human 
resources sector.

The Internet has been called a “seamless digital 
workplace” (Weekes & Beagrie, 2002). Internet-based 
solutions, such as virtual private networks (VPNs) and 
Web portals help organizations ensure that employees, 
no matter there physical location, are connected to the 
organization from a pragmatic, intellectual, and visceral 
perspective (Wallace, 2004). For example, the isolation 
traditionally felt by tele-workers is being diminished 
by the use of video conferencing and webcams, which 
support digitally- enabled face to face meetings.  
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An intranet is a private network, made up of local area 
networks (LANS) within an organization. The intranet 
enables employees to share information and resources, 
and it is also used as a gateway to an employee portal 
that can consist of B2E (business to employee) and self 
service tools (Weekes & Beagrie, 2002). Employee 
portals are used to provide everything an employee 
needs to do their job and to meet their personal needs 
as well (e.g., shopping online).  

Today, a flexible workforce has wireless technol-
ogy that enables them to access to the organization’s 
network while on the go.  Examples of this mobile 
technology include laptops; the pocket PC or portable 
digital assistant (PDA), which provide access to the 
Internet, e-mail, or a cellular phone; and Blackberries 
which are hand-held devices that allow employees 
to receive and send e-mail from anywhere. Access 
to and transmission of work-related information in a 
mobile format will continue to expand.  Further, WIFI 
(wireless) will be a dominant technology used in an 
adaptable workforce that is highly mobile (Lehmann, 
Kuhn, & Lehner, 2004). 

HR-XML, human resources extensible mark up 
language, was specifically created for the HR sector. 
The usefulness of HR-XML consists of its ability to 
eliminate barriers to online data exchange, and in doing 
so, enables communication across different systems. 
XML is “a language for organizing and storing data” 
(Weiss, 2001). The use of XML as a way to create data 
standards for the human resources industry is currently 
being exploited. For example, HR-XML has been used 
to establish a standard for posting job openings on 
Web-based job boards and retrieving resumes from job 
seekers. HR-XML is also being used to ensure privacy 
in learning portals (Klobucar, Senicar, & Blazic, 2004), 
and to enable extraction of social network metadata 
(Downes, 2005).

Driven by ICT, e-work, e-lancers, and other adapt-
able work arrangements such as telecommuting and 
job-sharing provide a solution to the retention and 
productivity increases required by U.S. companies. 
ICT has become the primary facilitator and delivery 
mechanism for the new workforce model (Weekes & 
Beagrie, 2002). Human resources strategies that include 
ICT will continue to be critical support mechanisms for 
organizational performance sustainability and market 
competitiveness. 

FUTURE TRENDS

The ability to offer adaptable work arrangements has 
become a U.S. workforce imperative. A new employ-
ment contract is emerging which consists of workforce 
strategies that include the design of adaptable work 
arrangements. The old contract between employer and 
employee is no longer viable. Rather, work arrange-
ments allowing for adaptability in job design is indica-
tive of the future workforce (Greenbaum, 2004). At the 
same time, questions still remain regarding the effects 
of a workforce that is primarily working from different 
locations, at different times, and is highly mobile.  

According to Herper (2000), Moore’s Law states 
that computer technology tends to double their pro-
cessor speed every 18 months (in Ausburn, 2002). 
Further, Ausburn contends that the field of molecular 
or quantum computing promises computer technology 
that can interact as intelligently as humans, in terms 
of problem solving.  While advances in technology 
continue, there is the human side that must be included 
in the workforce equation.  Facilitation of adaptable 
work arrangements also requires the development of 
commitment, encouraging engagement, and connecting 
people in a way that supports cooperation and trusting 
relationships (Wallace, 2004). Relationships between 
co-workers and human connections may be altered by 
distil working arrangements.  Future studies will need 
to determine how relational factors impact the abil-
ity to be successful in adaptable work arrangements.  
When utilizing ICT for adaptable work arrangements, 
human resource strategies must place equal emphasis 
on the enabling technology, as well as the human fac-
tors for building and maintaining productive work 
relationships.

CONCLUSION

This article explored the forces driving the utilization 
of adaptable work arrangements in U.S. organizations. 
Moreover, the article illuminated the ICT currently 
available to successfully design and execute adaptable 
work arrangements in support of increased productivity 
and realization of strategic organizational goals. There 
are still challenges that need to be overcome with re-
gard to the utilization of adaptable work arrangements 
in U.S. organizations.  Nevertheless, it is the author’s 
contention that a move toward a more adaptable and 
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mobile workforce will continue to emerge as a human 
resource strategy that enables the successful retention 
and utilization of human capital in U.S. organizations. 
Further, ICT is the key mechanism that will be a driv-
ing force for innovative work design and effective 
workforce management in the future.
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KEY TERMS

Adaptable Work Arrangements: Non-traditional 
job designs that utilize ICT in order to enable individu-
als to work from different locations, and at any time 
during the day or night. Individuals are not physically 
on site at a work location (e-work) or they work on a 
flexible schedule.  These individuals have been called 
e-lancers and telecommuters. Another arrangement, 
job shares, also utilizes ICT in order to ensure com-
munication and cooperation between two people who 
are responsible for accomplishing tasks involved in a 
single job.

B2E: Refers to “business to employee” services that 
are provided on an internal network within the organi-
zation. Services typically include 401K management, 
or benefits information.

Baby-Boomers: Boomers represent individuals 
born between 1946 and 1964, which was a period of 
time when the U.S. experienced an increase in birth-
rates.  Approximately 79 million babies were born 
during this time.

Generation Y: Also known as N-Gen (Net Gen-
eration) or Millennials; consist of individuals born 
between 1977 and 2003. This group is considered to 
be a generation that has grown up with the Internet and 
digital devices as part of their everyday life.

Generation X: The generation that followed the 
baby boomers, born between 1965 and 1980. In com-
parison to the Boomers, only 44.6 million individuals 
were born during this time. This generation was raised 
on television and personal computers.

HR-XML: Human resources extensible mark up 
language is a programming language created for the 
HR sector. The purpose is to provide standards for 
accessing and delivering human resources related 
information online.

ICT: Information and communications technology 
manages and processes information in organizations. 
ICT consists of, among others, electronic computers, 
VPNs, Internet and Web portals, B2E, mobile devices, 
such as the PDA, and wireless connections.

PDA: Portable digital assistants, such as the pocket-
PC, are electronic, wireless hand-held devices function 
as a cell phone, a computer (can access e-mail and the 
Internet), a camera, a digital audio recorder, and can 
play music.

VPN: Virtual private networks are used within 
organizations to provide access from a remote worker 
to private company-related information over a publicly 
accessible network. 

Webportal: These Web sites are designed to provide 
access to information via a desk top or mobile device 
(PDAs, cell phones) for the purpose of learning and 
development, or personal services such as shopping 
online.
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Topic: Knowledge and Organizational Learning

INTRODUCTION

The dominant discourse in education and training 
policies, at the turn of the millennium, was on lifelong 
learning (LLL) in the context of a knowledge-based 
society. As Green points (2002, pp. 611-612) several 
factors contribute to this global trend:

• The demographic change: In most advanced 
countries, the average age of the population is 
increasing, as people live longer;

• The effects of globalisation: Including both 
economic restructuring and cultural change which 
have impacts on the world of education;

• Global economic restructuring: Which causes, 
for example, a more intense demand for a higher 
order of skills; the intensified economic competi-
tion, forcing a wave of restructuring and creating 
enormous pressure to train and retrain the work-
force 

In parallel, the “significance of the international 
division of labour cannot be underestimated for higher 
education”, as pointed out by Jarvis (1999, p. 250). 
This author goes on to argue that globalisation has ex-
acerbated differentiation in the labour market, with the 
First World converting faster to a knowledge economy 
and a service society, while a great deal of the actual 
manufacturing is done elsewhere. 

People are the most important asset in a “knowledge 
based/learning economy”, because “what is at stake in 
this is the capacity of people, organizations, networks 
and regions to learn” (Lundvall and Johnson, 1994). 
People are Europe’s most important asset for economic 
growth. The successful creation of a knowledge-based 
society as foreseen in the Lisbon strategy, “relying pri-

marily on the use of ideas (…) and on the application of 
technology” (World Bank…, 2003, p. 1), requires that 
every citizen be equipped with the right knowledge, 
skills and attitudes to achieve this.

In this context, Universities will play an important 
role, not only in the education and training of youth 
but also by providing opportunities for LLL, helping 
citizens, of all ages, to update and add to the knowledge 
acquired in their initial education. LLL implies that 
learning should take place at all stages of the lifecycle 
(from cradle to grave) and, even that it should be “life-
wide” (European Commission, 2001)—that is embed-
ded in all life contexts, be they school, workplace, the 
home or the community (Green, 2002, p. 613).

BACKGROUND

LLL ideas and practices are far from being a new phe-
nomenon, as for many generations “learning throughout 
life” has been a necessity in order to survive in times 
of intensified change. Nevertheless, the term “lifelong 
learning” did not enter the international debate until 
the 1970’s when it gained currency at an accelerating 
rate, along with the concept of the “learning society” 
and the “learning organization”. These latter concepts 
both describe and advocate particular partners in the 
learning process (Ryan, 2003, p. 1).

Among the leading intergovernmental bodies 
advocating LLL are the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD), the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organiza-
tion (UNESCO), the G8, the World Bank, the Council 
of Europe and the European Union (as addressed later 
in this paper). The discourse of such organizations was 
influential for the development of the LLL concept, 
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which, in its “initial phase, inspired by humanistic ide-
als, had broad social and cultural objectives” (Dehmel, 
2006:51) and which aimed to alter the view that we 
should learn only in institutionalised education systems; 
rather it recognises that we are learning from the mo-
ment we are born, to be in the world, to take our place 
in society and adapt to change as we pass through the 
different stages in our life (DfEE…, 1998).

Halfway through 1990, there was a shift in the 
world-wide policy discourse on LLL away from the 
main humanistic ideals—aiming at social emancipa-
tion—towards essentially more utilitarian, economic 
objectives (Dehmel, 2006:51; Hake, 2005:235). The 
policy documents produced by intergovernmental 
and international bodies since then have focused on 
justifying the need for lifelong learning, discussed 
new strategies and tried to develop a concept for 
LLL. Several policy landmarks, produced by some of 
these intergovernmental and international bodies are 
highlighted below. 

In 1996, the OECD held an Education Ministers’ 
conference on LLL and called on its members to 
promote Lifelong Learning for All, as a common goal 
(OECD, 1996). Since then, this guideline has been 
the cornerstone of the OECD program on education 
and training. In the same year (1996), Jacques Delors 
chaired a committee of UNESCO which produced a 
report under the title of: Learning the treasure within 
(Delors 1996). Around the same time, the European 
Commission launched its policy document Teaching 
and Learning: Towards the Learning Society (European 
…, 1995) and declared 1996 to be the European Year 
of Lifelong Learning (EYLLL), with the aim of rais-
ing public consciousness concerning the importance 
of LLL. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF LLL

LLL must be defined before it can be analysed. A literal 
definition is simply “all learning”—everything that 
people learn in their lifetimes (Ryan, 2003, p. 1).

Since the 1970’s, LLL has been called by a variety 
of names including liberal education, adult education, 
continuing education and continuing professional 
development (in Britain), éducation permanente (in 
France), recurrent education (by OECD) (Osborne et 
al., 2004, pp. 137-142). 

The concept of LLL, in itself, emphasizes learning 
instead of institutional education. The traditional prac-
tice was based on the stereotype which concentrated 
all learning in formal education and training while 
young. The resulting knowledge and skills were ex-
pected to suffice throughout adult life. However, LLL 
has recently gained a new vitality as the key concept 
for mobilizing and adapting human resources, in rela-
tion to work, economic growth and competition. It is 
also recognised as an important generator of social 
autonomy, empowerment, equity, justice and social 
responsibility.

The public consultation on the Memorandum on 
Lifelong Learning (Commission …, 2000) (addressed 
in more detail in the following paragraph on EU LLL 
policies), produced by the European Union, led to the 
broader definition of LLL as: 

all learning activities undertaken throughout life, 
with the aim of improving knowledge, skills and 
competences, within a personal, civic, social and / or 
employment-related perspective (European Commis-
sion, 2001, p. 9).

The breadth of this definition draws attention to the 
full range of formal, non formal and informal learning 
activity (life wide learning) and is a deeper definition 
than those used previously in European Commission 
documents1 (European Commission, 2001, p. 9) and in 
the Council of Europe2. It considers that the learning 
process must not be seen as a “sequence of different 
learning processes within the life cycle”—which is 
LLL in a narrow sense—but rather that learning can 
occur in “different social settings”, i.e., in the work-
place, home and many community contexts, as well 
as in education institutions (European Commission, 
2002, pp. 78-80).

Although the driving forces which brought LLL 
back onto international agendas (since mid-90’s) were 
mainly economic objectives, there is a general shift 
towards more integrated strategies that encourage all 
stakeholders to take concerted action and that combine 
social and cultural objectives with the economic plea 
for lifelong learning (Kearns et al., 1999). It is within 
this framework that the LLL policies in EU have been 
developed. 
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R
LLL IN THE CONTEXT OF EUROPEAN 
UNION POLICIES 

In general, any policy at European level, in the field of 
education, is relatively recent; only since the Treaty of 
Maastricht (1992) has the EU had any competence in 
education, other than vocational training, which was 
featured in the Treaty of Rome 1957, where it was 
closely bound to the basic aims of creating a com-
mon market for goods, services and capital (Ertl and 
Phillips, 2006, p. 78). In higher education (HE), it is 
particularly weak since the principle of subsidiarity 
means that not only national and regional authorities 
claim precedence over European legislation but also, at 
institutional level, universities rigorously defend their 
autonomy (Davies, 2005).

At the political level, the European Union is making 
efforts to establish a European area of LLL; since the 
publication of its document on Teaching and Learning 
Toward the Learning Society (European Commission, 
1995), and the promulgation of the Year of Lifelong 
Learning (1996), when the European Council first in-
cluded LLL in its conclusions (European Council, 2002, 
pp. 18-19), the concept of LLL has grown considerably 
in importance, both at Community and at national 
level. In line with these developments, lifelong learn-
ing continued to figure prominently on the EU policy 
agenda. This can be illustrated by briefly pointing out 
some of the main milestones. 

The Treaty of Amsterdam, established in 1997, 
explicitly supports the idea of LLL. Since then, LLL 
became a horizontal priority crossing all several Euro-
pean Union policies (e.g., Employment, Social Agenda, 
Youth, etc…) and the number of documents that address 
it continues to grow. 

The Commission of the European Communities, in 
November 2000, based on the conclusions of the 1996 
European Year of Lifelong Learning and on the experi-
ence acquired at European and national level, issued 
a Memorandum on Lifelong Learning (Commission, 
2000) which formed the basis for broad consultation 
in Europe, including the candidate countries. This 
Memorandum, which attracted considerable attention 
worldwide (e.g. Australia, 2003), provides a structured 
framework (consisting of six Key Messages) with the 
purpose of launching a European-wide debate on a 
comprehensive strategy for the implementation of LLL 
(Dehmel, 2006, p. 54).3

In November 2001, the Commission adopted a 
Communication—Making a European Area of Lifelong 
Learning a Reality—based on a public consultation 
on the Memorandum on Lifelong Learning, issued in 
previous year (European Comission, 2001). 

This Communication—which is a ‘European Ac-
tion plan’ and presents ‘priorities for action’ under the 
six Key Messages of the Memorandum—lays down a 
coherent strategy for implementing LLL4 and led to the 
adoption of the Council Resolution on Lifelong Learn-
ing, on 27 June 2002 (European Council, 2002a). 

Member states such as the United Kingdom (DfEE, 
1998), Sweden (Swedish National Board for Educa-
tion, 2000) or Netherlands (Min, 1998; Hake, 2005, 
pp. 235-253) have also placed lifelong learning at the 
center of their educational debates. 

Programme ‘Education & Training 2010’

Reflecting the recognition of the importance of educa-
tion and training in the implementation of the Lisbon 
Strategy, the Heads of State, in the conclusions of the 
Lisbon meeting (European Council, 2000), also invited 
the Ministers of Education to agree upon concrete ob-
jectives for education and training systems in Europe. 
In line with this, and on the basis of a proposal by the 
Commission, the Ministers of Education adopted the 
report The Concrete Future Objectives of Education 
and Training Systems (Council of the European Com-
munities, 2001). 

A year later, in 2002, a detailed ten-year work 
program for its implementation, was adopted at the 
Barcelona European Council meeting (2002), together 
with a detailed timetable for working towards the 
concrete future objectives of education and train-
ing systems (European Council, 2002). This work 
program—often simply referred as “Education and 
Training 2010”—is aimed at making lifelong learning 
a reality. The programme is built on three strategic 
objectives (quality/effectiveness; access; openness) 
and thirteen specific subdivided targets covering the 
various types and levels of education and training 
(formal, non-formal and informal).

At the moment, the “Education and Training 2010” 
programme integrates all actions in the fields of educa-
tion and training at European level, including vocational 
education and training (VET) (the Copenhagen process) 
(Copenhagen). In addition, the Bologna process (Bo-
logna) is crucial for the development of the European 
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Higher Education Area. Both Processes contribute 
actively to the achievement of the Lisbon objectives 
and are therefore closely linked to the “Education and 
Training 2010” work programme.

Summing up, the ‘Education & Training 2010’ 
programme aims to achieve transparency between 
the countries. Nóvoa and deJong-Lambert (2003:39) 
have stressed the importance of European benchmarks, 
common guidelines and best practice models for the 
future development of national education and train-
ing systems as currently advocated by the European 
Union. The same authors pointed out that growing 
convergence pressures mark the beginning of a new 
era in the EU’s provision for education and training 
which started in 2000, with the principle of the ‘open 
method of cooperation’5; this proposes new forms of 
working together in the European arena.

One of the aspects requiring further research is how 
far Member States are prepared to be influenced and/or 
coordinated by EU education and training policies 
(Dehmel, 2006:58).

‘Education and Training 2010’ in  
the Renewed Lisbon Strategy

Five years after the launch of the Lisbon Strategy the 
Commission acknowledged that the results achieved 
have been mixed. The Lisbon Agenda was therefore 
adapted, in February 2005, to act as an updated focus 
for European policy development. This new start for the 
Lisbon Strategy focuses the European Union’s efforts 
on two principal tasks—delivering stronger, lasting 
growth and providing more and better jobs. 

Monitoring performance and progress is an essen-
tial part of the Lisbon process. Periodic monitoring 
allows the identification of strengths and weaknesses, 
thereby providing guidance and strategic direction in 
implementing the ‘Education & Training 2010’ strat-
egy. In 2005 the Commission published the second 
annual report examining performance and progress 
of education and training systems in the EU using 29 
indicators identified and endorsed by experts from the 
31 participating countries (Commission, 2005d:12). 

This annual report charts progress towards Europe’s 
targets in the area of education and training using a 
framework of indicators, benchmarks and statistics, 
and puts performance, where useful and possible, into 
a global perspective. The data gives an indication of 
the direction European education systems are moving 

in and of Europe’s potential to fulfil the objectives set 
in Lisbon Strategy (Commission, 2005d:12). It gave 
rise to the 2006 joint interim report of the Council and 
of the Commission on progress under the ‘Education 
& Training 2010’ work programme, entitled Moder-
nising education and training: a vital contribution to 
prosperity and social cohesion in Europe (European 
Council, 2006). One of the indicators aims to measure 
progress that has been made, since 2003, towards the 
goal, agreed by the European Council, that lifelong 
learning strategies should be put in place in all Member 
States by 2006 (Commission .. 2003a:24). This is a key 
dimension of the new Lisbon integrated guidelines. 

The report also recognises that, although 11% of 
adults in EU aged 25-64 take part in LLL, represent-
ing some progress since 2000, a major challenge for 
Europe remains in increasing further learning to reach 
the benchmark of a 12,5 % participation rate in 2010, 
particularly in Southern European countries and the new 
Member states, where additional efforts are needed. The 
Nordic countries, the UK, Slovenia and the Netherlands 
currently show the highest lifelong learning participa-
tion rates (European Council, 2006: C79/18).

LIFELONG LEARNING IN HIGHER  
EDUCATION POLICY OF THE  
EUROPEAN UNION

The higher education policy of the European Com-
mission aims at reforming higher education systems, 
making them more flexible, more coherent and more 
responsive to the needs of society (Commission, 
2006:1). Reforms should enable universities to play 
their role in the Europe of Knowledge and to make a 
strong contribution to the EU Lisbon Strategy (Com-
mission, 2005a, 2005b)

In the EU Communication The role of the universities 
in the Europe of Knowledge (Commission.., 2003b), 
the main challenges facing universities, all around the 
world, are listed. They are: i) increasing demand for HE; 
ii) the internationalisation of education and research; 
iii) the need to develop effective and close co-operation 
between universities and industry; iv) the proliferation 
of places where knowledge is produced; and v) the 
emergence of new expectations (2003b, pp. 6-9). 

In the 2005 Communication entitled “Mobilising the 
brainpower of Europe: enabling universities to make 
their full contribution to the Lisbon Strategy the Com-
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R
mission recognises the crucial role of universities in 
achieving the Lisbon goals. The communication states 
that there are increasing challenges: the human capital 
and innovation gaps (tertiary education attainment, 
access to higher education, research performance), 
the bottlenecks (uniformity, insularity, under-funding 
and over-regulation; it is within the scope of the latter 
that LLL is examined. The document comments that 
the bottlenecks hinder modernization, e.g. “inflexible 
admission and recognition rules impede lifelong learn-
ing …” (op. cit, p. 4).

The Commission also describes the three important 
areas for reform:

• Attractiveness (differentiation in quality and 
excellence, more flexibility and openness to the 
world in teaching/learning (among which is the 
use of ICT to promote lifelong learning, broader 
access, better communication);

• Governance (reinforcing public responsibility 
for higher education as a system, enabling insti-
tutional modernisation strategies);

• Funding (investment priorities for the modernisa-
tion, contributions from students and industry).

In its recent communication Delivering on the mod-
ernisation agenda for universities: education, research 
and innovation (Commission, 2006), the Commission 
indicates the nine main changes that are required to 
modernise higher education systems in Europe and to 
help them to be innovative. The change that touches 
most directly upon lifelong learning is the one that calls 
for universities “to provide the right mix of skills and 
competencies for the labour market”. This highlights 
the call for universities to exercise their responsibili-
ties for overcoming the persistent mismatches between 
graduate qualifications and the needs of the labour 
market. Universities need to grasp more directly the 
challenges and opportunities presented by the LLL 
agenda. For this effect, 

university programmes should be structured to en-
hance directly the employability of graduates and to 
offer broad support to the workforce more generally. 
Universities should offer innovative curricula, teaching 
methods and training/retraining programmes which 
include broader employment-related skills along with 
the more discipline specific skills... (op.cit, p.7)

CONCLUSION

It is within this European framework, with the Bolo-
gna and the Copenhagen processes that LLL is taking 
shape in education and training systems in Europe and 
responding to the challenges of the Lisbon strategy. 
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KEY TERMS

Formal Education: Refers to education in the 
traditional system of schools, colleges, universities 
and other formal educational institutions (European 
Commission, 2001:78-80).

Non-Formal Education: Includes the educational 
activities that do not correspond to the previous defini-
tion of formal education and so may take place within 
and outside educational institutions (European Com-
mission, 2001:78-80).

Informal Learning: Encompasses all the situations 
that cannot be included in the previous categories. Usu-
ally, they are characterized by a relatively low level of 
organization and may take place at the individual level 
or in groups (European Commission, 2001:78-80). 

The Bologna Process: was conceived in 1999, by 
Ministers of Education from 29 European countries, 
to support the need for a more coherent and cohesive 
European Higher Education Area (EHEA) by 2010. 
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The main objectives outlined in this statement were 
as follows:

• Adopt a system of easily readable and comparable 
degrees 

• Adopt a system with two main cycles (undergradu-
ate/graduate) 

• Establish a system of credits (such as ECTS)
• Promote mobility by overcoming legal recogni-

tion and administrative obstacles 
• Promote European co-operation in quality assurance
• Promote a European dimension in higher education

In the subsequent meeting held in Prague more action 
lines were added to the initial Bologna Declaration:

• Inclusion of lifelong learning strategies 
• Involvement of higher education institutions and 

students as essential partners in the process 
• Promotion of the attractiveness of the European 

Higher Education Area (EHEA)

In Berlin, Ministers agreed to speed up the process by set-
ting an intermediate deadline of 2005 for progress on:

• Quality assurance 
• The adoption of a system of degree structures 

essentially based on two main cycles 
• Recognition of degrees 
• and to add an additional Action Line entitled, 

“Doctoral studies and promotion of young re-
searchers” including specific mention of doctoral 
programmes as the third cycle in the Bologna 
Process.

In Bergen, Ministers committed themselves for their 
next meeting in 2007 to reinforcing the social dimen-
sion and removing obstacles to mobility, as well as to 
making progress on: 

• Implementing the agreed standards and guidelines 
for quality assurance 

• Implementing national frameworks of qualifica-
tions 

• Awarding and recognising joint degrees 
• Creating opportunities for flexible learning paths 

in higher education

Copenhagen Declaration: On 30 November 2002 
the education Ministers of 31 European countries and 
the European Commission adopted the Copenhagen 
Declaration on enhanced cooperation in European 
vocational education and training.

The Declaration follows a Resolution of the Edu-
cation Council (12 November) on the same subject, 
taking up the same principles and priorities for en-
hanced cooperation, and ensuring that the candidate 
countries, EEA-EFTA countries, and Social Partners 
are involved as full partners in the follow-up to this 
important initiative.

The Member States, EEA countries the social 
partners and the Commission have begun cooperation 
at a practical level, focused on a number of concrete 
outputs:

• A single framework for transparency of competences 
and qualifications. The intention is to bring together 
into a single user friendly and more visible format 
the various existing transparency instruments, for 
example the European CV, the certificate supple-
ments and diploma supplements, the Europass-
Training and the national reference points, possibly 
using the EUROPASS brand. The Commission will 
come forward with a concrete proposal for the single 
framework by Autumn 2003. 

• System of credit transfer for VET. Inspired by 
the successful European Credit Transfer System 
in higher education, the intention is to develop a 
similar system for the vocational sector. 

• Common criteria and principles for quality in 
VET. Taking forward the work of the European 
Forum on Quality, a core of common criteria and 
principles for quality assurance will be developed, 
which could serve as a basis for European level 
initiatives such as quality guidelines and checklists 
for VET. 

• Common principles for the validation of non-for-
mal and informal learning. The aim is to develop 
a set of common principles to ensure greater 
compatibility between approaches in different 
countries and at different levels. 

• Lifelong guidance. The aim is to strengthen the 
European dimension of information guidance and 
counselling services, enabling citizens to have 
improved access to lifelong learning. 
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RA key feature of the Bruges-Copenhagen process 
is that it has been developed within the perspective of 
lifelong learning, emphasizing the need for citizens to 
make use of the wide range of vocational learning op-
portunities available, for example at school, in higher 
education, at the workplace, or as part of a private 
course. The tools described above are being designed 
from the point of view of the user, making it possible to 
link together and build on learning acquired at different 
stages of life, in both formal and non-formal contexts. 
(Source: http://ec.europa.eu/education/copenhagen/in-
dex_en.html) 

ENDNOTES

1 “All purposeful learning activity undertaken on 
an on-going basis with the aim of improving 
knowledge, skills and competence” (Commission 
of European Communities, 2000, p. 3).

2 Council of Europe considers Life Long Learning 
as “open path ways which allow continuity in 
studies at any age and time” (Council of Europe, 
2006).

3 The six Key Messages (KMs) of the Memorandum 
are: KM 1: new basic skills for all; KM 2: more 
investment in human resources; KM 3: innovation 
in teaching and learning; KM 4: valuing learning; 
KM 5: rethinking guidance and counselling; KM 
6: bringing learning closer to home (Dehmel, 
2006, p. 54).

4 The strategy to implement Life Long Learning 
includes the following objectives (European 
Commission, 2002).

• developing a partnership approach: all 
relevant actors, in and outside the formal 
systems, must collaborate for strategies to 
work ‘on the ground’;

• gaining insight into the needs of the learner, 
or the potential learner, along with learning 
needs of organizations, communities, wider 
society and the labor market;

• ensuring adequate resourcing, in terms of 
financing and of effective and transparent 
allocation of resources;

• matching learning opportunities to learners’ 
needs and interests;

• facilitating access by developing the supply 
side to enable learning by anyone, anywhere, 
at any time;

• valuing non-formal and informal learning;
• creating a culture of learning by increasing 

learning opportunities;
• raising participation levels and stimulating 

demand for learning; 
• setting up mechanisms for quality assurance, 

evaluation and monitoring; 
• ensure constant progression towards qual-

ity improvement with a view to striving for 
excellence on an ongoing basis.

5 In the Open Method of Coordination, one of the 
Commission’s roles is to draw attention to critical 
situations and possible solutions and to provide 
opportunities for policy makers—at system, as 
well as institutional level—to take inspiration 
from ideas, experiences and reforms undertaken 
or planned elsewhere (Figel, 2005, p. 5).
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INTRODUCTION

Many authors and journalists underline the dominate 
place of small and medium sized enterprises (SME) in 
the economy, especially in France: 60% of employment, 
53% of added value, 41% of investment, and 30% of 
exportation for business with less than 250 people 
(Insee source in Savajol, 2003).

As others kinds of business, SME encounter some 
problems concerning human resource management 
(HRM). The perspective positive aspects which fore-
see e-HRM in this area are not exempted from other 
more delicate consequences in others areas. These ones 
identify another practice which is relatively recent and 
unknown: shared-time work (STW). 

After returning to the notion of SME and the speci-
fications of their HRM, more particularly the develop-
ment of e-HRM, we will examine converging points 
of this one with STW.

BACKGROUND

Some Characteristics of SME

This “complex and diversified world” (Parlier, 2004) 
groups together hundred thousands of business under 
the “small and medium-sized enterprises” expression on 
the criteria of the size, on the first place: less than 500 
persons in France and less than 250 for Europe (turnover 
of less than 40 M€ and financial independence). Note 
that, for two decades, both in research and in teach-
ings, university people have focused on middle-sized 
business (more than 50) and on entrepreneurship (in 
most cases, the organizer is alone, or is helped by a 
few colleagues), this leaves the majority of SME insuf-
ficiently explored (Marchesnay, 2003).

However, some of the common characteristics of the 
small size business-management centralization, weak 

specialization, simple or not very organized informa-
tion systems, intuitive, or not very formalized strategy 
(Grepme, 1994) for example—could be translated into 
different aspects of proximity notions—respectively: 
spatial proximity, hierarchical proximity, functional 
proximity and the coordination of proximity, infor-
mation systems of proximity, and temporal proximity 
(Torres, 2000).

In any case, the major part of these characteristics 
allow to see the company director’s omnipresence, 
including HRM, reserved for huge structures, knowing 
in SME a remarkable evolution, of which he is “the 
necessary way” (Duchéneaut, 1995).

E-HRM in SME

If traditionally, it has not priority at the eyes of this 
last one, the HR post is familiar in several types of 
difficulties:

• Slight formalization of policies, procedures, and 
practices of HRM;

• Limited financial, material, and human resources;
• Global lack of expertise in HRM methods and 

techniques;
• Strong centralization around the company director;
• Negative attitudes and resistances to the changes on 

behalf of personnel and company director; and
• Inadequate socio-economical and political pro-

cedures (Amboise & Garand, 1995).

And yet, this post is directly concerned to one of 
these relatively recent changes that constitute e-HRM, 
in the way which testifies the works of many authors 
(Blanchot & Wacheux, 2003; Barthe, 2001; Guil-
loux, Laval, & Kalika, 2001; Laval, 2000; Matmati, 
2001). However, these works are generally focused 
on business in which staff is important. Because “if 
paradoxically many publications don’t exist, maybe 
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it isn’t by lack of interest of the scientific community 
to study this subject, but because of difficulties of this 
apprehension, and of the complexity of the location 
of HRM in small and medium sized firms” (Mahé de 
Boislandelle, 1993).

Moreover, the use of ICT and of the Internet by SME 
are significant, whereas generally less in comparison 
to larger business (Mathonnet & Seval, 2003). Even 
though the use of ICT overturns the HRM in SME in 
3 sectors:

• The application of the labor law;
• Skills management; and
• Organization and conditions of work (Carpentier, 

in press).

HRM in SME and Shared-Time Work

In the same way, SME are mainly concerned by an-
other recent phenomenon which presents comparative 
characteristics. In fact, shared-time work refers to new 
forms of work organization (Vilette, 2006b). But it also 
applies to bring skills to the small and middle companies 
and can be practiced under many legal statuses.

This phenomenon, otherwise abundantly presented 
by the press in the first half of 90s (Lagrevol, 1997) 
and which has experienced for the last years a certain 
renewal (Vilette, 2003), for lack to be presented under 
all appearances (Donas, 2005), has evenly taken charge 
off by certain authors. It is “the original way […] for the 
managers to work in shared time or loan managers of big 
business” (Duchéneaut, 1995). They “offer an adapted 
opportunity to constraints of SME […] As well the birth 
of products by developing managers, for the well being 
of SME” (Fourcade & Marchesnay, 1997).

“This solution is due to social demands of specified 
managers who don’t do research as a full time job and 
the companies which have neither means nor enough 
tasks to fill” (Mahé de Boislandelle & Nebenhaus, 
1995).

The human resources practitioners are evenly put 
down to:

• In 1993, ANDCP (Association Nationale des 
Directeurs et Cadres de la fonction Personnel, 
today ANDRH) created OTP (Observatoire du 
Temps Partagé) “to constitute a structure of stud-
ies, information, advice, and promotion, dedicated 
to those who work at  share time and destined to 

manage concrete actions,” such as those in pub-
lished documents (ANDCP/OTP, 1994, 1995);

• The review “Personnel” published a dozen articles 
over the same period (and many others since 
then);

• The subject was largely evoked by a colloquium 
in Gênes with transalpine colleagues talking into 
account the dense tissue of Italian SME (Seltzer, 
2004);

• A case was done in July 1993, after 1400 HRM 
by the OTP. “The shared time work is considered 
as a real human wealth brought to the company, 
and is favorable when changing careers in various 
business” (Provost, 1994); and

• It must be noted that reattaching spontaneously 
shared-time work to the age over 45 years (74%) 
in this case is found 11 years late, in the actual 
practice and the development of ideas for the 
seniors (ANDCP/Inergie, 2005), which was un-
derlined by others (Vilette, 2004). 

Without legal definition of STW, we propose this 
one: shared-time work is the simultaneous and/or 
successive practice of few perennial activities with 
professional vocation.

STW can be practiced in different legal frameworks 
(Vilette, 2006c): some of them exclude the only activ-
ity—multi waging, pluriactivity, employers group, 
and the last one, STW company. Some others offer 
the possibility to practice it—three like wage earner 
(external secondment, temping agency, wage portage) 
and one like independent (we globalize this status 
without distinction of juridical from).

THE CONVERGENCE OF E-HRM  
AND STW IN SME

We can analyze similarities between e-HRM and STW 
about three points already mentioned: labor law, skills 
management, and work organization. 

Labor law

E-HRM with Internet, intranet, or telework (which is 
wider than homework) do modifications in labor law. 
Ray (2001) brings to the fore its importance on more 
points:
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• Modalities of subordination develop with the 
teleavailability of the salaried employee, the de-
velopment of homework, and distance control;

• The execution of the work contract develops as 
soon as recruitment, then with training, employ-
ability, working time respect in comparison with 
test-time, work wealth and security, and even 
contentious; and

• Work relationships are also concerned, by the 
staff representatives’ consultation before ITC 
implementation and with their use by them, as 
during industrial dispute.

More than large firms, SME do not accept juridical 
constraints; in addition, they are often without internal 
skills about labor law.

The first part of this communication has named some 
STW forms and legal subtleties of its implementation. 
Furthermore, the labor law apply for SME which uses 
STW, only in the first juridical form (multi waging), 
indeed the second (pluriactivity). In fact, in the other 
cases, the SME will deal with another structure, accord-
ing to commercial law, which is more familiar because 
it must manage its relationship with its environment 
(customers, suppliers…..).

Skills Management

From an inquiry in which SME were widely represented, 
Bellier (2002) brings to the fore the ITC influence on 
skills: for the whole people interrogated, “ITC are lived 
such as a source of stronger requirement, as necessity 
to be more skilled […] The excess from ITC was intro-
duced such as an internal demand for the employee.”

It is possible to interrogate oneself about this obser-
vation whereas “after few years of use and in spite of 
a irreversible development, the balance seems rather 
mitigated” (Demissy, 2003). Without doubt, it is more 
right in the context of SME, regarding one of HRM 
difficulties already mentioned, about change.

Besides, professionals of this function confess a 
deficit of personal skills about e-HRM, and insufficient 
gratitude of their role in introduction of these ones 
(Chrétien, Martel, Forgues, & Blais, 2004). Moreover, 
if there is a progressive networking of skills, “the com-
puterization of skills management looks like an empty 
dish for the moment” (Coulon & Mercier, 2001).

Yet professionals of HRM should be the first ac-
tors of skills management. Besides, it is why they will 

use this original tool of recruitment which is the STW 
(Vilette, 2006a). Indeed, the deficit of skills in the SME 
is probably bigger and more sensible, considering the 
effect of enlargement (Mahé de Boislandelle, 1993), 
but also harder to fill because of other HRM difficul-
ties (this time concerning formalization, resources, 
and expertise).

Moreover, about this last point, if the average 
threshold of staff for the appearance of a full-time HR 
specialist (which is the traditional practice in France, 
whatever the past office and the level of responsibil-
ity) have been divided by 2 (passing to 200 to 100 
employees) in 20 years, this threshold seems towards 
the forceful implementation of French CE and CHSCT 
(Vilette, 2003), that is, 50 persons. However, for cost and 
workload reasons, this post creation (even non salaried) 
will be preferentially in part-time, even shared-time. 
Moreover, besides practice of us or two of the asked 
actors in our exploratory research, the development of 
this means of work for HRM seems to be affirmed.

Work Organization

From the same inquiry, Josserand (2002) underlines the 
fact that companies do not use much ITC to make apply 
decisions or to estimate individual results afterwards. 
On the other hand, they make exchanges easier between 
hierarchical levels, they further a more transverse work 
and better coordination, and they make possible to share 
better information. 

On the contrary, if e-HRM modifies external and 
internal firm borders (Kalika, 2000), it affects also the 
work ones, because they create tension fields, particu-
larly in SME (Beaujolin & Dufau, 2001).

Otherwise, the various ITC enforcements have initi-
ated the development of new forms of organizations 
(Matmati, 2003). Some people speak of virtual organi-
zation whereas it would be more appropriate to speak 
of dematerialized organizations (Livian, 2005).

STW is also identified as a new employment and 
organization way to work (Lagrevol, 1997). It can use 
other forms mentioned, such as remote work (Matmati, 
2003). In spite of the traditional way of working that 
he evocates, remote work is analyzed according to a 
continuum (Cocula & Frédy-Planchot, 2001):

• Use of occasional manner in a fixed office in a 
company;

• Office reserved within the company, in a ‘hotel’ 
kind of way;
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• Mobility with an obligation to return within the 

company (without an office) at regular dates;
• Homework with mobility to the exterior; and
• Distance salaried workers having full mobility 

(being present with clients, suppliers…).

This can suggest several comments:

• Each point of the continuum needs adapted skills, 
especially the last one, which refers to the ‘no-
madism’ problems (Isaac, 2004);

• Two points can be added: the electronic ‘off 
shore’ work (grouping salaried abroad on repeti-
tive operations to far distance companies) and 
remote services (electronic surveillance, remote 
maintenance, telecomputing) (Livian, 2005);

• These various ways correspond to a general move-
ment of subcontracting and activity relocation, 
which refers to the internalization versus exter-
nalization problematic. At this one is confronted 
HRM within SME (Mahé de Boislandelle & 
Nebenhaus, 1995). It is within this context that 
the authors spoke from STW; and

• Perhaps this one corresponds to an eighth point 
which could be expressed in this way: regular 
and part-time use of a fixed place (which does 
not necessarily have to be an office; for example, 
in training) for each activity, and at home.

FUTURE TRENDS

Beaujolin and Dufau (2001) study about 30 SME 
mentioned 3 points of view to analyze the evolution 
of work (evolution of jobs and skills, evolution of au-
tonomy versus control, evolution of task-force) linked 
to the use of ITC.

For the choice of investment in ITC (Boutary, 
2003), the manager, whose skills are often limited about 
this subject, reacts also here in term of proximity (cf. 
Background).

Mathonnet and Seval (2003) spoke from a significant 
development of ICT in SME.

Another study about e-HRM in SME (Gadille & 
Iribarne, 2004) is not convergent: training activities 
(which depends on HR development) has the last 
rank (4%); it translates the weakness of this function 
in SME.

In Carpentier’s study (in press), SME mainly used 
Internet and ERP. They had more or less computerized 
and formalized IS, especially in HR: software can be 
used for payroll management or employees administra-
tion for instance.

A few academic authors begin to mention (Peretti, 
2006) or study (Martin, 2006) STW now.  But its use 
is more and more important in SME. In another recent 
research (Vilette, 2006d), the results of the inquiry were 
contrasted about the use of ICT by SME and STW. But 
this study was not dedicated to the topic. So we can hope 
that STW and e-HRM in SME will be more and more 
observed and analyzed, and our results developed.

CONCLUSION

We have shown some similarities between e-HRM and 
STW in their impact on HRM in SME. The lack of 
juridical skills in SME makes harder every constraint 
provided by the use of e-HRM and STW. About labor 
law, a part-time or shared-time HR manager could be 
a response.

It is also mentioned about skills management, which 
is needed by e-HRM and STW.

HR managers often have a main responsibility about 
work organization. The part- or shared-time one will 
be probably more sensible to this part of his job. If the 
e-HRM literature is in abundance, the lack about STW 
justifies the interest to realize inquiries with various 
STW parties.

Our research (Vilette, 2006d) needs further devel-
opments. First of all, another study will have to be 
specific, with a wider sample (only six interviewees 
in the first one). It could be also enlarged, in order to 
understand better what are the forms of mobilization 
of shared-time workers and their working and employ-
ment conditions. E-HRM will take a main place there 
without any doubt.   

In the same way, we see that e-HRM is more and 
more present in SME. Further studies could explain 
why STW does not expand with SME whose needs 
can be answered, because of managers (reservations 
about availability, confidentiality, originality…) and 
workers (personal abilities, motivation…).
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KEY TERMS

Employers Group: In France, it was established 
by the law on January 25, 1985, in order to allow small 
and medium sized businesses and industries to group 
together and to employ labor which they would not 
be able to recruit by themselves, because of workload 
and financial insufficient means. Employees who are 
salaried of an employers group (non profit association) 
are at the disposal of members of this group.

External Secondment: In this case, the shared-time 
worker has legally one employer employee’s status. 
However, this one (generally a big company) will sec-
ond him in a small company (rarely in many) during 
a limited period, to share his skills. The secondment 
could operate full time or part time, in accordance with 
our shared-time job definition’s proposition, even if the 
second case fits more to this spirit. The work contract 
which links the employee to his original company ex-
ists already. The company should reintegrate him at 
the end of the disregard. 
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Jobs and Activities Cooperative: Jobs and activi-
ties cooperative (CEA in French language) appeared 
one decade ago. It is a particular form of cooperative 
society of production (this one found its origin in the 
middle of the 19th century). CEA assume an individual 
and collective accompaniment of the project bearer and 
a wage earner status. These salaried entrepreneurs can 
carry on several activities, more often for many custom-
ers. We have found the notion of shared-time again.

Multi Waging: The multi-employers salaried are 
titled of many part-time work contracts. For all of them, 
it inscribes to a subordinate relation with every employ-
ers. The multi-employers salaried has an obligation of 
means with his employer (obligation to do everything 
to reach objectives which are given to him), know them 
an interference power in his work, and have advantages 
recognized at full-time salaried.

Pluriactivity: In the work place, this term means 
more the addition of salaried and non salaried ac-
tivities. Even with its complexities, the pluriactivity 
is practiced for a long time in the mountainous areas 
and seasonal economical sectors (tourism, agriculture, 
construction…), for thousands of people, and in a 
perennial way.

Shared-Time Work as Independent: With a big 
job experience in firms and various solved problems, 
independent shared-time worker has the same expert 
valuation in his skills than a consultant. But his provi-

sions of services are very operational, like an internal 
specialist. And they are not reduced to one-off actions, 
but have a long-lasting calling. 

Shared-Time Work Company: A new French law 
(8/2/2005) in favor of SME has created a new mecha-
nism in order to enable the disposal of qualified workers 
to companies which can not recruit themselves because 
of their size or their limited means. This shared-time 
work company (STWC) seems to be a melting pot 
between many other forms already existing (employ-
ers group, temping work, wage portage…). As in the 
case of temporary work, triangular relations would be 
established between the person who is handed over, the 
STWC and the customer company. A first employment 
contract will be signed between the STWC and the 
person who is handed over. A second disposal busi-
ness contract will be concluded between STWC and 
the customer company.

Wage Portage: When the mission is found by the 
consultant, a work-contract corresponding to these 
aspects is signed between the consultant and the por-
tage company. The contract of mission can be signed 
between the customer firm and the portage company. 
In return of the provision of this service with the cus-
tomer company, the portage firm invoices this one in the 
form of honoraries and pays back the invoice amount, 
deducted commission rate, in the form of salary and 
social taxes.
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INTRODUCTION

For anyone with an education in literary or philosophi-
cal confines, coming across the word “semiotics” in 
a business dictionary might seem strange. It is not 
among the terms that make up the common jargon of 
the manager, however, it is acquiring more importance 
as organizations become more complex.

Although the concept is very old and it could be 
referred to, the philosopher, Umberto Eco (1991) was 
who got the concept out of the most tightly knit aca-
demic circles in his “treating general semiotics.” Eco 
defines semiotics as “the science that studies the life 
of signs within the framework of social life” while the 
R.A.E. (Spanish Society of Arts) defines it as “general 
theory of signs.”

Towards the year 1995, the application of the 
principles of semiotics to organizations started to be 
used. The reason why a concept close to grammar or 
language construction should be of interest in business 
confines must be sought in the development of informa-
tion systems (Gazendam, 2001). These have converted 
today’s organization into an ordered set of signs where, 
instead of “touching” a reality, it is represented by sym-
bols which, at the same time are represented by other 
symbols, and so on, until n number of times.

As a result, organizations have generated a language 
of electronic signs more and more distanced from tan-
gible reality because the mobility of the sign is much 
higher than that which it actually represents. This is 
the phenomenon which has raised interest in semiotics 
from the confines of organizations.

The implications for organizations are extensive. 
The habit of working with signs, without knowing 
the meanings of such has broken the former balance 
between people and technology (Winograd, 2006). 
The workforce of many organizations has changed the 
size and the quality (Sánchez-Alarcos, 2007). Many 

tasks that formerly, were performed by people are now 
performed by information systems. Additionally, some 
of the tasks now performed by less qualified people, 
required in the past a high professional competence. This 
spectacular gain in efficiency is not without weaknesses 
and limitations. The development of semiotics has also 
introduced important risks on organization. 

On this basis, this article begins with a revision of 
the organizational semiotic. This is followed by the 
analysis of the challenges of organizational semiotics. 
Future trends are subsequently discussed and brief 
conclusions drawn.

BACKGROUND

Any analysis of an organization, without being ex-
haustive, will show it as an ordered set of signs even 
from before the arrival of information systems. The 
formalization process, vital for any complex organi-
zation, consists in substituting a tangible reality for 
indicators that represent it and are easier to handle 
than reality itself.

The constant search for models useful to clearly 
understand what is happening in an organization, shows 
how important it is to use systems of signs that truly 
reflect reality. Models such as Kaplan and Norton’s 
Balanced Scorecard (1993), the European Foundation 
Quality Management model, or even classic strategic 
models such as Porter’s 5 forces or others, respond to a 
common need: We have no direct perception of reality 
and we need to create system of signs which are useful 
to us as a map of this reality.

The problem is that the map is not the territory and 
maps can be more or less worthy in function of their 
quality and even the existence of cataclysms which can 
modify the territory. The map, understood as such a 
system of symbols used to make decisions about the 
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reality it represents, has to refer to a meaning or “tangible 
reality,” however, the growing complexity of a system 
of symbols that make up the organization has lead users 
to, as a part of their work, handle them without having 
any clear idea of what they are supposed to represent 
(Revilla & Sánchez-Alarcos, 2004).

Information systems have introduced even more 
complexity in these systems of symbols resulting in 
representations of representations of representations 
….nearly ad-infinitum. By doing it in this way, a fun-
damental weakness has also been introduced in the 
organizations: the longer the sign-meaning chain is, 
the more likely it is to break. We are so used to using a 
symbolic logic that we do not perceive the importance 
of this fact that surrounds us in all facets of life.

Money is the perfect example of how we substitute 
the value of goods for something that represents them 
and how those representations are getting more and 
more complex. In all fields of organization, not only 
those of economic transactions, similar phenomenon 
are produced. As the formalization processes take the 
organization away from the tangible reality and carry 
it towards more and more complex representations, 
the risk increases. Decisions are taken in conditions of 
manufactured uncertainty (Beck, 2002). The technol-
ogy of data processing has put a shot of power into the 
formalization process and, keeping geographic simile, 
according to Gazendam (2001), now provides us not 
with maps but virtual worlds, those within which we can 
move and, in addition, which can be instantly transmit-
ted through communication lines (Rifkin, 2000).

As a result, complex activities can be performed 
by less trained people and few high-qualified people 
are needed to make the whole system work (Dennett, 
Bennett, Hacker, & Searle, 2007). Heywood, Spungin, 
and Turnbull (2007) give an interesting example: An 
airport is simpler than a road network since they have 
less operations, less vehicles, less runways, and so on. 
However, managing an airport is extremely complex 
because it requires a centralized control. By the other 
side, the road network has a clear set of rules and signs 
and a lot of vehicles coming and going everywhere. 
The secret for the authors should be that the whole 
complexity of the system is assigned to many differ-
ent actors in the road network but that complexity 
is not shared in the case of the airport. Through the 
information systems, we could be changing our “road 
networks” into “airports” where complexity is not 
shared, requiring very different professional profiles 
in every one of the situations. 

The implications for organizations are widespread. 
It is in these where the focus of organizational semiotic 
is set.

THE CHALLENGES OF  
ORGANIZATIONAL SEMIOTIC

The gain in efficiency, which the so-called electronic 
systems of signs have introduced, is spectacular but, at 
the same time, the appearance of some formerly existing 
risks has also increased (Beck 2002). Therefore, the 
confines of what, in its time was denominated advanced 
industrial society, made patent the existence of risks 
that were increased with the development of the so 
called society of data. According to Rasmussen (1987), 
these risks can be classified in two types: operative risk 
and learning risk.

Operative Risks

Operative risks have been dealt with by Charles Per-
row in Complex Organizations (1986) and Normal 
Accidents (1999). In both, he pointed out how the 
increase in the complexity of designs of organizations 
and industries could result in serious failure derived 
from the breaking of the sign-meaning chain in differ-
ent ways, from physical failure to failure in logic or 
that of the operator.

An example can be taken from the aviation field.  For 
a long time there have been devices capable of guiding 
a plane through a virtual electronic world composed of 
navigational aids. Its contact with the real world lets 
planes get to their destinations without really knowing 
the terrain they have flown over. As technology has 
advanced, higher risks have been assumed. The stages 
of the flight where the pilot has to keep visual contact 
with earth have been diminishing and, in some cases, 
complete landings without visibility are performed, 
or in others words, without ever leaving the virtual 
world (Sánchez-Alarcos, 2007). We shall not insist on, 
as it is obvious, the risk that would be supposed by a 
mistake causing a plane to be in a different place from 
that which the pilot believes it to be. In fact, one of 
the most frequent accidents is called CFIT (controlled 
flight into terrain) and presupposes just that: not having 
the right information about the location of the plane 
(Revilla & Sánchez-Alarcos, 2004).
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In some organizations, operational risk due to failure 

in representation is assumed because it has positive 
returns: The organization gains efficiency though the 
substitution of real things for their indicators and the 
substitution of these for others capable of transmit-
ting electronic communication lines (Rifkin, 2000). 
Faced with this process, Perrow (1999) gave a sign 
of alarm because failures in efficient organizations 
are also efficient, which means, the same channels of 
the organization are used by the failures to multiply 
their impact. This phenomenon is not exclusive to the 
activities which imply a visible risk but also extends 
to strictly businesslike activities that do not imply 
physical risk.

The same structure that a centenary bank like Bar-
ing Brothers put forth to an employee,  let him make 
multimillionaire operations instantly and so achieve an 
important return for the bank, also let him make opera-
tions on his own, enough volume to ruin the bank. The 
same can be said of situations like those of Enron or 
WorldCom. It is supposed that an outside firm should 
be able to move through the complex system of signs 
that determine the real value of an enterprise. Because 
of this, a specialized firm—the auditor—must search 
for the connexion between the virtual world of signs 
and the real world and certify that there really is a con-
nexion between the two. If, in a case of corruption, the 
specialized firm falsely certifies that there is a connec-
tion, the consequences of that action are very high.

In the human resources field, similar situations are 
found. Some of tests used for selection purposes are 
based in information systems that evaluate people un-
der theoretical personality models like DISC, MBTI, 
and some others. However, since we do not know how 
the measurement tools are internally built, it is hard to 
evaluate if they work except in hindsight: comparing 
the results provided by the tool with the performance 
of the person evaluated.

If compared, this situation with the old way, it can 
be found that a very old and very well-known person-
ality test—MMPI—had a problem in its design, but it 
was easy to detect for any practitioner. The only thing 
required to detect the problem should be revising the 
questions one-by-one, determining in which scale they 
were scoring. By doing that, an experienced practitioner 
could, at a first glance, know if the question was ad-
equate or not for that scale. In this way, it could be easily 
discovered and question the validity of the test.

Of course, that kind of analysis cannot be done if the 
test is computer-based. Assuming that we firmly trust 
in the test, we could deliver the same results with less 
experienced—and cheaper—practitioners. The opacity 
of the computer-based system should make impossible 
another criterion for decision, different from trial-and-
error (Sánchez-Alarcos, 2007).

Learning Risks

Although these risks are probably less visible than 
operative risks, their effects are more dangerous for 
the organization in the middle and long term. The 
clearest declaration of risk of learning was established 
by Rasmussen (1986), pointing out that the operator 
must be capable of cognitively running the programme 
which he is executing. The chain of symbols produced 
by a technology-led model generates more and more 
complex organizations which lead people, those that 
many firms considerer their principal asset, to lose 
the tie that connects symbols with the reality that they 
represent. 

In semiotic terms, Rasmussen’s declaration could 
be reformulated as the requirement for the operator to 
know the links between sign and meaning in a way that, 
in case of failure in the representation system, he can 
still act. If this condition is not fulfilled, the operator 
is confined to a system of representation and learns to 
use it in the system’s own terms. Therefore, the opera-
tor should not be able to represent an alternative to the 
system by questioning it (Hofstadter, 2007).

In many confines, this incapacity to reach a deeper 
level of knowledge by the operator is not negatively 
valued. Since the system of representation is a simpli-
fied map of reality and, therefore, is easier to handle, 
it requires less capacity from its operators. That means 
less knowledge, less dexterity, easier replacement, and 
lower wages (Sánchez-Alarcos, 2006). Then, there would 
be a primary economic gain as the same activity can be 
carried out by less qualified people. The second gain is 
based on the supposition that a simple representation 
system makes fewer operator errors and that the possible 
failures derived from incorrect representation are prob-
ably compensated by the achieved reduction in operator 
errors (Mauriño, Reason, Johnston, & Lee, 1998). 

An action guided by the aforementioned criterion 
increases the learning risk as it leads to constructing 
more and more simplified systems of representation 
and thus, further from the complex reality they rep-
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resent. Doing so, a barrier to learning is established 
in that the leap from the “virtual world” to the “real 
world” is hindered as more and more distance is put 
between the two.

Rasmussen (1986) established how that distance is 
produced and the consequences by means of the SKR 
(skills rules and knowledge) ladder of possible ways of 
a person’s performance. The three ways—skills, rules, 
and knowledge—represent steps that can be taken in 
either of two directions, however, the route is only 
feasible under a previous condition: transparency in 
the system of representation.

The mere application of a set of rules and acquired 
habits leads an operator to wonder what the reason 
for the rules is. If  there is enough basic knowledge of 
the real world, he/she can manage to, by his/her own 
means, establish the sign-meaning ties that will let 
him/her fully understand the system of representation 
and, when needed, disclose it and work directly on the 
real world or on a lower level, and therefore closer 
representation of this.

A deep conceptual knowledge can also help to run 
along the ladder in the opposite direction. There are 
many examples; so when Juan de la Cierva invented 
the autogiro he was capable of starting from general 
aeronautic principles to reach operative skills for his 
piloting. 

The process of a person’s professional maturing 
shows us how one may acquire a considerable set 
of skills and knowledge starting from opposite ends 
of the ladder; therefore, there are organizations that 
seek people with good conceptual knowledge with the 
expectation that they will generate and adapt to one 
operation. Others opt to develop people who might have 
less formal education but who, through the practice of 
a set of skills, have managed to acquire knowledge on 
the subject that goes much further than operating and 
following  rules.

The rungs in this ladder are those points where the 
symbol and the thing that it represents join. However, in 
order to go along the ladder, the rung has to be visible 
and the operator has to know these connections or to be 
able to get to know them. In a complex organization, 
especially when this has equally complex data process-
ing systems, the ties are not visible and therefore it is 
not feasible to go along the learning ladder. Each one 
remains closed into its own system of representation 
and cannot find the exit towards wider perspectives.

This situation is far from being new. A century ago, 
when the Scientific Work Organization established a 
strict separation between the planning and carrying 
out of activities, a similar situation was produced. In 
this respect, it must be pointed out that most people 
who cannot read or write were capable of making a 
complete vehicle, just following the procedures and 
applying basic skills. Their almost zero basic knowledge 
impeded them to progress along the learning ladder and 
they were limited to carrying out tasks whose meaning 
was completely unknown to them (Rifkin, 2000).

A century later we find a similar situation even 
though the present-day worker has a much higher level 
of instruction. The opacity of systems of representations 
and their ties with the real world make it difficult to get 
along the learning ladder. This produces some effects 
similar to those they already knew:

1. Organizations behave correctly as long as the 
systems of representation work correctly; unex-
pected contingencies do not come up because of 
the design of the system.

2. A deep gap is opened between two kinds of work-
ers: those which have access to the meeting point 
between symbol and meaning and can learn and 
those who do not have these ties and are confined 
to work in operative confines that they are unable 
to get out of.

This situation could be valid in a stable ambit where 
few new contingencies are presented and the apparent 
ones have little or no relevance. Nevertheless, when 
the ambit is not stable and the organization has to be 
re-invented from time to time, a serious risk is being 
assumed: the organization depends on suppliers and 
systems of representation which do not reveal the inner 
parts of these and, in addition, sell them to multiple 
customers, limiting the differentiation capacity among 
these. 

FUTURE TRENDS

The increase in technological density adds to an increase 
in the degree of complexity of organizations and the 
progressive separation between its real performance 
and that which people making it perform are able 
to understand. In many cases, there is a separation 
between the design of an information system, with its 
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corresponding endowment of meaning and the use of 
that same system by means of the use of signs whose 
meaning is often unclear for the person using it.

The worry about semiotics in organizations is 
leading to the intention to re-define design criteria 
of information systems that permit the management 
of an organization. The growth in complexity and in 
technological potential is an invitation to its use with-
out more limit than that which technology itself can 
provide. However, when the unions between virtual and 
real world are no longer visible, the efficiency reached 
does not have only operative risks as a price, more or 
less assumed by the organization. The loss of capacity 
to learn is an expensive price to pay for organizations 
where the capacity of learning constitutes a strategic 
resource. 

The main contribution of semiotics, in this context, 
is its proposal to manage risks produced by an evolu-
tion of organization that has dazzled many, impeding 
their seeing the shadowed areas. The habit of working 
with signs, without knowing the meanings of such, is 
so integrated in the conduct of the organization that the 
term “transparency” in hands of professionals in data 
processing means exactly the opposite of what any 
dictionary would say. In fact, it could be translated as 
“it does not matter how it works; just see to the entrance 
and exit of data.” It is in this performance model where 
learning risk resides.

For example, in a promotional video of Airbus, the 
manufacturer, who has put a great deal of data technol-
ogy into its products, shows its concept of transparency 
through a graphic example: the actor shows a calculator 
on the screen and tells us that we do not know how it 
works inside. However, we use it and we could operate 
a plane under the same rationale. 

The picture is brilliant but false. We know how a 
calculator works because the manufacturer has tried to 
make it in the same way as the operator works. That is 
why adaptation is easy. In fact, there is a manufacturer, 
Hewlet-Packard, who designed an alternative and 
more efficient working model. Its calculators, based 
on the Reverse Polish Notation, needed fewer touches 
of buttons than a traditional calculator, for the same 
operation. In spite of this, the manufacturer was bound 
to introduce products into the market that conformed 
to more habitual operation because the cost of learning 
the Reverse Polish Notation made many neophytes 
reject the product in spite of its superior lending. It 
can be said that the most usual model achieves a less 

optimized product but one whose logic of functionality 
is easier to understand, a vital aspect both for learning 
and for assisting possible contingencies. 

CONCLUSION

These are the confines of organizational semiotics 
and, as can be concluded, the main contribution that 
should be expected is the establishment of rules of unity 
among symbols and meanings along with rules about 
the visibility of the ties as a way to allow learning and 
performance in unforeseen contingencies.

In the confines of business organization, the strict 
separation between the operative part and design or, 
from another point of view, between sign and meaning, 
can be considered the legitimate heir of the principles 
of scientific management (Taylor, 1911), even when 
many of the makers of such separation do not know 
such identity (Sánchez-Alarcos, 2006).

Organizational semiotics is not, in this sense, revo-
lutionary. Its proposals are modest if understood as an 
attempt to avoid that organizations be directed by a 
mixture, in distinct proportions according to each case, 
of short term returns and of ignorance.   
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KEY TERMS

Organizational Semiotics (OS): An emergent 
discipline whose purpose is to study the nature, char-
acteristics, functions, and effects of information and 
communication within organizational contexts. 

Scientific Management: Tendency founded by 
Frederick W. Taylor based on the fact that the workman 
best suited to actually doing the work is incapable of 
fully understanding this science, without the guidance 
and help of those who are working with him or over 
him, either through lack of education or through insuf-
ficient mental capacity. To fix that situation, it should 
be necessary that there shall be a far more equal divi-
sion of the responsibility between the management 
and the workmen. 

Information System (IS): The system of persons, 
data records, and activities that process the data and 
information in a given organization, including manual 
processes or automated processes. Usually the term is 
used as a synonymous for computer-based information 
systems, which is only the information technologies 
component of an information system. 

Virtual Reality (VR): A technology which allows 
a user to interact with a computer-simulated environ-
ment, be it a real or imagined one. Most current virtual 
reality environments are primarily visual experiences, 
displayed either on a computer screen or through special 
stereoscopic displays, but some simulations include 
additional sensory information, such as sound through 
speakers or headphones. 

Reverse Polish notation (RPN): By analogy with 
the related Polish notation, a prefix notation introduced 
in 1920 by the Polish mathematician Jan Łukasiewicz, 
is a mathematical notation wherein every operator 
follows all of its operands. It is also known as postfix 
notation. 

Workforce: The labor pool in employment. It is 
generally used to describe those working for a single 
company or industry. The term generally excludes the 
employers or management, and implies those involved 
in manual labor. It may also mean all those that are 
available for work.

Knowledge Transfer: In the fields of organizational 
development and organizational learning, it is the prac-
tical problem of getting a packet of knowledge from 
one part of the organization to another (or all other) 
part of the organization. 
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INTRODUCTION

Internet technology has enhanced the efficiency of 
the human resource (HR) function in organizations 
by making the use of self-service technology (SST) 
functionality commonplace. SST allows employees 
to enter information directly into a human resource 
information system (HRIS). It has reduced the time 
spent on administrative tasks by HR personnel by en-
abling employees to directly change information (e.g., 
address changes, benefit plan enrollments, etc.) through 
employee self-service (ESS) modules. Manager self-
service (MSS) allows managers to perform performance 
evaluations, transfer and termination paperwork, and 
pay-rate changes online. 

While early studies have highlighted the beneficial 
effects of SST on organizational efficiency (Florkowski 
& Olivas-Lujan, 2006), we argue that, consistent with 
Sproull and Kiesler’s (1991) analysis of technological 
effects in organizations, advances in efficiency carry 
social costs. Specifically, we contend that SST re-
duces the internal social capital, the value inherent in 
relationships between organizational members within 
organizations. Organizations with higher levels of 
internal social capital perform at higher levels due 
to the benefits (e.g., information sharing and group 
cohesiveness) derived from network structures (Leana 
& Pil, 2006). Through reduced employee interaction, 
SST may destroy existing relationships and reduce the 
likelihood of the development of new relationships. 
As a result, it may dramatically reduce the amount of 
internal social capital within an organization and offset 
efficiency gains, resulting in lower levels of organiza-
tional performance. Before elaborating on the manner 
by which SSTs may reduce social capital, we will begin 
by reviewing the concept of social capital. 

BACKGROUND

Social capital is the value inherent in relationships be-
tween individuals and has been applied in a variety of 
disciplines such as sociology, organizational behavior, 
human resource management, and economics (Adler & 
Kwon, 2002). Woolcock (1998) defines social capital as 
“the information, trust and norms of reciprocity inhering 
in one’s social behavior” (p.153). Nahapiet and Ghoshal 
(1998) identify three dimensions of social capital: (1) 
structural dimensions, (2) relational dimensions, and 
(3) cognitive dimensions. 

Structural Dimension of Social Capital

The structural dimension of social capital primarily 
focuses on who talks to whom and is delineated by 
network ties and network configuration. Ties provide 
informational conduits and are often discussed in terms 
of tie strength. Granovetter (1973) defines tie strength 
as “a (probably linear) combination of the amount of 
time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual 
confiding) and the reciprocal services which charac-
terize those ties” (p. 1361) and distinguished between 
strong and weak ties. Strong ties are more intimate and 
involve more self-disclosure, whereas weak ties are less 
intimate and exhibit less frequent interaction. Network 
configuration is concerned with ties in an aggregated 
form and is often discussed in terms of closure and 
structural holes (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). Struc-
tural holes are the gaps between individuals who are 
disconnected in the social structure of an organization 
whereas all members are connected with other members 
in closed networks (Coleman, 1988).
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Relational Dimension of Social Capital

The relational dimension of social capital addresses 
the quality and characteristics of relationships in a 
network. This aspect of social capital focuses on dimen-
sions such as trust, obligations, and norms. Generally, 
trust entails an intention to make oneself accessible to 
another and promotes teamwork (Brown, Scott Poole, 
& Rodgers, 2004). It facilitates economic transactions, 
reduces transaction costs, and increases the range of 
interactions available to a group. 

Relational social capital also contains a “credit 
slip” form of social capital which deals with obliga-
tions. The underlying premise of this form is that by 
doing a favor for someone, the recipient will have to 
repay the favor at some future date. This form of social 
capital is dependent on the trustworthiness of the social 
structure and the individuals in that social structure 
(Coleman, 1988). 

A final dimension of relational social capital is 
norms. Coleman (1990) asserts that norms exist when 
an individual cedes the right to control behavior over 
to the group instead of maintaining the right person-
ally. This form of social capital enables and constrains 
behaviors. By sanctioning unwanted and rewarding de-
sired behaviors, undesirable behaviors are constrained 
and desired behaviors are repeated. 

Cognitive Dimension of Social Capital

Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) suggest that the cognitive 
dimension of social capital deals with shared vernacular, 
codes, and narratives. Language and codes are the direct 
method by which people share information and act as 
a filter for the perception of events. Shared language 
allows for the advancement of knowledge by provid-
ing a method for sharing information, integrating new 
information, and developing new procedures.

While research indicates that human resources poli-
cies and practices affect social capital in an organization 
(Collins & Clark, 2003), we suggest that the delivery 
mechanism of these policies and practices also influ-
ences social capital within organizations. For example, 
vacation requests entered online and approved by a 
manager may affect social capital differently than a 
vacation request form handed directly to a manager.

Organizations may affect the degree of social capital 
accumulated through policies that foster or impede em-
ployee interactions, both among themselves and with 

managers. The development of the multiple dimensions 
of social capital requires, at a minimum, human inter-
actions. If organizations create barriers, however well 
intentioned, between real-time human interactions, they 
risk diminishing the reservoir of social capital which 
promotes effective performance. These barriers might 
promote negative feelings of isolation and impersonal 
treatment. For example, an organization that conducts 
its business mainly through e-mail and teleconferenc-
ing loses the richness of direct human connection. We 
expect the HR policies which limit human interactions 
would have the same effects.

SOCIAL CAPITAL AND SELF-SERVICE 
TECHNOLOGY

Others have implied that ESS has implications for 
social capital. ESS may cause a reassessment of the 
shared corporate identity (Fisher & Howell, 2004), 
reductions in trust between the employee and organi-
zation (Lippert & Swiercz, 2005), and lower levels of 
interaction among employees (Cairns, 2005). Dellow 
(2005) states, “HR professionals need to be aware of 
the impact of HR self-service on the social capital that 
exists between themselves and the stakeholders of 
the organizations they serve” (p. 3), with the primary 
stakeholders of the HR professional being all employ-
ees of the organization (Huselid, 2005). In accordance 
with Dellow’s suggestion, we provide direction to HR 
professionals by articulating the links between internal 
social capital and SST.

Structural Dimensions of Social Capital 
and Self-Service Technology

Technological innovations change the network structure 
and group dynamics within organizations (Sproull & 
Kiesler, 1991) and, as a result, influence structural so-
cial capital. When using SST, employees are no longer 
required to go through traditional information gatekeep-
ers, such as HR representatives (Walker, 2001). Changes 
in information control modify the power structure and 
the centrality of individuals who control that informa-
tion. Thus, the introduction of SST reduces the power 
of the HR representatives as information gatekeepers 
by making them less central in the network.
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SST reduces tie strength by reducing the frequency 

with which individuals interact, the amount of time 
spent interacting and perhaps the intimacy of those 
interactions. Self-service technology, as its name 
implies, changes the nature of human interaction. The 
“self” portion of SST implies that a person is providing 
the service to his or herself. Prior to SST, the service 
was facilitated by another person. At a minimum, SST 
will affect the frequency with which people interact 
with one another, one aspect of tie strength, and may 
also reduce the amount of time that individuals spend 
together, another aspect of tie strength. Because SST 
reduces the frequency and duration of interactions, it 
will likely make relationships less intimate, as intimacy 
increases through repeated interactions with others 
over time (Schultze & Orlikowski, 2004). Another 
aspect of tie strength affected by SST is reciprocity. It 
is unlikely that a person completing a transaction will 
feel the need to reciprocate to a machine (Schultze & 
Orlikowski, 2004). Therefore, SST weakens tie strength 
in organizations.

SST can change the nature of human interaction as 
well (Meuter, Ostrom, Roundtree, & Bitner, 2000). HR 
representatives will now need to respond to complaints 
of service delivery failure. In cases where the incor-
rect usage of the system is the cause of the failure, 
employees may attribute the service delivery failure 
to something other than their own error (an attribution 
error), in this case, the HR department. The nature of 
the interaction has changed from service delivery to 
problem resolution, which can make the interaction 
more negative. In the case where the employee incor-
rectly attributes the error to the system or the system 
did fail, the HR representative will need to expend 
some social capital in attempting to resolve the error 
(Schultze & Orlikowski, 2004). 

Network configuration is concerned with ties in an 
aggregated form (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). In addi-
tion to reducing tie strength, ESS may eliminate some 
ties completely. For example, a manager supervising a 
department characterized by long-tenured employees 
with low departmental turnover may only complete one 
or two transfers a year. Prior to implementing MSS, 
the manager would have worked closely with the HR 
department in completing the necessary paperwork. 
Since this routine was transacted infrequently, the 
manager would need assistance in completing the pa-
perwork and sending it the appropriate representative. 
Following implementation of the self-service technol-

ogy, the transaction can be completed online by the 
manager. Online assistance would be available for the 
completion of this form indicating appropriate entries 
when necessary (Walker, 2001). Upon completion of 
the form, the system generates a generic message to 
the HR department indicating that a transaction re-
quiring processing is available. If the transaction has 
been completed correctly, the HR department and the 
manager will have no need to communicate directly in 
this process. In this example, a tie has been eliminated. 
Thus, SST can change the network configuration of an 
organization by reducing ties between employees. 

Normative Dimension of Relational Social 
Capital and Self-Service Technology

The normative dimension of relational social capital 
is predicated on a closed and stable network, which 
establishes and enforces social norms (Coleman, 1990). 
Social norms facilitate and constrain activity and assist 
transactions because it facilitates transparency, which is 
the knowledge of others’ behavior (Portes, 1998). The 
same norm can also constrain a person’s behavior in 
that it dictates behavior and limits behavioral options. 
Norms form through repetitive interaction, proximity, 
and reputation (Coleman, 1990), which can be reduced 
due to the implementation of SST.

The norms, shared beliefs and language operating 
in a structure can change as the structure changes. 
Granovetter (1973) argues that innovations and in-
formation diffuse through weak ties. Innovations and 
information diffusion provide the recipient with a new 
awareness (Orlikowski, 2000). ESS and MSS may 
eliminate ties, thus limiting an actor’s ability to experi-
ence changes in awareness and knowledge. Since ESS 
and MSS limit the ability to experience new ideas, it 
reinforces existing social structures of the organiza-
tion. Therefore, by limiting the ability to experience 
new ideas and reinforcing social structures, ESS and 
MSS may lessen an organization’s ability to creatively 
seek solutions.

Orlikowski (2000) states that social norms within 
a social network affect technology usage, but ESS and 
MSS usage are often mandated by the organization. 
Different types of networks, such as hindrance, friend-
ship, and advice networks, and the associated social 
norms within the network exist simultaneously within 
an organization (Sparrowe, Liden, Wayne, & Kraimer, 
2001) and may be comprised of some of the same people 
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(Portes, 1998). Hindrance networks are comprised of 
other employees who make it more difficult for indi-
viduals to complete their tasks (Sparrowe et al., 2001); 
whereas advice networks include employees who share 
information and knowledge related to the completion 
of work tasks (Ibarra & Andrews, 1993). Friendship 
networks are characterized by personal liking, social 
support, and a sense of personal belongingness (Sias & 
Cahill, 1998). While there may be some overlap between 
social networks, social networks are not identical (not 
all friends are advisors). Each social network has its 
own norms which simultaneously apply pressure on 
the individual to conform to group norms.

Since these networks will be similar, but not identi-
cal, the different social networks may have different 
norms and beliefs. HR representatives need to aware of 
spillover effects such as positive or negative attitudes 
about the HR department (Fisher & Howell, 2004) 
and employees will need to balance these different 
pressures when using the SST. For example, managers 
may have friends in the HR department. The norm in 
the HR department may be to downplay the use of the 
SST because it is believed that staff reductions will 
follow the increased efficiency experienced through 
self-service technology. At the same time, the advice 
network may suggest utilizing the SST for the same 
reason, that is, reduction in staff. The reduction in 
staff in the HR department may translate to increased 
resources for other departments. In this instance, re-
gardless of which choice the manager makes, a norm 
in one social structure is violated. 

Cognitive Dimension of Social Capital and 
Self-Service Technology

It is also reasonable to assume that during the natural 
course of work other discussions may take place. 
“Water cooler conversations” cannot take place when 
transactions are completed electronically. Because SST 
reduces informal discussions, the shared narratives, 
which develop into corporate folklore, may not diffuse 
throughout the organization. Beyond these congenial 
discussions, which may transfer information that may 
not be otherwise available and create shared narratives, 
relevant work discussions may also transpire. Returning 
to the example of the manager completing the transfer 
paperwork, discussions regarding the type of work 
performed and desired candidate characteristics will 
not happen when the manager completes the transaction 

online. The HR representative may have knowledge of 
a candidate possessing these skills, but the association 
of the requirement and candidate may not take place 
without this conversation transpiring. 

FUTURE TRENDS

The social effect of ESS and MSS needs to be evalu-
ated. At face value, SST will reduce social interaction in 
organizations. However, this assumes that the HR staff 
does not increase social interactions with employees 
in other ways. HR staff may use the new found time 
from reduced administrative tasks to engage employees 
in other ways. More research is needed on whether 
organizations utilize the reduction

We suggest that a useful framework for investigating 
ESS and MSS is the practice lens approach to technol-
ogy, which focuses on the human-computer interaction 
(Orlikowski, 2000). The practice lens approach is a 
structuration theory-based method focused on people’s 
uses of technology as it relates to the social structures 
as incorporated by the designers of the technology. 
Social structure, social norms, and shared schema are 
fundamental concepts to the practice lens approach 
to studying technology in organizations. These same 
concepts are also fundamental to the concept of social 
capital. One dimension of social capital is concerned 
with configuration of the social network or the social 
structure. One form of social capital is the norms 
form. Another dimension of social capital is concerned 
with the shared language, codes, and narratives of a 
group, which provide a basis for understanding for all 
members of a community. The value of practice lens 
approach in studying the effects on SST on external 
social capital has been shown in prior research (Schultze 
& Orlikowski, 2004).

While the practice lens approach and social capital 
share the same fundamental bases, the practice lens 
approach is especially useful since it “focuses on 
people’s everyday activities as the unit of analysis, and 
examines the structural and interpersonal elements that 
produce and are produced by those activities” (Schultze 
& Orlikowski, 2004, p. 88). Thus, the practice lens 
approach looks to how the use of SST impacts social 
relationships within the organization and does not re-
quire the researcher to choose between the macrolevel 
and microlevel of analysis, but incorporates aspects 
from both levels. Thus, the practice lens approach is 
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especially useful for understanding how organizational 
rules and regulations influence human interaction and 
human interaction influences the organization’s rules 
and regulations. 

CONCLUSION

The internal social capital of an organization changes 
with the introduction of employee and manager 
self-service technology. The HR department and its 
representatives will most likely experience a loss of 
power and centrality in the social network within the 
organization. In addition, the introduction of SST will 
most likely reduce social interaction among employees 
resulting in an overall reduction of the internal social 
capital available to the organization. Increases in social 
capital are associated with increased organizational 
performance. While reductions in internal social capital 
reduce overall performance, these reductions are offset 
with increases in efficiency. Thus, organizations may 
experience an increase in organizational performance 
with the introduction of SST, but these increases will 
be attenuated by losses due to the reduction in internal 
social capital. However, much more research is needed 
on ESS and MSS. We suggest that practice lens approach 
may be a fruitful framework for this research.

REFERENCES

Adler, P. S., & Kwon, S.-W. (2002). Social capital: 
Prospects for a new concept. Academy of Management 
Review, 27(1), 17-40.

Brown, H. G., Scott Poole, M., & Rodgers, T. L. (2004). 
Interpersonal traits, complementarity, and trust in virtual 
collaboration. Journal of Management Information 
Systems, 20(4), 115-137.

Cairns, T. D. (2005). Changing the way HR departments 
do business through employee self-service. Employment 
Relations Today, 32(4), 25-31.

Coleman, J. S. (1988). Social capital in the creation 
of human capital. American Journal of Sociology, 
94(Supplement: Organizations and Institutions: So-
ciological and Economic Approaches to the Analysis 
of Social Structure), S95-S120.

Coleman, J. S. (1990). Social capital. Foundations of 
social theory (pp. 300-318). Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press.

Collins, C. J., & Clark, K. D. (2003). Strategic hu-
man resource practices, top management team social 
networks, and firm performance: The role of human 
resource practices in creating organizational com-
petitive advantage. Academy of Management Journal, 
46(6), 740-751.

Dellow, J. (2005). Beyond HR self-service: Empow-
ering staff while creating social capital in virtualized 
organizations. IHRIM Journal, 9(4), 18-20.

Fisher, S. L., & Howell, A. W. (2004). Beyond user 
acceptance: An examination of employee reactions 
to information technology systems. Human Resource 
Management, 43(2/3), 243-258.

Florkowski, G. W., & Olivas-Lujan, M. R. (2006). The 
diffusion of human-resource information-technology 
innovations in US and non-US firms. Personnel Review, 
35(6), 684-710.

Granovetter, M. S. (1973). The strength of weak ties. 
American Journal of Sociology, 78(6), 1360-1380.

Huselid, M. A. (2005). Human resource department. 
Blackwell Encyclopedic Dictionary of Human Resource 
Management, 167-167.

Ibarra, H., & Andrews, S. B. (1993). Power, social in-
fluence, and sensemaking: Effects of network centrality 
and proximity on employee perceptions. Administrative 
Science Quarterly, 38, 277-303.

Leana, C. R., & Pil, F. K. (2006). Social capital and or-
ganizational performance: Evidence from urban public 
schools. Organization Science, 17(3), 353-366.

Lippert, S. K., & Swiercz, P. M. (2005). Human resource 
information systems (HRIS) and technology trust. 
Journal of Information Science, 31(5), 340-353.

Meuter, M. L., Ostrom, A. L., Roundtree, R. I., & Bitner, 
M. J. (2000). Self-service technologies: Understanding 
customer satisfaction with technology-based service 
encounters. Journal of Marketing, 64(3), 50-64.

Nahapiet, J., & Ghoshal, S. (1998). Social capital, 
intellectual capital and the organizational advantage. 
Academy of Management Review, 23(2), 242-266.



802  

Social Capital and the Practice Lens Approach

Orlikowski, W. J. (2000). Using technology and consti-
tuting structures: A practice lens for studying technology 
in organizations. Organization Science, 11(4), 404.

Portes, A. (1998). Social capital: Its origins and ap-
plications in modern sociology. Annual Review of 
Sociology, 24(1), 1-24.

Schultze, U., & Orlikowski, W. J. (2004). A practice 
perspective on technology-mediated network relations: 
The use of Internet-based self-serve technologies. In-
formation Systems Research, 15(1), 87-106.

Sias, P. M., & Cahill, D. J. (1998). From coworkers 
to friends: The development of peer friendships in the 
workplace. Western Journal of Communication, 62, 
273-299.

Sparrowe, R. T., Liden, R. C., Wayne, S. J., & Kraimer, 
M. L. (2001). Social networks and the performance 
of individuals and groups. Academy of Management 
Journal, 44(2), 316-325.

Sproull, L., & Kiesler, S. (1991). Connections: New 
ways of working in the networked organization Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press.

Walker, A. J. (Ed.). (2001). Web-based human resources. 
New York: McGraw-Hill.

Woolcock, M. (1998). Social capital and economic 
development: Toward a theoretical 

synthesis and policy framework. Theory and Society, 
27(2), 151-208.

KEY TERMS

Human Resource Information System: An inte-
grated relational database for the storage, retrieval, and 
reporting of employee information to meet the human 
resource needs of the organization.

Norm: Social rules enforced through group sanc-
tions such as ostracism.

Organizational Social Capital: Asset inherent in 
social relationships within a firm. Internal social capital 
is a resource existing in the social relationships among 
employees of a firm.

Practice Lens Approach: Structuration theory-
based method focused on technology usage as it relates 
to the social structures as incorporated by the technol-
ogy designers.

Self-Service Technology: Technological artifact 
enabling individuals to produce a service without direct 
interaction with service providers. 

Social Capital: The value inherent in relation-
ships.

Social Network: Social relationships of individu-
als or organizations, depicted as nodes, based upon 
some unifying characteristic (e.g., friendship, industry, 
etc.)
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Topic: Managing Individuals and Groups in the Organization

INTRODUCTION

The literature of small group dynamics is replete with 
studies emanating from small group experimentalists 
interested in the subject matter of trust. Trust and 
trusting relationships have been explored more notably 
by researchers utilizing small group network com-
munications paradigm (Mackenzie, 1978). Because 
of the salience of trust to interpersonal and intergroup 
functioning activities aimed at realizing social group 
objectives, network communication researchers have 
focused on a set of variables. There are notions of 
personalities that are prone to easily trusting others. 
Self-esteem, self-concept, and self-efficacy do matter 
(Homans, 1974). There are individual attributes pre-
disposing persons to cautious trusting. The situation 
or transaction linking parties in a social exchange may 
also condition the structure of trust manifest from 
such parties. Experiences gained by social intimates 
in working together have been known to constrain the 
texture of trust between them. There exists a natural 
tendency for a party once trusted to a positive avail, to 
be readily accorded more trust in future (Frey & Feld, 
2002). There exists a social cost to trusting ventures, 
when a social transaction involving trust has a material 
cost impact, questions of how such cost is shared will 
arise. And pose challenges to fair exchange. In business 
transactions, parties expecting certain considerations 
from a contracted deal may often insist that all reason-
able effort should be exerted to avert disappointment. 
In formal business relationships, individuals occupying 
organizational positions as agents will often have to 
relate to other agents in the regular course of business. 
The persons and parties engaging in trusting situations 
are not doing so in a cultural vacuum. Social mutual 
awareness, perceptual variations, historical antecedents, 
social learning, and episodes of intellectual experiences 
dove-tail into social cognitions of trust.  

   

BACKGROUND

Human resource managers overseeing the diverse tech-
nical, professional, managerial, supervisory, functional, 
and operational personnel of an organization are in the 
business of engineering trust and trusting relationships. 
Categories of skilled and unskilled human resources 
have to be welded carefully into smooth functioning 
entities in the task of creating desired outputs. The 
processes of producing such outputs of goods, services, 
satisfaction, and social wealth often entail individuals 
and groups. Trust and trusting relationships necessarily 
permeate the hourly, daily, weekly, periodic, seasonal, 
and electronic operations of modern organizations. 
The human elements functioning as decision makers at 
various levels of any organizational technostructure are 
in dynamic interaction with themselves and with their 
internal and external environments. Such interactions 
generate categories and models of trust at the interper-
sonal, group, business, corporate, and organizational 
levels (Kramer, 1999). Operating personnel and decision 
makers are empowered to tap information resources, of 
both hard and soft texture, on products, parts, spares, 
materials, knowledge, ideas, and innovations, from 
the relevant environment of their functional business. 
Information systems must be created where they do not 
exist yet, and they must be fine-tuned and reinforced, 
even where they exist, in order to meet the electronic 
demands of the global village. Information and com-
munication technology (ICT) is fast changing the face 
of information search, critical identification, harvest, 
use, and inter-organizational context. Individuals and 
groups of occupational experts with levels of relevant 
talents and skills are the negotiators in this complex 
exchange. The key managers and persons participating 
in such an exchange must elicit mutual trust. The HR 
manager naturally tends to become the anchor person 
to engineer the trust and productive trusting relation-
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ships warranted. For sure, a HR manager cannot dictate 
who trusts or distrusts whom or what in a work setting. 
But the facilitation of harmonious interactional milieu 
within employees, customers, suppliers, and stakehold-
ers can be cultivated and sustained. Business-enhancing 
trust can be viewed as a HR managerial role (Brien, 
1998; Misztal, 1996).

SOCIAL FACTORS AND 
ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS      

There is need to consider both social factors and envi-
ronmental factors. A social cognitive model of trust will 
start from cognitive processes. The mental processes of 
a person will normally influence the cognitive activity 
of such person, and in the given cultural learned experi-
ence. The earlier researchers into trust as an aspect of 
moral development (Wallwork, 1972) established the 
cognitive and experiential texture of trust. In this light, 
there are personalities uniquely developed by persons 
that may be more or less prone to trusting parties, 
objects, processes, or information, than may be true 
of others (Frey & Feld, 2002).

Trust is an action. It is influenced by the “rules, 
norms, and values” of an organization (Zimmerman 
& Wieder, 1979). But to understand the essence of 
individual trust orientation, there is need to study the 
way such rules are actually used in organizational set-
tings (Ritzer, 1996).

TIME AND SPACE FACTORS OF 
TRUST

Trust is a social cognitive commodity being traded by 
two parties (Dasgupta, 1988). The decision of a party 
to place trust in another is time bound. It is an action 
committed at a point, and therefore temporal. The re-
alization of such trust will cover some space in future 
terms. This is the reason Ritzer (1996) presented the 
idea of cognitive maps needed by the trusting parties to 
move from a “world defined temporally to one that is 
defined spatially” (Ritzer, 1996). And with the raging 
computer and ICT developments of today, HR manag-
ers as well as persons operating at the cutting edge of 
innovative interactions within and across organizations 
may be deemed to be working in hyper-space.

Time is the very relevant in trusting ventures 
(Zucker, 1986). What is known or experienced today 
temporally is a source of certainty. The terms of satisfy-
ing such trust have space or futurity dimension, which 
may not be easily controllable for now.    

TRUST AND PARTICIPATION

The responsibility for fostering dynamic participation 
of staff in various facets of organization work belongs 
to HR managers. Individuals and groups will often 
have their own decision-making reservations, styles, 
and preferences. Satisfaction derivable from partici-
pants in facets of work was found predictable by trust 
(Driscoll, 1978). Organizational trust was also viewed 
as an alternative means to participation for purposes 
of predicting satisfaction.

In a political analysis of decision-making systems, 
Gamson (1969) identified two facets of a person’s 
orientation towards a political system: efficacy and 
trust. The feeling that a person can influence the key 
decision-making in the system is efficacy. Trust is the 
belief that the decision makers will produce outcomes 
favorable to a person’s interest without any influence 
by the person. Thus, for Gamson, trust is the very vari-
able predicting individual behavior. However, Citrin 
(1974) showed the relative independence of trust in 
specific institutions from trust as a personality trait. 
The role of personality differences in trust, absent in 
Gamson’s formulation, was provided by Rotter (1971) 
who showed trust in other people as a global tendency 
cutting across situations.

Driscoll (1978) highlighted trust as belief that one’s 
participation in an organization will not jeopardize 
one’s welfare interest. Gamson (1968) used trust to 
predict both a person’s acceptance of a decision-mak-
ing system as well as the means used to influence 
decision makers. 

•	 High-trust groups will accept existing authority 
and rely on persuasion as a means to influence 
decision makers.

•	 Moderate-trust groups will accept the authority 
but will use positive inducements for influence.

•	 Low-trust groups will see no chance of fair treat-
ment by the authority and will see the decision 
makers as incompetent and biased. There will be 
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resort to threats and negative sanctions to force 
the hands of the authority.

The concept of generalized trust and distrust, thus 
arising, bears careful notice by HR managers. In matters 
of union and management negotiations, trust may be 
perceived as something the union can depend upon. It 
may also be the bane of effective interactions if distrust 
is manifest. At governmental levels, issues of who or 
what to trust in nation or city capitals such as London, 
Washington, Paris, and so forth, can be critical. Many 
social institutions set up to meet the needs of individuals 
and groups are facing challenges of dwindling trust or 
even distrust. Communications lines seeming blocked 
would have to be opened up by decision makers.    

TRUST IN E–HRM 

Persons, groups, and organizations are increasingly 
learning to do business on the Web.

Web site designers and Web users need to pay at-
tention to the dynamics of electronic trust. 

Trust experienced, physically and interpersonally, is 
not too much different from trust found in e–HRM.

The IT era is calling for human resource information 
systems that factor trust into their templates. What we 
care to do on the Web, and what we must do, either 
as citizens relating to government, or as consumers 
relating to big business, often warrant socio-cultural 
trust. The human resource information we tap from 
the net, the information we provide, how we package 
information for optimal impact, and how we process 
information, hinge on trust.

Do we believe them, as they believe us? Do I want 
to take what they offer? Am I pleased? Our e–transac-
tions with human resource dimensions are avenues of 
demonstrating the trust we choose to have in machines, 
humans, products, services, organizational systems, 
processes, and modern information highways. 

Teleworking results from employees and managers 
opting to work through IT laptop linkages. The work 
environment disappears from a place or location, to go 
to the work that is being done.     

As the old work environment familiar to HR man-
agers is disappearing, work becomes something being 
done rather than the place we go to.

A GCN (2007) report by Trudg Walsh found that 
fear of the unknown and other technical, cultural bar-
riers arise from lack of perceived mutual trust. 

Locating Trust in HRIS 

The need for trust as a critical factor for dental reforms 
introduced by government to succeed was recently 
highlighted by the British Dental Association (Medical 
News Today, 2007).

Big business redtape in many products and services 
recently had consumers condemning and distrusting 
electronic customer help services (Redtape MSN, 
2007). Many unhappy consumers say they will rather 
talk to human company agents, rather than machines. 
Commerce thrives on trust when the gains expected by 
parties to such commerce are fairly distributed. Most 
ideas posted on the Web often attract a degree of distrust 
until experience proves them genuine, dependable, and 
profitably usable.     

A FRAMEWORK FOR APPRECIATING 
TRUST

In social cognitive terms, trust can be appreciated as 
the bond that manifests to tie two interacting parties 
together. Operational trust may be viewed as the prod-
uct, service, information, or psychological satisfaction, 
which parties trusting each other expect from their 
interaction.

In descriptive terms, trust is what a party expects of 
another party in a venture traversing time and space. 
There is a need to understand the intervening processes 
subsumed by both parties in creating the mutually 
expected output of trust. The cost of engineering the 
output or impact expected must also be considered. 
And where such cost idea exists, there should be 
openly traded explicit cognitions of the parties as to 
the sharing of such cost. Cost sharing in this context 
is targeted at defining the conditions under which the 
parties may optimize the benefits receivable from a 
trusting adventure. Where a party is more privileged 
with information than another, the weaker party is likely 
to feel dominated in a trusting situation.

There is need for key mediational officers or agen-
cies, which both parties to a trust can approach for 
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adjudication in case of disagreement. Examples of work 
activities or job situations linking actors prospecting for 
resources, and with the competence or authority base 
of intervening agencies, are given in Table 1.

Trust in this simple framework, is the consideration 
for giving and receiving mutually cognized embedded 
benefits, products, services, information, and perceived 
satisfaction. When parties opt to engage in a trusting 
relationship, there may arise a demonstration of will 
to commit locally (internally and situationally) packed 
bundles of emotional energy into the exchanged rela-
tionship.

Trust is a multi-faceted contract with critical impli-
cations for harmonious and productive interactions in 
contemporary HR management. Trust is earned. Trust 
is tapped. Trust is conceded. Trust is appropriated. 
Trust is reposed because a party is affectively attuned 
in another party’s direction.

TRUST IN THE PROFESSIONS

Various disciplines have taken a look at trust in different 
perspectives. Sociologists have reported (Allsop, 2006) 
that trust is an aspect of relationships involving the 

ability to take for granted the motivations and behavior 
of others in social interaction. According to Allsop 
(2006), all trust is based on “presumed reliability” or 
“blind trust.” The professions derive their claim to trust 
from their clients or publics from the expertise they 
are presumed or known to have (Grambetta, 1988). 
Beliefs and values about whom or what to trust and in 
what circumstances, are acquired (Lamger, 2006). The 
socialization and personal experiences of parties have 
influence on their trusting propensities (Beck, 1992). 
Indeed, Beck’s notions of “thick trust” between family 
and friends, and “thin trust” based on social networks 
and everyday contacts, are instructive. In case of “thin 
trust,” trust may be based on personal characteristics, 
such as class, age, gender, ethnicity, or other mutual 
exchange through gifts, services, or favor.

Trust reposed in professionals by persons may 
depend on perceived authority or competence of such 
professionals (Evetts, 2006). The organizing systems 
controlling the training and certification of profession-
als (Fox, 1974) may also command the trust persons 
choose to place on the professionals (Irvine, 2003). 
The variables of institutional control of expertise and 
the experts being trusted by persons may impact the 
trusting transaction (Sztompka, 1999). The decisions 

Work Activity Actors Seeking Resources Competence Base of Mediating Agency

Product Production Firm Buyers ISO 2000

Market Intelligence Managers Research & Development

Company Financials Decision Makers I Executive Directors

Air Transportation Travelers Civil & Aviation Authority

Sea Shipment Commodity Handlers Maritime Authority

Import / Export Sales Staff Marketing Directors

Health Care Services Patience, Drug Stockists Surgeon General

Environmental Protection Consumers Service Auditors

Decentralized Roles Managers and Supervisors Company Policies

Product Safety Vested Public Firm Analysts

Service Quality Assurance Manufacturers Consumers Consumerism

Employee Benefits Unions, HR Managers HR Development

Staff Appraisal Managers, Supervisors HR Strategies

E–marketing  
E–commerce Internet Prospects Management Policies

Table 1. Work activity, actors, and competence base of mediating agency
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made by persons to trust given professionals may ben-
efit from the opinions of friends or relations who have 
interacted with such professionals successfully. If the 
trust reposed in a cause or a party by a social intimate 
was not disappointed in the past, there exists a likeli-
hood of that source being trusted (Shapiro, 1987). 

   
FUTURE TRENDS

There is a general decline noticeable around the world 
in social or interpersonal trust. Politicians in many 
nations are not commanding the trust members of 
the public used to repose in them. Knowledge-based 
professions such as a medicine, law, and higher educa-
tion are providing their clients, patients, students, and 
consuming public, reasons for doubting their expertise. 
There is a noticeable increase in cases being reported 
of misplaced dependence on technical and professional 
reports of accountants, medical, and paramedical opin-
ions or certification. 

The upsurge of consumerism and calls for laws 
protecting consumers in many business environments 
today, is a signal of marketing mal-performance. The 
efforts of researchers examining trust from multi-disci-
plinary perspectives should increase. The environments 
within which trust relationships are nurtured need to 
be further integrated into social cognitive models and 
framework (Strohmeier, 2007).

Human resource managers will need to become 
more sensitized to the communication impact of trust 
and mistrust in our organizations. The computer and 
ICT revolutions fuelling e-commerce, e-marketing, and 
national as well as trans-national personnel interac-
tions of this age should receive closer attention of HR 
managers. The training and re-training of personnel 
in the dynamics of business exchanges requiring trust 
should be intensified by researchers.

CONCLUSION

Human resource management is at the threshold of 
Internet communication bringing personnel into on-
line real time contacts for business operations. Social 
cognitive trust is a basic foundation of the interactions 
of decision makers in today’s complex organizations. 
When business negotiations, evaluations, commerce, 
and work activities were being conducted at the per-

sonal or group physical level, trust had a given face. 
Parties present in a business location could easily meet 
to iron out differences. But now that more and more 
of national, international, and multinational businesses 
must be conducted by remote Internet connections, the 
issue of social cognitive trust wears a new face. What 
actors in interaction need to infuse brighter hope into 
their trusting relationships, is more trust. There is need to 
train HR managers in the intricacies of managing trust. 
They must facilitate open communications for trust and 
envisage that trust is valued as social capital.      
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KEY TERMS

Electronic Trust: Willingness of a person to engage 
in Internet interaction without fearing welfare loss.

Generalized Trust: Tendency of a person to repose 
confidence in other persons, objects, or institutions, 
without fearing being let down.

Network Communication: The order displayed by 
members of a work group in the way they seek, offer, 
use, and trade information in their work processes.

Organizational Trust: The belief of a person that 
those running the affairs of an organization will do 
nothing to injure such a person’s interest.

Professional Trust: The willingness of a person 
to submit to the opinion or directive of a party felt to 
have knowledge or skills denoting assured authority 
on a matter.

Social Cognition: The learned way of how two or 
more persons know and see meaning in their relation-
ships.

Social Exchange: A value traded by two parties in 
mutual interactions aimed at realizing agreed goals.

Social Mistrust: A learned tendency of persons to 
want to place no reliance on social others, situations, 
or objects, around them.
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Trust: A behavior manifested by two parties based 

on mutual belief that neither party will let the other 
down.

Trusting Situation: A condition requiring two or 
more persons in mutual interaction to find ways of 
relying on themselves for joint benefit.
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INTRODUCTION

Human capital is seen as one of the key factor condi-
tions contributing to national competitiveness and 
economic performance (Porter, 2002). Productivity 
performance of OECD countries tends to correspond 
to the skill levels of the workforce in specific countries. 
Hence, governments increasingly view human capital 
formation, both quantity and quality of workforce, as 
one of the key levers in ensuring sustained productivity 
gains and standard of living. 

Skill development of the workforce requires major 
investments beyond formal schooling. It demands on-
going training investment in continued education and 
workplace training in order to help the workforce keep 
pace with technological innovations and continued 
adoption of new technology in the workplace. Private 
and public partnership in this context dictates both the 
government and private companies and organizations 
participate in the training effort. 

Investment in training requires effective and ef-
ficient methods, which in turn calls for sound and 
robust management tools and standards at the micro 
(firm) level to ensure continuity and sustained efforts. 
This article examines two training related standards, 
“Investors in People” (IIP) and ISO 10015, in order 
to identify similarities and differences of these two 
instruments. 

BACKGROUND

IIP is a socio-economic policy instrument launched 
by the UK government in the 1990’s to improve the 
skill level of its workers. IIP works by encouraging 
the organizations (private and public alike) to provide 
adequate resources for the training and development 
of their employees in order to raise their skill levels 

and thus increase their respective organizations’ pro-
ductivity.

Worker’s productivity has been a standing concern of 
the UK government regardless which political party has 
been in power. Successive administrations since Margaret 
Thatcher’s have undertaken a series of macroeconomic 
reforms in order to sustain a “stable trend” of economic 
growth through increasing productivity and employment 
generations. 

Productivity Deficiency

In comparative terms, the UK’s labor productivity 
performance has been poor throughout the post-war 
years (HM Treasury, UK, 2001a). Labor productivity 
growth has been faster in France and Germany than 
in the UK for most of the post-war period, as shown 
in Table 1.

Despite efforts to raise the skill level of workers, UK 
productivity measured by “output per worker” remains 
behind that of other industrialized countries (HM Treasury, 
UK, 2001b) .

This persistent productivity gap in terms of output 
per worker can be attributed to two fundamental factors. 
One is the hourglass shaped skill composition of the 
labor force (see Figure 1). The other is the relative low 
investment in training by both public and private sector 
in the UK. To encourage the private sector to invest in 
the skill upgrading of its human capital and to distinguish 
the high performers in this regard from the laggards, IIP 
has been devised as one of the public initiatives to spur 
awareness and action. 

Skill Composition of the UK’s Human 
Capital

In terms of composition of human capital, the UK has 
seen changes happen in the last 20 years according to 
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the HM Treasury report (see Figure 1). In 1979, the 
majority of the UK workforce (approximately 70%) 
were highly skilled employees who achieved a tertiary 
degree or above, regarding educational attainment. In-
termediary skill level, that is, graduates with a vocational 
qualification above high school but below degree level, 
constituted only about 25% of the workforce. 

By 1998, the percentage shares of low skill and in-
termediary workforce had increased visibly. The former 
reached around 18%, the latter also expanded to about 34%. 
Compared to Germany, the UK has a larger proportion 
of high skill workforce than Germany but a much lower 

1950-1973 1973-1996

UK 2.99 2.22

France 4.62 2.78

Germany* 5.18 2.56

U.S. 2.34 0.77

* Figure refers to former West Germany 
only

Table 1. Labor productivity growth rates (percent per 
annum) (Source: O’Mahony, 1999)

U.S. France Germany

Output per worker 145 119 107

Output per hour worked 126 123 114

Total factor productivity* 118 120 113

* Total factor productivity (TFP) takes account not only of 
labor inputs, but also of capital. TFP is an estimate rather 
than direct measure. It requires accurate measure of the 
capital stock, which is often not available. Therefore, 
TPF should be used with care 

Table 2. Productivity comparison in 1999 (UK=100) 
(Source: OECD. Quoted in HM Treasury Budget, 2000)

Figure 1. Chart demonstrating that in terms of human capital, UK has a larger proportion of high skill workforce 
(obtained a tertiary degree or above) than Germany but much less proportion of intermediate skill workforce 
(with a vocational qualification above high school but below degree level) (Source: HM Treasury Report, 2001. 
Productivity in the UK: The evidence and the government approach)

proportion of intermediate skill workforce (1978-1998). 
Compared to the U.S., the UK has a relatively smaller 
proportion of high skill workforce, but higher proportion of 
the intermediary level and muck less low skill level labor 
force. By 1998 the UK proportionally reduced its high skill 
workforce, but increased its proportion of intermediary 
skill workforce as well as low skill workforce.

Research has shown that the intermediary skill level 
of the workforce contributes most to productivity gains 
and provides the required skills for future learning (HM 
Treasury, UK, 2002). In light of the global competition 
ahead and threefold increase of the low skill workforce, 
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it was seen urgent by the UK government to identify the 
underlying cause of these workforce demographics and 
to devise corresponding policy initiatives to address this 
perceived disadvantage in sustaining national productiv-
ity gains.

Insufficient Investment in Human Capital 
in the UK by Public and Private Spending

Under-investment and under-participation in a worker’s 
skill development have been identified as the primary 
causes of low productivity in a report published by 
The Industry Society. Spending for education across 
the UK rose by only 1.5% a year in real terms between 
1978-1979 and 1996-1997 (Comprehensive Spend-
ing Review, 1998). According to a study done by the 
Institute for Fiscal Studies of the UK, a 5 percentage 
point increase in the proportion of trained workers 
in an industry leads to average wage gains of 1.6%, 
compared to 4% increase in value added per worker 
(Dearden, Reed, & Van Reenen, 2000). It was thus 
self-evident that investing in the skill development 
of workers could yield exponential returns to both 
individual workers and to the economy. “Investors in 
People” (IIP) is one of the policy instruments devised 
to improve the labor productivity through greater skill 
investment by the employers.

On the tenth anniversary of IIP on October 2002, 
Estelle Morris, the Secretary of State for Education 
and Skills said:

Investors in people lies at the heart of the government’s 
plans to increase the skills and productivity of our 
workforce. The UK still lags behind many international 
competitors in these areas—a gap that we are keen to 
address. If we can increase productivity by just 0.1% 
every year, the economy could generate around 10 bil-
lion pounds more output over the next ten years.

She went on to emphasis the importance of learning.

 It is clear that learning is key to our economic success. 
Only by raising the skill levels of our workforce and 
investing in training and development can we begin to 
match the levels of the best in the world (Investors in 
People’s Press Release, 2001).

TWO TRAINING RELATED STANDARDS

“Investors in People” (IIP) 

IIP is a “national standard which sets a level of good 
practice for training and development of employees to 
achieve business goals” (Investors in People, 2006). 
It is designed to ensure that individual’s competence 
and motivation matches with organization’s require-
ments. The IIP standard is based on a four-stage cycle 
of commitment, planning, action, and evaluation, and 
is reviewed and updated regularly. 

Certified assessors conduct in-house reviews in order 
to determine whether the company could be granted the 
IIP award. The IIP award has no time limit but subject 
to regular reviews at 3 year intervals. 

Brief Historical Overview of the Investors in 
People

IIP was the result of the UK government’s reaction to 
a survey in the late 1980s that revealed a perceived 
deficiency in training levels in the UK. The survey 
also found that well-performing companies tended to 
be dedicated to their employees and linked training 
and development with their business objectives (Gil-
man, 1997). 

The IIP standard was developed in 1990 by the 
National Training Task Force in partnership with lead-
ing national businesses, personnel, professional, and 
employee organizations such as the Confederation of 
British Industry (CBI), Trade Union Congress (TUC), 
and the Institute of Personnel and Development (IPD). 
This development of IIP was supported by the employ-
ment department of the government. 

Initially, the standard was administered through a 
section in the Department for Education and Employ-
ment. In 1991, Training and Enterprise Councils and 
Local Enterprise Councils pilot tested the standard. The 
initial samples represented some of the UK’s most suc-
cessful large and small organizations from all sectors 
of the UK economy, and the experiences were very 
positive. The IIP standard received the full endorsement 
of a wide range of interested parties. 

In 1993, “Investors in People UK” was established 
to take national ownership of the standard, protect its 
integrity, and ensure its successful promotion and de-
velopment. It is a non-departmental public body, but 
reports to and receives funds from the Department for 
Education and Skills. 
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Since 1991, over 34,000 UK organizations have 

achieved certification and are recognized as “Investors 
in People,” accounting for more than 27% of the total 
UK workforce.

Although “Investors in People” standard is well 
recognized among large firms, participation by small 
and medium-sized enterprises was much lower (The 
Work Foundation, 2006). It was observed that around 
90% of UK companies employ fewer than 50 staff, 
only about half of IIP accredited organizations are of 
that size (Blythe, 2003). 

ISO 10015 quality Management Standard

ISO 10015 Standard is an international standard devel-
oped by a team of international experts and approved 
by ISO member states. ISO certification is an interna-
tionally recognized quality label, which demonstrates 
an organization’s commitment to quality and a well 
functioning quality assurance system (Saner, 2002).

ISO 10015 Quality Standard for Training was pub-
lished in December 1999. The Centre for Socio-Eco-
Nomic Development (CSEND) is the first organization 
to become an accredited certification body based on ISO 
10015. CSEND received its accreditation from the Swiss 
Accreditation Agency (SAS) in March 2003 (Academy 
for Quality in Training and Education, 2005).

ISO 10015 and IIP

ISO 10015 Quality Management: Guidelines for 
Training complements well the IIP as a performance 
enhancement instrument for training and development 
of the skilled workforce. While the IIP award focuses 
on recognizing organizations that have invested in the 
development of their human resources, ISO 10015 
goes deeper into the actual training process and en-
sures an adequate return on investment in terms of 
productivity gains and performance improvement of 
the organization. 

While the IIP award signals to the market that a 
specific organization or company is committed to the 
training and development of its workforce, the ISO 
10015 certification signifies that a specific organiza-
tion or company has actually installed and consistently 
applies a quality assurance system for managing its 
training investment.

When applying these two standards (one national, 
the other international) to skill training and development 

such as vocational education and training (VET) institu-
tions, the following main difference can be observed. 
The IIP examines these institutions’ actual investment in 
skill upgrading of their personnel (including teachers), 
while the ISO 10015 focuses on the process of continu-
ous learning of the teachers as well as the validity and 
sustained relevance of their training programs. 

The second aspect tends to be the shortcomings of 
many VET institutions. In accordance with the ISO 
10015 requirements, VET institutions must demon-
strate actual actions in responding to the labor market 
demands of requisite competencies (relevance). They 
need to document their efforts in periodically collect-
ing market signals of employment patterns and subse-
quently adjusting their curricula and delivery methods 
within the defined parameters of VET authorities and 
employers. This continuous renewal of VET institu-
tions concerning their curricula and content requires 
leadership commitment and institutional effort. The 
ISO 10015 standard in this regard serves as a safeguard 
against erroneous training and development investments 
which often lead to unemployable manpower supply 
and deteriorating earning capacity of the individuals 
and loss of national productivity. 

A more detailed comparison between IIP and ISO 
10015 is summarized in Table 3.

Domain of Application

The ISO 10015 standard is a sectorial standard and 
applicable at both micro and meso levels. At the micro 
level, it can be used as a quality management tool for 
training within an organization, or as a quality assur-
ance tool for a specific training product.

At the meso level, ISO 10015 can be used as a quality 
management tool to ensure the compatibility between 
VET and the labor market demand. Hence, it provides an 
opportunity to increase the assurance for employability of 
VET graduates by requiring the VET institutions to engage 
in VET needs analysis within a curriculum defined by 
the government. Since ISO based management systems 
require documented proof of actions taken at each step 
of the value chain, a detailed information system and 
rich data set can also be used for policy research. Apply-
ing an ISO 10015 based training management system at 
the meso level can help close the gap of the supply and 
demand and correct the frequent mismatch within the 
labor market. Most importantly this information based 
management system can provide comprehensive feedback 
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to the VET policy makers for policy evaluation. The ISO 
10015 standard offers an effective policy management 
tool for the respective government to monitor its policy 
implementation and to gather useful information to assist 
the VET institutions to deliver better learning outcome.

CONCLUSION

Workforce development related policy concerns consist 
of quality, accessibility, resources, and investment strat-
egy. At the final end, what counts is whether the VET 
(including on-the-job training) contributes to national 
competitiveness. Installation of the ISO 10015 quality 
assurance system will help explain these policy issues 
in the context of developmental needs and alleviate 
some of the potential investment imbalances due to 
gender, literacy, existing skill level, and size of the 
firms/organizations.

IIP at the micro level could encourage private invest-
ments in the continued development of their employees 
and help the investors link the development of people 
with the business objectives.

The ISO 10015 standard offers concrete practice to 
ensure higher return on investment (ROI) and to provide 
the needed transparency for continuous improvement, 
either within an organization or for the vocational educa-
tion and training sector. IIP awarded companies signify 
employers’ commitment in developing its workforce 
and in turn motivate and facilitate their workforce for 
productivity improvement.

IIP and ISO 10015 are two different but complementary 
instruments. Each tackles the question of productivity and 
performance improvement from different dimensions. The 

former highlights the necessity for investing in people, 
the latter emphasizes management rigor in ensuring a 
minimum level of ROI and a structured approach to the 
workforce development. Both would contribute to the 
national competitiveness in a global economy.
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KEY WORDS

Human Capital: The term ‘human capital’ has two 
different levels, personal and systemic. At the individual 
level, OECD (2001) defined it as “the knowledge, skills, 
competencies, and attributes embodied in individuals that 
facilitate the creation of personal, social, and economic 
well-being.” Therefore, personal human capital refers 
specifically to individual possession of human capital and 
the development of ‘whole individuals’. At the systemic 
level, ‘human capital’ is the collection of the skills and 
knowledge (and attitudes) of all workers in an orga-
nization or all the people of a nation.The latter sense 
has increasingly been seen as an engine of national 
economic and social growth and development.

ISO 10015 Quality Management (1999): It is an 
international standard that provides guidelines to as-
sist organisations and their personnel to address issues 
related to training. It is applicable to all types of educa-
tion and training. It is a part of the ISO 9000 family of 
standards focusing on quality mangement system.

Productivity: Productivity captures the relationship 
between production of an output and inputs used in ac-
complishing the assigned task. It is measured as a ratio 
of output per unit of input over time. It is a measure 
of efficiency and is usually considered as output per 
person-hour.

Quality Assurance (QA): QA is the activity of 
providing evidence needed to establish confidence 
among all concerned, that quality-related activities 
are being performed effectively. It consists of all 
planned or systematic actions which are necessary to 
provide adequate confidence that a product or service 
will satisfy given quality requirements defined by 
customers and stakeholders. QA assures the existence 
and effectiveness of procedures that attempt to make 
sure—in advance—that the expected levels of quality 
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will be reached. It covers all activities from design, 
development, production, installation, and servicing 
to documentation. It introduced the sayings “fit for 
purpose” and “do it right the first time.”

ROI of Training: Management wants to know that 
the money they are spending on training is well spent. 
They want to know that they are getting a sufficient 
return on their training investment (ROI). Improve-
ment factors include increased productivity, reduction 
of waste, and improved employee retention. The basic 
factor in measuring the return-on-investment for train-
ing is the definition of “what the training is to achieve.” 
Measuring the amount of money generated by a group 
before and after the training, or the amount of money 
wasted by a group before and money saved after, and 
then comparing that improvement with the cost of the 
training is the way to measure the ROI.

Skill Levels: In the context of a national occupational 
classification system (NOC), skill level corresponds to the 
type and/or amount of training or education required for 
the work of an occupation. Each skill level is intended 
to reflect commonly accepted paths to employment 
in an occupation. Where there are several paths to 
employment, the skill level most commonly identified 
by employers is used, considering the context of the 
occupation and the trends in hiring requirements. This 
criterion also reflects the experience required for entry 
and the complexity of the responsibilities involved in 
the work, compared with other occupations. In most 
cases, progression to skill level A from B, is not usu-
ally possible without completion of additional formal 
education, whereas progression from skill level D to 
skill level C is often achievable through on-the-job 
training and experience.

Workforce Development (WFD): WFD is a multi-
faceted, systemic approach to building the capacity and 
sustainability of the workforce. It offers a comprehensive 
way of thinking about and responding to the complex 

interplay of issues that affect the workforce. A workforce 
development approach means moving the focus from in-
dividual workers to organizations and systems. It shifts the 
emphasis from skills deficit to systems enhancement by: 
a) identifying and influencing the high-level systems that 
shape the workforce (e.g., legislation, policy, resources), 
b) identifying and addressing systems and structures that 
affect performance and outcomes (e.g., support, resources 
and supervision), c) developing strategies to support and 
improve individual performance (e.g., education, training, 
best practice guidelines) as well as workers’ wellbeing, 
and d) implementing strategies to ensure a sufficient pool 
of skilled workers for the future. The foundations of WFD 
rest on the recognition that a range of interactive factors 
impact on effective work. The key components include: 
knowledge, skills, and experience of the workforce; 
organizational structures, systems, and culture: gov-
ernment policies and strategies; work conditions and 
opportunities.

Workforce Productivity: This term is used syn-
onymously with “labor productivity.” In economics, 
productivity is the amount of output created (in terms 
of goods produced or services rendered) per unit input 
used. Workforce productivity calculates the output of 
goods and services in the economy or in an industry 
from the effective use of skilled workers, managerial 
know-how, and entrepreneurial activity to produce 
those goods and services. Therefore, labor productivity 
is typically measured as output per worker or output 
per labor-hour.

Workplace Training: Also known as workplace 
learning. Workplace learning at the entry level of ca-
reer is a systematic approach in providing workplace 
opportunities to students in order to assist them mak-
ing a successful transition through school, and from 
school to further education, training, employment, and 
active participation in the community. This structured 
work placement is usually a component of a vocational 
education and training (VET).
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Topic: Managing People and Technology in New Work Environments

INTRODUCTION

Managerial practices and changes can be understood 
and appreciated when placed in a historical context. 
Kramar (2006) suggests that the starting point should be 
in the1980’s where issues relating to human resources 
in organizations were steered by managers themselves, 
with little or no involvement of the humans being 
managed. This was an instrumental management view 
because employees were regarded as instruments to 
be used to produce and deliver services for the benefit 
of the organization. Managers’ control of workers in 
ensuring high productivity was highly esteemed.

Overemphasizing the role of managers meant down-
playing the interests of workers being managed and 
holding in the highest regard job tasks and how such 
tasks were performed. It was a management approach 
that emphasized organizational needs at the expense 
of individual well-being. This approach attracted some 
criticisms. 

Among the critics was Karla (1997), who argued 
that the concept of human resource management (HRM) 
should be replaced by human potential management 
(HPM). Like other critics, Karla maintained that treat-
ing human beings as resources to be used, utilized, or 
manipulated like other resources, is demeaning. He 
argued that workers should be given opportunities to 
voice their opinions and to realize their true potentials, 
warning that, if this did not happen, workers might be 
hostile to manipulation. Friedman, Walker, and Hatch 
(1998) also reiterated the point that workers should 
not be viewed as expendable resources but rather as 
capital, a valuable commodity whose value can increase 
overtime.

Significant changes in respecting workers as capital 
and not as resources meant that individual differences 
are attended to. These differences were referred to as 
diversity. The manager’s role was now focused on 
managing this diversity. The concept of managing di-
versity then became a buzzword, especially in the 21st 
century, as a way to recognize that workers have variety 

of relationships with the organizations influenced by 
their expectations about how work and non-work life 
should combine. Among the critical issues of diversity 
these days, is the issue of how family life impacts per-
formance at work. This article thus presents e-HRM as 
a reform with great potential to address family issues 
that impact employees’ potential to perform well. 

The concept of e-HRM refers to ways of imple-
menting HR strategies, policies, and practices through 
conscious and directed support of and with full use 
of technology-based channels (Ruël, Bondarouk, & 
Looise, 2004). A movement from a more traditional 
HRM to e-HRM allows managers to be flexible, trans-
parent, and address individual’s needs through the use 
of communication support tools such as the Internet, 
Web sites, e-mail, and mobile telephones. Like Baum, 
Amoah, and Spivack (1997) suggest, quality is added to 
the development of workers when management lever-
ages the use of relevant technologies to complement 
traditional management systems of pen and paper or 
face-to-face encounters that are already in greater use 
in many workplaces. To come up with management 
strategies that recognize the amalgamation of family 
and work is a way to address the needs of workers. 
Workers are like a fruit tree which needs to be nurtured 
well in order to have strong roots to enable it to bear 
good fruits. Information communication technologies 
(ICTs) tools can be used as some nurturing strategy for 
strengthening family-work interface. 

BACKGROUND

The composition of the workforce continues to change. 
In countries like Botswana, males used to dominate the 
workplaces, with the majority of females on non-paid 
labor such as raising children at home. Women have now 
entered the labor force on a massive scale (Poelmans & 
Chinchilla, 2001), bringing diversity at work. The con-
cept of diversity here retains the meaning given by Cox 
(1993), who defined it as a mix of people in one social 
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system who has distinctly different and socially relevant 
group affiliations. This definition captures the focus of 
this article on differences in workers’ commitment to 
work as a result of work-family amalgamation. In its 
early use, diversity in the workplace referred mostly to 
difference in age, gender, infirmity, disability, ethnicity, 
and race. While these aspects still remain critical at the 
workplace, non-work issues of family responsibilities 
are noted for affecting workers’ performance. People 
with different family responsibilities have different 
expectations about how to balance their work tasks 
with family obligations. A family is a place of assured 
safety, close relationship of mutual concern, and a unit 
of active participation (Diop & Modum, 1996). 

In some African countries, a family may “include 
children, parents, grandparents, uncles, aunts, brothers, 
and sisters who may have their own children and other 
immediate relatives including the unborn members who 
are still in the loins of the living and are considered 
the buds of hope and expectation” (Mbiti, 1988). A 
worker who is a caretaker in this type of a family has 
more responsibilities of managing the diversity than 
the one in a modern or nuclear one, hence, she or he 
might have serious challenges trying to balance family 
and work responsibilities. Each member of a family 
has commitment and responsibilities to the family and 
these can interfere with workplace responsibilities. The 
relationship that one has with the family, for example, 
mother, father, son, or daughter has greater impact of 
how he or she commits time and other resources to the 
family and work responsibilities. Families themselves 
are diverse and each has its own expectations of what it 
takes to be a family member, especially for a caretaker. 
Thus, strategies have to be in place to address “work-
family conflict, that is, work robbing the family time 
and vice versa” (Poelmans & Chinchilla, 2001). Ample 
evidence exists indicating some spillover of stress from 
work to family and/or from family to work.

The different types of families, for example, nuclear, 
extended blood related, cohabitating-communal cou-
ples, single parenthood, married but separated couples, 
economic cooperation, and sexually cohabiting couples 
cannot be ignored as each brings a lifestyle that affects 
commitment and loyalty to work in a unique manner. 
Studies, for example, Morrison and Ritualo (2000), 
indicated that people coming from family backgrounds 
other than blood related married couples may experience 
complex problems such as children abandoning homes, 
children with low self-esteem, children dropping out of 

school, as well as violence and aggression. This puts 
more stress and responsibilities on the parent figure. 
If parents are workers, their productivity at work will 
be compromised. Managers have to create conducive 
climates to maximize workers’ talents in order to 
benefit both work and family. The starting point is to 
acknowledge that workers have different relationships 
with their organizations and that they expect employers 
to support these relationships in order to balance work 
and family responsibilities. 

SOME HIGHLIGHTS ON WORK-FAMILY 
AMALGAMATION

Workers’ family obligations cannot be detached from 
their working lives. Baum, Amoah, and Spivack (1997) 
advise that the changing family lifestyles require com-
panies to incorporate practices such as work-at-home 
opportunities (the virtual office). Kramar (1998) states 
that people should not ask questions of whether fam-
ily obligations influence performance at wok, because 
they do. He then uses the Australian experiences to 
demonstrate that many organizations offer flexible 
working arrangements to help workers combine work 
and family responsibilities and also to increase the 
retention of workers. It is true that ICTs have opened 
up great opportunities for flexibility in the workplace. 
Kramar (1998), however, warns that whenever flex-
ibility is introduced at the workplace, there should 
be clear guidelines of managing this flexibility. In a 
nutshell, organizations need to come up with clear 
policies of what it takes to balance work and family 
lives. Papalexandris and Kramar (1997) warn that when 
managers do not make efforts to understanding how 
family responsibilities influence work, work becomes 
isolated, selfish, and individualistic. Thus, e-HRM 
is a management reform that acknowledges ICTs as 
probable strategies for balancing work and family 
responsibilities. E-HRM has earlier been defined as a 
way of managing HR through a conscious and directed 
support of the full use of technology-based channels 
(Ruël, Bondarouk, & Looise, 2004). Technologies can 
be applied to almost all aspects of HRM, for example, 
planning or reporting incidences such as absence 
from work, an emergency, sick leave; giving voice to 
workers (communicating grievances, complaints and 
decisions); appraisals (for example, communicating 
approval/disapproval of worker’s behaviors); or com-
munication decisions to reward, and so forth.  
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E-Responsiveness to Family Issues 

Family-work amalgamation is certainly an indispens-
able feature of workplaces. The question that remains 
to be answered is whether technology-driven HRM 
can effectively manage this relationship. Questions on 
the use of ICTs in offering flexible working arrange-
ments that can help workers combine work and family 
responsibilities are asked. As mentioned earlier, ICTs 
are communication support tools such as Internet, Web 
sites, e-mail, and mobile telephones, including the more 
traditional ones such as fax, telephone, and radio (Har-
ris, Bala, Songan, Lien, & Trang, 2001) that managers 
can adapt for use in their organizations. Michiels and 
van Crowder (2001) further define ICTs as a range of 
electronic technologies which when converged in new 
configurations are flexible, adaptable, enabling, and 
capable of transforming organizations and redefining 
social relations. It is these potentials of ICTs that make 
them great tools for managing work-family issues. 

Some Few Probable E-devices Electronic 
Communication (e-Communication)

E-communication is essential for effective e-HRM. 
E-communication here refers to the potential ability 
of workers to communicate through e-devices such as 
the Internet and the cell-phones. Just as face-to-face 
communication has its own rules and procedures, e-
communication too effectively takes place through 
some well established regulations or rule of conduct. 
Thus, prior to using e-HRM, managers should ensure 
that workers have been properly trained to have sound 
knowledge, skills, and the right attitudes to using e-
devices.

Building Relationships Through  
Electronic Devices (e-Relationships)

The potentials of e-devices such as e-mail and mobile 
phones in developing a mutual relationship between 
managers and other workers are great. These tools en-
able workers to discuss, deliberate, or decide on work 
issues by distance. Thus, workers who are held home 
by family responsibilities can still do work responsi-
bilities from home. The introduction of virtual offices 
is a meaningful response to this challenge.  

Earning Earnest Respect by First  
Giving it Through the Use of E-Devices 
(e-Botho) 

One essential condition to using e-HRM is to establish 
the presence of Botho among users. Botho is defined 
as a “process for earning earnest respect by first giving 
it” (Republic of Botswana, Presidential Task Force, 
1997). E-botho is a term used here to refer to the need 
to establish that virtues such as honesty, loyalty, and 
respectfulness are there among workers because these 
are needed for smooth working and communicating 
together when using e-devices such as Internet and 
mobile phones. It will be difficult for a worker with 
e-botho, for example, to communicate ‘make-believe’ 
stories in order to neglect work responsibilities or abuse 
the opportunities. The respect, commitment, and loyalty 
that workers have are a reminder that disloyalty deprives 
both the organization and the workers their rights to 
grow. When managers do not establish e-botho prior 
to applying e-HRM, it may become very difficult for 
them to control and apply e-strategies such as visual 
offices and telecommuting. Therefore, management 
practices should be anchored in an environment which 
accommodates the basic principles of respect for one 
another, cooperation and trust, embodied in e-botho. 

Electronically Managed Responsibilities

Responsibilities can be carried out through the use of 
devices such as e-mails, fax, mobile phones, and so 
forth. Managers can not hope to run an effective e-
HRM when workers lack the commitment to perform 
their duties well. As Mizra (2006) says, people have 
to be responsible and understand that they are liable 
for the consequences of their actions. Managers have 
to trust and respect their supervisees and supervisees 
too should trust and respect that their e-communication 
with their managers will go smoothly. Workers need to 
understand that their capacity to decide is conditioned 
by certain work parameters or circumstances. They 
act by taking into account what is most appropriate to 
do, thus, misbehaviors such as misusing the e-HRM 
devices and refusing to own up to the consequences 
of their behaviors could be avoided. 
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Electronically Supported HRM (e-HRM) 

ICTs that can be used to support HRM are many and in-
clude the Internet, Web sites, e-mail, mobile telephones, 
chat rooms, and others. The choice of these electronic 
communication tools is guided by their efficiency and 
effectiveness in managing family issues that interfere 
with work. The following devices can be used.

Mobile phones

The mobile phones are used worldwide. Rouvinen 
(2004), for example, gives a number of reasons leading 
to the successful use of this communication device in 
almost many contexts. These include:

• Affordability: mobile phones come in a more 
attractive package in terms of price, ease of use, 
quality of communication, and a number of ser-
vices. The user can receive messages and calls 
at no additional cost.  

• Accessibility and ease of use: mobile phones 
come in different sizes and styles, price ranges, 
and usually the users choose what attracts them. 
They provide comfort such as light to carry and 
can accompany the users wherever they go. There-
fore, communication is open all the time when 
the device is properly charged and maintained. 

• Options of use: the mobile phones provide op-
tions for users. It comes, for example, with voice 
response messaging and short messaging systems 
(SMS), and these are extensively used. The cost 
of sending messages is cheap and there is free 
voice recording.

Against the background given, it is suggested that 
organizations should make use of mobile phones to 
manage work-family matters. However, it is necessary 
to set parameters on how, when and why this tool should 
be used to avoid overuse or misuse. 

The Internet 

The Internet is another electronic communication 
tool that HRM officers can use to communicate with 
workers who for one reason or another are greatly 
challenged by family issues, making it impossible for 
them report at work physically. While the Internet at 
home is not widely used in some developing countries, 

like Botswana, it is one that can open up variety of 
communication channels between managers and other 
employees. This tool can be used, for example, by 
workers whose family responsibilities prevent them 
from reporting physically to work. However, since 
access is still restricted in some countries, it is wise 
to look at this devise as a means to augment and not 
to substitute older ones such as paper technology and 
face-to-face communication. Lekoko and Morolong 
(2006) advise that the principle of compatibility should 
be used in selecting the best ICTs. That is, ICTs should 
be easily accessed, be affordable, and easily used to 
achieve the purposes of their intended use. Therefore, 
clear usability criteria should be established. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Past reforms in HRM have run short of addressing how 
well work and family responsibilities can be balanced 
so that organizations can maximize the commitment 
that workers have to their work responsibilities while 
minimizing family issues that interfere with productivity 
at the workplace. The discussion in this article points 
to e-HRM as a probable alternative to addressing this 
growing amalgamation of work and family issues. New 
ICTs, specifically, mobile phones and the Internet have 
been cited as e-HRM support tools. Any major advance 
towards using ICTs in HRM should be carefully sup-
ported by research, especially when bearing in mind the 
‘easy-come’ and ‘easy-go’ nature of some new ICTs. 
A choice to use a new electronic communication tool 
should be supported by systematic research with the 
intensity that is demonstrated in studies exploring the 
use of ICTs for educational purposes, for example, ICTs 
that can support the delivery of education by the distance 
mode. A research-based decision-making process can 
lead to an informed understanding of the potentials of 
e-HRM in addressing family issues. 

The scarcity of empirical research on how e-HRM 
can respond to work family amalgamation is noted. In a 
comprehensive summary of studies that have been done 
to explore the use of mobile phones and the Internet, 
it becomes clear that the fields of education, health, 
and agriculture have forged ahead in exploring how 
these tools can be used. As the dearth of the empirical 
literature is reported on how these communication tools 
can be used in HRM to address family-work interface 
issues, it becomes critical that researchers should em-
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bark on research that can provide critical frameworks 
of their use. There is no doubt that e-HRM has great 
prospects in addressing family issues when backed up 
by intensive research studies. 

CONCLUSION

New reforms continue to be directed at addressing 
diversity in the workplaces. Nothing so far has come 
close to managing effectively family-work interface 
issues. E-HRM emerges as a promising alternative to 
traditional HRM. However, effective e-HRM does not 
take place in a vacuum. It thrives well in a conducive 
environment guided by aspects such as knowledge of 
how to communicate electronically (e-communication), 
respecting the use of e-devices, and knowing how to 
manage responsibilities effectively using the e-devices 
(e-managed responsibilities). These e-devices offer 
opportunities for the manager to facilitate rather than 
direct the workforce (Swanburg & Swansburg, 2002). 
The basic responsibility for the manager is that of plan-
ning and decentralizing some job tasks. 

Among other things, mobile phones and the Internet 
have been cited as potential communication tools that 
managers can use to balance family and work chal-
lenges. The benefits of using electronic devices have 
been spelt out and they include allowing for flexibility, 
for example, flexible working hours, having virtual 
offices, communicating through e-mails, or recorded 
voice. If this flexibility is exercised, then workers who 
need to stay home because of family responsibilities 
can still do work from home by accessing some of 
these devices.  
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KEY TERMS 

Diversity: A “mix of people in one social system 
who have distinctly different, socially relevant group 
affiliations” (Cox, 1993).

E-Botho: A concept used to denote the importance 
of having respectful, trustworthy, and caring workers 
as a prerequisite for effective use of e-HRM.

E-Communication: Communication between 
managers and other workers using electronic devices 
such as e-mails.

E-HRM: A management practice that is supported 
by a full use of Web-technology-based communica-
tion tools such as the Internet, Web sites, e-mail, and 
mobile telephones.

Family: “A place of assured safety, close relation-
ship of mutual concern and a unit of active participa-
tion” (Diop, 1999).

ICTs: Electronic devices such as Internet, Web sites, 
e-mail, mobile telephones, fax, telephone, and radio. 

Managing Diversity: A way of addressing differ-
ences in performance that comes as a result of different 
work and family circumstances/obligations. 
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Topic: Managing People and Technology in New Work Environments

INTRODUCTION

The application of electronic human resource man-
agement (e-HRM) does rest heavily on underlying 
information technologies (IT). Up until now, regularly 
numerous internal “back-end” systems, external data, 
and services were combined with different “front-end” 
systems in order to support and network different actors 
such as HR-professionals, managers, service providers, 
employees, and applicants (Walker, 2001). Concerning 
the success of any e-HRM implementation this techno-
logical heterogeneity is ambivalent. On the one hand, 
the merged functions of such heterogeneous application 
clusters are the essential enablers of e-HRM. On the 
other hand, such heterogeneous application clusters 
burden users with numerous incoherent technologies. 
For some time, portal technology is pledged to over-
come this problem by providing a single access point 
to all specific data, applications, and services any user 
needs (e.g., Raoi, 2003). Therefore, this article exam-
ines whether portal technology is feasible in e-HRM 
and hence can serve as a measure of integration of 
heterogeneous HR systems. To do this, first the cur-
rent status of e-HRM technologies is briefly reported. 
Subsequently, the technical blueprint (“architecture”) 
and the general functionality of portal technologies are 
assessed. Based on this, the applicability of portals is 
conceptually analyzed by discussing two major ap-
plication scenarios in e-HRM.

BACKGROUND

Understanding e-HRM as the application of IT for 
both networking and supporting of at least two ac-
tors in their shared performing of HR activities 
(Strohmeier, 2007) implies two general functions of 
IT in e-HRM. First, technology is necessary to con-
nect usually spatially segregated actors and enable 
interactions between them, that is, technology serves 
as a medium. Second, technology supports actors by 

partially—and sometimes even completely—substitut-
ing them in executing HR activities. Hence, IT serves 
additionally as a tool for task fulfillment. To realize 
both functions, many different applications of IT are 
combined to often complex IT configurations in HR 
(e.g., Walker, 2001). A simple way of categorizing all 
these systems is to distinguish back-end and front-end 
systems. The back-end segment comprises the numer-
ous HR applications, such as payroll systems, time and 
attendance-systems, workforce scheduling systems, 
compensation and benefits-systems, computer-based 
training applications, and so forth. The front-end seg-
ment then refers to integration and presentation systems 
such as (Web) user interfaces, kiosks, or interactive 
voice response systems. As a result, HR professionals 
often are confronted with technological heterogeneity 
and complexity while fulfilling their tasks. Given that 
the idea of HR self-service has become ordinary today 
(CedarCrestone, 2005; Gueutal, 2003; Towers Perrin, 
2003), managers and sometimes even employees are 
burdened by numerous and incoherent HR applications, 
data, and services.

Since diversity and complexity are common prob-
lems of IT, for some time portal technology is suggested 
as an appropriate technological measure to simplify 
and unify the access to all kinds of data, services, and 
applications. Generally, portals (also labeled as enter-
prise [information] portal, “EIP,” or corporate portal) 
constitute technological platforms that provide internal 
and external users with all necessary applications, data, 
and interactions in an integrated, fitting, and personal-
ized manner (Raoi, 2003).

It hence seems to be obvious to recommend portals 
also in the area of e-HRM as a convenient measure 
to improve e-HRM conceptions (e.g Brooks, 2001; 
Fandray, 2000; Hansen & Deimler, 2001). However, 
since the history of IT is rife with promises and fads, 
and since portals are complex and costly applications, 
HR would be ill-adviced to just add portals to its col-
lection of systems. Rather, the technology in question 
should be carefully analyzed before deciding upon 
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the usefulness and adoption in e-HRM. This article 
therefore delineates the technology, derives the general 
functionality, and discusses the applicability of portals 
in e-HRM.

TECHNOLOGY, FUNCTIONALITY,  
AND APPLICABILITY OF PORTALS

Technology

In general, portals show similar components and ar-
chitectures. However, different vendors put emphasis 
on different portal components. Figure 1 exhibits the 
typical three-tier architecture of portal systems with 
typical components.

The back-end tier embraces all relevant HR back-end 
applications and also external information sources. The 
application tier embraces all basic services and portal 
applications that are necessary to offer an integrated 
platform. The presentation tier comprises front-end 
systems like Web-browsers and mobile devices that 
grant user access to all information, applications, and 
services they need (Gurzki & Hinderer, 2003).

In detail, integration and transaction services serve 
as connectors of the portal to the back-end tier. Often, 

an efficient integration is granted by offering enterprise 
application integration (EAI) services. By means of 
connecting data and functionalities of disparate systems 
that originally were not able to interact, EAI offers far 
reaching possibilities to link back-end systems and 
use them conjointly. Hence, formerly isolated HR ap-
plications can be used conjointly to map relating HR 
processes. EAI then constitutes a powerful measure 
towards the integration of back-end systems, services, 
and data (e.g., Raoi, 2003).

Basic portal services are constituted by a range of 
components that are necessary to basically run a portal. 
First, a single sign on module assures simplified and easy 
access to all data and applications of the back-end tier. 
Once a user has signed on to the portal, the user gets 
direct access to all back-end applications and services 
without signing on again. The single sign-on module 
undertakes the necessary registrations automatically. 
The user administration aims at the management of 
access rights and also monitors the user activities 
throughout the portal. Every single user of the portal 
gains access to a clearly specified subset of applications, 
data, and services corresponding to the user’s role and 
responsibilities. Since users then only use specific parts 
of the back-end area complexity is reduced. In addition, 
personalization modules point at the adjustment of the 

Figure 1. General portal architecture (Source: Gurzki and Hinderer, 2003)
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portal to differing preferences and needs of individual 
users. Portal layout, site structure, or navigation tools, 
among others, are adjusted to individual preferences 
using the personalization engine of the portal. An 
integrated search module enables users to search the 
heterogeneous back-end tier simultaneously for terms 
or content. A content management module facilitates 
the structured storage and request of HR documents and 
data that previously were delivered using HR Intranets. 
The structure and layout-management transforms the 
requested back-end applications and data, and compiles 
and formats the corresponding portal sites (Gurzki & 
Hinderer, 2003).

Portal applications then constitute a facultative op-
tion to incorporate further applications directly into the 
portal. As a consequence, the functionality of portals can 
be increased beyond the functionality of tied back-end 
systems. However, there is no fixed catalog of possible 
portal applications. Besides customary vendor supplied 
modules it is also possible to implement third party 
tools. As a result, the actual functionalities of portals 
may vary considerably. In the following, workflow, 
groupware, and e-shop applications are depicted as 
typical portal applications. Workflow applications sup-
port HR business processes. Workflows are electronic 
maps of structured routine procedures of HRM that are 
composed of different successive activities to be carried 
out by different actors. For instance, an e-recruitment 
process comprises of several sequential activities like 
the completion of an application form, the preselection 
of suitable candidates, and the invitation for interview. 
Workflow applications then provide full sequential 
control to such processes by electronically mapping 
and routing the execution of these activities by several 
actors. In addition, groupware applications support un-
structured, nonroutine procedures of HRM; groupware 
applications comprising, for instance, e-mail, bulletin 
boards, or (video-) conferencing systems. As a com-
monality, all these systems offer communication and 
interaction features that enable electronic networking 
of spatial segregated actors. Taken together, work-
flow and groupware applications refer to the category 
of computer-supported cooperative work (CSCW). 
CSCW hence generally enables to perform coherent 
HR tasks by incoherent and dispersed actors. E-shops 
are applications that enable the selling of goods via the 
Internet. Though they constitute a typical application 
of e-commerce, e-shops can also be applied as a virtual 
vending machine that offers internal and/or external 

goods to employees. As depicted, further applications 
can optionally be incorporated into the portal if needed 
(Brooks, 2001).

A portal application programming interface (API) 
ensures that portals are able to activate portal appli-
cations and conversely that portal applications can 
exploit the basic portal services (Gurzi & Hinderer, 
2003). Providing services transfer the content and 
portal sites to end-user devices. Web browsers are ap-
plications for exploring and viewing Internet content. 
Using Web browsers as presentation layer of portals 
is advantageous due to their nearly ubiquitous acces-
sibility, ease of use, and low hardware requirements. 
Wireless application protocol (WAP) browsers provide 
Web contents for lower transmission rates and smaller 
displays of mobile devices such as smart phones and 
personal digital assistants (PDAs). Depending on in-
dividual needs, presentations systems like kiosks can 
be used as further end-user devices. Using the Internet 
and mobile technologies as end-user devices makes 
portal contents ubiquitously available wherever they 
are needed (Raoi, 2003).

Functionality

Depending on the connected HR back-end systems and 
services as well as on incorporated internal portal ap-
plications, portals are able to cover the whole spectrum 
of e-HRM in a differentiated and sophisticated manner. 
Hence as a basic principle, all imaginable activities of 
e-HRM, ranging from e-recruiting to e-compensation, 
can be supported by portal technologies based on cor-
responding back-end systems.

Abstracting from such multifarious detail functions, 
there are basic functions of any portal which are the 
integration of applications, the integration of informa-
tion, the integration of processes and, subsequently, 
the purposeful selection of individually relevant ap-
plications, data, and services. First, the integration of 
different HR applications is supported especially via 
enterprise application integration. Hence, formerly 
disconnected HR systems can be used jointly and 
simultaneously. Users are able to enter data, specify 
queries, and perform transactions without even knowing 
which systems are actually involved, or how to sign on 
and navigate within these systems. In relation to this, 
formerly dispersed and scattered information can be 
presented in a unitary and integrated manner. Users 
receive all relevant information, whether structured or 
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unstructured, on a single interface, are able to relate 
them, and to draw the corresponding conclusions. Third, 
HR processes, whether structured or unstructured, can 
be integrated. All structured business processes can be 
coordinated by using workflow utilities, thereby con-
necting spatial segregated actors. In addition, using 
groupware applications, also nonroutine and innovative 
processes such as formulating a new HR strategy can be 
supported by connecting different relevant actors with 
conferencing and other interaction utilities. This integra-
tion of heterogeneous applications, data, and services 
reduces complexity for users. Additionally, complexity 
is reduced by user administration and personalization 
features. Individual users are not confronted with the 
whole, often voluminous range of portal content, but 
receive a personalized, small content subset appropri-
ate to their needs. Therefore, the purposeful selection 
of relevant applications, data, and services and hence 
again the reduction of complexity is another valuable 
basic function of portals.

Leaning on these basic portal functions, information, 
communication, and action are generalized application 
functions of portals. Information refers to the fulfillment 
of all information needs of any internal or external 
users. Information can range from key performance 
indicators (KPIs) originating in HR data warehouses 
to photographs of a potential future workplace deriv-
ing from a recruitment system. Communication refers 
to all kind of exchange, networking, and interaction 
between different, often spatially segregated internal 
and/or external portal users. Finally, action indicates 
that portal users are able to fulfill tasks using the portal. 
Again, depending on the respective HR activity and 
actor category a broad spectrum of different actions can 
be supported, ranging from applying for a vacancy in 
e-recruiting to learning a foreign language using online 
devices in e-learning.

These general application functions of informing, 
communicating, and acting can be used within any 
functional area of e-HRM. Therewith the technologi-
cal and informational complexity of former e-HRM 
conceptions can be markedly reduced. Hence, the 
functionality of portals is going far beyond its origin 
as a combination of Web site search and departmental 
Intranet.

Applicability

In the interim, there are numerous implementations of 
portals in the areas of supply chain management (“sup-
plier portals”) and customer relationship management 
(“customer portals”). As mentioned, technology and 
functionality of portals also offer application potentials 
in HRM. This assertion of an additional applicability 
of portal technology in HRM can be substantiated by 
delineating two essential, somewhat overlapping but 
also somewhat differing application scenarios. Hence, 
corporate HR portals and employee portals are depicted 
as the two major application scenarios.

First, portal technology can be used to realize a 
corporate HR portal. HR portals aim at the establish-
ment of a comprehensive presentation platform for all 
IT-based HR activities and all relevant actors. Hence, 
at first HR professionals are provided with a unified 
and integrated access to all the internal or external HR 
applications, data, and services they need. In addition, 
due to different roles of HR professionals ranging from 
“recruiter” to “payroll expert,” individual users are 
provided with different subsets of back-end systems 
and portal applications. Also, expanding the idea of 
self-service, line managers, employees, and applicants 
are also offered access to the portal to fulfill their dif-
ferent roles and tasks concerning HR. Based on their 
different roles these groups receive access to different 
parts of the back-end and portal applications. Manag-
ers for instance may be supported in performing staff 
appraisals, employees receive access to online learning 
media, and applicants may be able to screen vacancies 
and apply online. By this means all HR interest groups 
get a unique general admission to corporate HRM. 
While HR portals generally refer to all or at least sev-
eral functional areas of (e-)HRM, portal technology is 
also able to implement functional specified and limited 
portals, like for instance, benefit portals (e.g., Holm, 
2005), or even to realize an isolated subfunctional HR 
self-service. However, such limited implementations 
do not make full use of the integrative potentials of 
portal technology.

A second major application scenario that partly 
overlaps with HR portals is an employee portal. As 
depicted by the terminology, employee portals aim 
particularly at employees as a user group. According 
to the HR portal scenario employees first get access 
to the human resource area as depicted. In addition, 
portal technology is also used to integrate the individual 
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work area of the employee. Hence, an employee in the 
marketing department will not only get access to HR 
related applications, data, and services (“self service”) 
but also to marketing applications, data, and services as 
long as these directly refer to the employee’s individual 
job. Due to this feature, employee portals are sometimes 
also called “workplaces” and discernibly exceed the 
area of HR. Still in dispute, the private area constitutes 
a third potential focus of employee portals. Here, nu-
merous different personal services such as Web-based 
news, private chatting, e-shopping, or e-banking can be 
offered. Such services are usually free of charge and 
aim at increasing the portal acceptance and usage as 
well as at constituting a virtual employee community. 
Critics however point out the costs and the potential 
loss of working hours due to such services. Within all 
three areas employees are empowered to inform them-
selves, to communicate, and to act in numerous ways. 
Figure 2 shows a set of examples concerning possible 
functions and areas of an employee portal offered to 
an employee in the marketing department.

HR portals and employee portals depict two major 
scenarios that show the general applicability of portal 
technology in e-HRM, at least on a conceptual level. This 
conceptual result is further evidenced by first empirical 
findings offered by two case studies (Ruta, 2004; Stein 
& Hawking, 2005). Though complex in implementation, 
portals were able to save time and cut costs as well as 
to increase employee satisfaction. Also HRM was seen 
as a value adding unit with more strategic relevance. 
Though these results are encouraging, functionality and 
applicability of portal technology in e-HRM should 
be deeper investigated by future empirical research in 
e-HRM in order to provide detailed and robust results 
(Strohmeier, 2007).

FUTURE TRENDS

Given that e-HRM is a central conception in an ongo-
ing process of globalization and professionalization of 
HRM (Ulrich, 2000), portals will certainly constitute 
an important technology for future e-HRM projects. 
The possibility to integrate any kind of relevant appli-
cation, data, or services constitutes portals as a basic 
technology that will continually spread throughout the 
corporate HR functions.

Accepting the fact of ongoing technological devel-
opment, portal technology will also be permanently 
improved. For instance, personalization techniques 
will move on and enable individually tailored access 
that successively adapts to changing requirements and 
needs of users. Another improvement will be the in-
corporation of interactive voice response systems (e.g., 
Walker, 2001) that enable telephony-based access to HR 
systems. Such “voice portals” will additionally facilitate 
access to portal and back-end applications via voice 
user interfaces. Hence, also “PC-free” employees can 
access the portal (Goldmann, Panttaja, Woicikowski, 
& Braudes, 2001).

However, despite technological progress it is the 
integration of technology into a meaningful concept 
of e-HRM that in the end will decide on the factual 
performance.

CONCLUSION

This article aimed at the conceptual analysis of portal 
technology within the frame of e-HRM. The delinea-
tion of the technological blueprint of portals and the 
derivation of resulting general functionalities showed 

information function communication function action function

human resource 
area

training offers;
internal jobboard;
staff restaurant menus;
personal work schedule;
...

e-mail to HR professional;
shared browsing in training offer 
catalog;
...

booking of training;
internal application;
travel authorization request;
e-learning;
...

work area

CRM-knowledge-management;
customer information;
product information;
...

e-mail to sales representative;
conferencing with head of market-
ing department;
...

acceptance of a complaint;
inducement of repair;
shipping of repaired equipment;
...

private area

news;
cultural offers;
small advertisements;
...

sport-chat;
bulletin board concerning local 
nursery school;
...

booking of a (private) journey;
e-shopping;
e-banking;
...

Figure 2. Functions and areas of employee portals
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that portal technology far exceeds its former origin as 
a combination of site search and departmental Intranet. 
The ability to inform, network, and empower relevant 
actors in an integrated and selective manner in all func-
tional areas of HRM while reducing technological and 
informational complexity establishes portals as a core 
technology of e-HRM that hence will gain increased 
attention in future practice and research projects.
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KEY TERMS

Back-End System: Diverse applications of IT that 
support and partially substitute HR actors in fulfilling 
different HR tasks such as recruitment, compensation, 
or development. Back-end systems are connected to 
and integrated by portals.

Basic Portal Services: Range of portal compo-
nents that are necessary to basically run a portal, like 
for example, single sign-on tools or personalization 
components.

Employee Portal: Application of portal technology 
to establish a comprehensive platform for all employees 
to get integrated and unified access to the HR area, 
their individual work area, and possibly additional 
personal services.

Enterprise Application Integration: Service that 
facilitates business processes across different autono-
mous back-end systems in order to integrate isolated 
applications of IT.

HR Portal: Application of portal technology to 
establish a comprehensive platform for all relevant 
actors of HR to get integrated and unified access to all 
IT-based HR activities.
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Portal: Application of IT that constitutes a techno-

logical platform with the intention of providing internal 
and external users with all necessary applications, data, 
and interactions in an integrated, fitting, and personal-
ized manner.

Portal Applications: Range of optionally integrated 
IT applications to increase the functionality of portals, 
like groupware or e-shops.

Presentation System: Applications of IT that 
deliver portal content, data, and applications to end 
users, like Web-browsers.
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INTRODUCTION

Telemedicine implies that there is an exchange of infor-
mation, without personal contact, between two physi-
cians or between a physician and a patient. Thanks to 
telecommunications technologies telemedicine enables 
the provision of healthcare services or the exchange 
of healthcare information across geographic, temporal, 
social, and cultural barriers (Chau & Hu, 2004). 

Through telemedicine, healthcare centers can offer 
diverse specialty services to other centers, to other phy-
sicians, or directly to the patient, such as for example 
telecardiology, teledermatology, teleendoscopy, tele-
medicine, telemonitoring, telenursing, telepathology, 
teleradiology, or telesurgery (Tachakra, 2003).

Telemedicine should not be confused with e-health 
(or teleHealth). Telemedicine only refers to the provision 
of medical services (Chau & Hu, 2004). E-health, on 
the other hand, refers both to medical services and to 
any other type of service, as long as it has something 
to do with health and employs information technology 
(Eysenbach, 2001; Rodger & Pendharkar, 2000). In 
this respect, e-health would also include healthcare 
educational activities, research in the health sciences, 
the handling of electronic files in the healthcare system, 
and any other use of information technologies in the 
healthcare system.

Telemedicine requires a new type of worker: the 
healthcare teleworker. But unlike in other types of 
telework, the human factor is much more important 
for the success of projects in telemedicine. Neverthe-
less, physicians remain wary of adopting telemedicine. 
This work examines the sources of the resistance to 
incorporate telemedicine. It adopts a focus centering 
on the difficulties that human factors have in accepting 
the practice of telemedicine.

It would be useful, for their design, to analyze tele-
medicine project acceptance among the human factor 
involved. This would allow managers to make manage-

ment decisions concerning the design of the project, 
its implementation, and the subsequent resolution of 
problems with the personnel involved. 

The rest of this article is organized as follows. The 
second section discusses the relationship between tele-
medicine and human resource management. The third 
section tries to identify the obstacles in the way of an 
adequate acceptance and development of telemedicine. 
Section four suggests some future research opportunities 
within the domain of the telemedicine topic.

BACKGROUND

The various barriers to the implementation and devel-
opment of telemedicine projects include patient accep-
tance (Eikelboom & Atlas, 2005; Hofmann-Wellenhof, 
Salmhofer, Binder, Okcu, et al., 2006; Turner, Thomas, 
& Gailiun, 2001; Wyman, 1994), government regula-
tion (McGee, 2004; Schindler, 2005), the cost of the 
technology (Guy, 1997; McGee, 2004; Schindler, 2005), 
the absence of insurance coverage (Guy, 1997), tech-
nological barriers (Paul, Pearlson, & McDaniel, 1999), 
and social and cultural obstacles (Bangert & Doktor, 
2002; Jarudi, 2000; Spil, Schuring, & Michel-Verkerke, 
2004) among others. Nevertheless, there is consensus 
that the most important source of resistance comes from 
the failure to accept such systems by the healthcare 
workers, precisely the ones who will have to use them 
(Chau & Hu, 2002; Hu & Chau, 1999; Hu, Chau, Sheng, 
& Tam, 1999; Qavi, Corley, & Kay, 2001).

Nevertheless, few studies analyze the impact of 
telemedicine projects on the management of the human 
resources participating in such projects. Some studies 
that do so analyze the psychological determinants of 
the physicians in telemedicine adoption (Croteau & 
Vieru, 2002; Hu et al., 1999). Of particular note is the 
hierarchical telemedicine acceptance model proposed 
by Hu and Chau (1999), which includes human and 
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technological dimensions and organizational levels. 
At the organizational level they analyze the relation 
between the decision to adopt telemedicine and the 
compatibility of the technology to be used with the 
physicians’ previous work routines.

The consideration of a close relationship between 
technological and human resources is not a new concept. 
The sociotechnical approach (Emery & Trist, 1965; 
Miller & Rice, 1967; Rice, 1958; Trist & Bamforth, 
1951) was a clear expression of the notion that compa-
nies should unite both their human and technological 
dimensions. The human relations (McGregor, 1960; 
Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939) and contingency 
schools (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967) also noted this 
relationship.

This lack of attention given to the human factor in the 
adoption and implementation of telemedicine projects 
is surprising, since the healthcare staff’s reluctance to 
accept the new technology or collaborate in it is one 
of the main causes of the failure of such projects, these 
professionals being the proposed end-users of the sys-
tem (Gagnon, Lamothe, Fortin, Cloutier, et al., 2005). 
This concept is well known in the literature on the 
adoption of information technologies in organizations 
(Bruque-Cámara, Vargas-Sánchez, & Hernández-Ortiz, 
2004; Khatri, 2006; Melville, Kraemer, & Gurbaxani, 
2004; Powell & Dent-Micallef, 1997), but the question 
has received too little attention in the specific case of 
telemedicine projects.

The rejection of telemedicine by the healthcare 
workers involved is often a result of the resistance to 
change generated by inertias in the existing organiza-
tional routines (Pardo & Martinez, 2003; Rumelt, 1995). 
These routines are threatened by the need to redefine 
traditional professional roles and by the professionals’ 
loss of status, since IT blurs the functional and hierarchi-
cal boundaries in healthcare organizations (Aas, 2001, 
May, Gask, Atkinson, Ellis, Mair, & Esmail, 2001).

Technology cannot transform a company by its 
mere presence. The necessary transformation requires 
a fundamental change in habits, attitudes, values, 
expectations, and incentives relating to information 
management. Thus, attention should focus not on the 
technology but rather on healthcare itself, as equipment, 
whether low- or high-tech, does not in itself neces-
sarily help either patients or healthcare professionals; 
it depends on how such equipment is used by people 
(Loane & Wootton, 2002).

Telemedicine will not work simply by making cer-
tain information technologies available to healthcare 
specialists. If IT is not integrated with complementary 
resources then it is not efficient in its own right. Some 
authors ask why some companies encounter difficulties 
and yet others prosper when using the same IT, and 
why IT-based advantages dissipate so quickly. Their 
response is that integration should be produced between 
the IT, complementary human resources, and business 
capabilities (Bruque-Cámara et al., 2004; Khatri, 2006; 
Melville et al., 2004; Powell & Dent-Micallef, 1997). 
The integrated management of IT and complementary 
resources and capabilities can be regarded as the most 
feasible path towards attaining IT advantages.

TELEMEDICINE BARRIERS

This section analyzes the main factors that may ex-
plain practitioners’ resistance to accept telemedicine. 
The most important obstacles to the development of 
telemedicine are as follows: inertias in the existing 
organizational routines and employees’ resistance to 
change, lack of time, limitations of the technologies, 
patients’ incompetence, difficulty in using the technolo-
gies and understanding their utility, lack of training, 
and lack of trust.

The inertias in the existing organizational routines 
are one of the most important obstacles to the adoption 
of projects, whatever their nature (Pardo & Martinez, 
2003; Rumelt, 1995). Among the organizational routines 
that are typical in the healthcare sector are procedures 
and medical protocols. Some procedures and medical 
protocols in healthcare services prevent medicine from 
being conducted at a distance. Some of these protocols 
and procedures are inefficient and obsolete (Kirsch, 
2002). They also prevent healthcare professionals from 
accessing more advanced clinical practices or using 
the available information to improve their diagnoses 
and treatments. 

Employees’ resistance to change may be a result of 
their lack of participation in the project, the failure to 
consider their interests or needs, the fear that their jobs 
or status are under threat, lack of training and informa-
tion, fear of uncertainty of what will happen when the 
new system is launched, the perception that change is 
unnecessary, the tendency to concentrate on short-run 
problems, the refusal to believe that past successes 
may end unless things change, group pressure on the 
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individual to continue with what has been normal up to 
now, the risk of failure, the effort required when adopt-
ing something new, a lack of strategic vision throwing 
doubt on whether the right path has been taken, a lack 
of consensus with regard to the decisions taken, the 
difficulty in breaking with the established routines, 
and waiting for others to act so as not to run the risk 
of changing unilaterally.

Physicians often argue that they do not have time to 
attend to patients remotely, as they are too busy with the 
consultations and medical services they provide to the 
patients who see them in person. This is a shortsighted 
view from the strategic perspective, since they would 
be able to attend to more patients if they saved time 
on traveling and if they automated medical services 
wherever possible. By using technology to automate 
existing routine tasks, performance can be optimized 
(Kirsch, 2002). Better efficiency is driven by better 
use of information, and this is where telemedicine can 
be utilized.

One of the most reasonable concerns of telemedicine 
professionals is the doubt about whether telemedicine 
can really substitute properly for face-to-face care. 
Clearly, telemedicine cannot be used as successfully 
in all circumstances as direct, face-to-face contact with 
the patient. Using telemedicine to care for patients 
requires a thorough understanding of its technical 
limitations. But despite these limitations, telemedicine 
is still very useful when distance or an emergency situ-
ation prevents healthcare professionals from attending 
a patient in person.

One of the most common misconceptions among 
healthcare professionals, which leads them to reject 
telemedicine, is to assume that patients are not able 
to take decisions, and so they do not need to be given 
all the information. But telemedicine can provide pa-
tients—who are consumers of healthcare services, and 
consequently the “customers”—with the information 
they need to participate in their own care and take in-
formed decisions in the choice of hospitals, physicians, 
and treatments (Thames, 2003). The Internet allows 
patients to participate from a distance as partners in 
taking medical decisions during the course of their 
treatments (Miller & Derse, 2002).

On the other hand, physicians’ acceptance of tele-
medicine is strongly influenced by psychological and 
perceptual factors. Thus, physicians’ acceptance of 
telemedicine depends on their attitude towards the use 
of technologies in general, their previous experience in 

using technologies (Qavi et al., 2001), and their percep-
tion that the technologies are easy to use, and that they 
will prove useful in their work (Hu et al., 1999). 

The need for training and preparation in the use of 
the technologies supporting telemedicine is not reflected 
in the syllabuses of university medical departments 
(Ferrer-Roca, 2001). This is why many healthcare pro-
fessionals fail to see the connection between their work 
and the technical issues (i.e., use of applications and 
databases, electronic interchange of data and image files, 
standards to use, etc.) or legal issues (e.g., IT security, 
data protection and privacy, international practice of 
telemedicine, etc.) that concern telemedicine.

Telemedicine often brings physicians who do not 
know each other into contact so they can share infor-
mation or work together in virtual healthcare teams. 
Trust plays a key role in all collaboration relationships 
(Gefen, 2000), and this is particularly true in virtual 
relationships. Telemedicine projects that do not inspire 
trust among the physicians do not tend to encourage 
team working (Paul & McDaniel, 2004). Nevertheless 
telemedicine brings its own additional problems in creat-
ing and maintaining trust. This is because telemedicine 
involves the participation of multidisciplinary teams, 
and in virtual processes that are different from the ones 
healthcare professionals are used to. Launching a tele-
medicine project can also be seen as a threat as the first 
step in the replacement of the healthcare professionals 
by other professionals delocated geographically, even 
in other countries.

FUTURE TRENDS

Telemedicine will not work simply by making certain 
information technologies are available to healthcare 
specialists. If IT is not integrated with complementary 
resources then it is not efficient in its own right. Inte-
gration should be produced between the IT, comple-
mentary human resources, and business capabilities 
(Bruque-Cámara et al., 2004; Khatri, 2006; Melville 
et al., 2004; Powell & Dent-Micallef, 1997).

This work has focused on a general analysis of 
the motives leading healthcare professionals to reject 
telemedicine. An interesting future line of research 
would be to analyze acceptance segmented in function 
of the medical specialty involved, or of whether the 
objective is to reduce the disparities in the popula-
tion in access to the healthcare system or not (Ahern, 
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Kreslake & Phalen, 2006; Cashen, Dykes, & Gerber, 
2004; Gibbons, 2005).

Future research should also examine whether human 
resource practices have the same positive impact on 
the performance of IT-based projects in the healthcare 
sector as in other industries.

CONCLUSION

The participation of the human resources involved in 
telemedicine projects is vital for the successful imple-
mentation and operation of these projects, since they are 
the ones who will have to use the telemedicine system 
when it is put in place (Gagnon et al., 2005).

This work analyzed various factors leading health-
care staff to reject telemedicine. Chief among these have 
been the obstacles to change generated by inertias in 
the current organizational routines, the irrational excuse 
of lack of time, the impossibility of these technologies 
substituting for personal contact with the patient, the 
perception of an assumed inability of patients to take 
decisions, the perception of the ease of use and utility 
of the technologies to be applied, the lack of training 
and preparation in the use of the technologies, and 
problems of trust for working in virtual teams.

Understanding why the human factor involved re-
sists implementation of telemedicine projects should 
be useful for managers when they make their decisions 
about the design of the project, its implementation, 
and the subsequent resolution of problems with the 
personnel involved.

Some practical recommendations for managers of 
telemedicine projects follow. These managers would be 
recommended to develop human resource management 
practices centering on: (1) the existence of a fluid com-
munication between healthcare staff and the manage-
ment; (2) flexibility in the procedures; (3) participative 
decision making; (4) interdepartmental working groups; 
(5) training for the new technologies; and (6) the fit 
between the technology used and the human resources’ 
interests (Bruque-Cámara et al., 2004).
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KEY TERMS

E-Health: The provision of any healthcare service 
that is supported by electronic processes and com-
munications.

Electronic Medical Records: Computer-based 
patient medical records. Patient medical records are a 
systematic documentation of a patient’s medical his-
tory and care.

Telemedicine: The use of information and com-
munications technologies to exchange information 
between practitioners, or to deliver medical services 
to a patient remotely.

Telemonitoring: The remote monitoring of patients’ 
state of health. It is fundamentally used to control and 
treat chronic patients.

Telenursing: Healthcare services provided by 
nurses remotely, such as monitoring patients in their 
homes, or referring patients to the appropriate medical 
services through the processing of patient data.

Telepathology: The digital transmission between 
healthcare professionals of high-resolution images of, 
for example, microscope slides, photographs of injuries 
or smears, among others.

Virtual Healthcare Teams: Teams made up of 
healthcare professionals that share information about 
patients electronically in order to improve their knowl-
edge and decision making.
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INTRODUCTION

One of the key functions of the human resource division 
is the training and development of the organizational 
staff. Technology is forcing change with respect to 
the tools and skills required to lead organizations. As 
such, the identification of the competencies required 
for an effective executive recruitment and develop-
ment program can impact the future of an organization. 
Leadership development should be a company’s core 
competency (Foster, 2006). The correct mix of leader-
ship traits, skills, and abilities can be dictated by the 
situation in which the leader operates, for example, 
industrial versus service, traditional versus virtual. The 
following is a brief description of leadership theory, 
the competencies of effective leaders, and a look at 
implications for the future.

BACKGROUND

Leadership is a somewhat elusive concept that is the food 
for debate in a variety of places, including the sports 
field, boardroom, kitchen table, or chat room. Kotter 
(2001) differentiates leaders from managers in several 
areas. Management concerns coping with complexity 
and is marked by actions such as planning, budgeting, 
organizing, and staffing. Whereas, leadership involves 
coping with change and is exhibited by implementing 
a vision, and aligning and motivating people.

Over the past century, there have been a host of 
theories of leadership that range from trait to style, and 
innate versus learned. What follows is a brief descrip-
tion of a representative of these theories.

Trait Theory

Trait theory has been around for over a century, begin-
ning with the great man theories. It is an appealing, if 
not empirical theory that attempts to identify who lead-
ers are. It assumes that leaders are different and tries 
to define those differences by analyzing traits such as 

intelligence, self-confidence, determination, integrity, 
and sociability. It is not a complete analysis tool due to 
the fact that it fails to incorporate the situation, a fact 
that Stodgill (1948) identified more than 50 years ago. 
In addition, training new leaders by reviewing traits can 
be less fruitful. Many personality traits are fairly fixed 
and not easily changed (Northouse, 2004). 

Style Theory

The style approach to leadership is concerned with what 
leaders do as opposed to who they are. It underscores 
the important concepts of task and relationship behav-
iors. Task structured leaders are concerned primarily 
with reaching a goal, whereas relationship motivated 
leaders are concerned with developing close personal 
relations (Northouse, 2004). One of the most famous 
models of managerial behavior was developed by Blake 
and Mouton (1975). This model used often for training 
managers, places leadership behaviors along a grid of 
two axes—concern for results and concern for people. 
Although a useful visual representation, researchers 
have not been very successful in connecting style with 
outcomes such as employee morale, job satisfaction, 
and productivity.

According to Bhattacharyya (2006), it is the lead-
ership style that creates the climate for entrepreneur-
ship and innovation of an organization, positing that 
promoters and founders are good entrepreneurs but 
not necessarily good leaders. Bhattacharyya identified 
four traits of leaders of small organizations that may 
not translate well as the organization grows: loyalty 
to comrades, task orientation, single-mindedness, and 
working in isolation.  

Contingency Theory

The contingency theory is an extension of the style 
approach to leadership. It suggests that a leader’s ef-
fectiveness is contingent on matching the style to the 
leader. It is influenced by three factors: leader-member 
relations, task structure, and position power. The least 
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preferred coworker (LPC) scale, developed by Fiedler 
and subjected to a great amount of empirical research, 
is used to measure individual dimensions of style and 
can be used to provide leadership profile data (Strube 
& Garcia, 1981).

Leader-Member Exchange Theory

Leader-member exchange theory (LMX) contends 
that leaders develop separate relationships with each 
of their subordinates through a series of work related 
exchanges, ranging from those based on the employment 
contract to those that extend beyond the employment 
contract (Greguras & Ford, 2006). LMX focuses on 
the interactions between leaders and followers. Prior to 
leader member exchange theory, researchers assumed 
that leaders treated followers in a collective manner. 
LMX theory underscores the importance of individual 
relationships. It warns against preferential treatment that 
alienates individuals. At the same time, it recognizes 
that each employee is unique and wants to have a special 
relationship with their leader (Krishnan, 2005). 

One of the potential draw backs of LMX is that it 
is primarily descriptive, not prescriptive in nature. It 
does not attempt to relate leader-member exchange 
quality and leadership effectiveness. It examines the 
antecedents and consequences of leader-member ex-
change levels to more fully describe leader-follower 
relations.

Charisma and Emotional Intelligence

“The character of the leader is the building block or 
root system of his/her personality and of leadership 
excellence” (Sankar, 2003). Charismatic leaders can 
exhibit extreme narcissism and promote highly self 
serving and larger than life aims. Their overpowering 
sense of self importance and strong need to be the center 
of attention can lead charismatic leaders to ignore the 
viewpoints of others. In addition, integrity is discussed 
as a foundation for good leadership. An absence of 
integrity can be exhibited by the following behaviors: 
display of arrogance, promotion of self interest, practice 
of deception, breaches of agreements, unfair dealings, 
blame shifting, diminishing of dignity, retention of 
envy, neglect of employees, risk avoidance, holding 
of grudges, and the failure to extend oneself. 

Virtue based ethics is the moral guidance for chang-
ing the negative elements of one’s character. Character 

is grounded on virtues such as love, integrity, duty, 
patience, compassion, peace, fortitude, trust, truth, and 
right conduct. To change one’s negative behaviors of 
mistrust, malice, manipulation, or deceit, one must 
change values such as egoism, power obsession, and 
greed (Sankar, 2003).

Emotional intelligence theory posits that effective 
leaders have more than just cognitive ability. They pos-
sess dimensions of emotional and social intelligence as 
well. Goleman (2004), building on the work of others, 
identifies four domains of emotional intelligence (EQ): 
self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and 
relationship management. An extension of EQ can be 
found in the theory of authentic leadership. Possess-
ing authentic leadership means to know oneself, to be 
consistent with one self, and to have a positive and 
strength based orientation with one’s development and 
the development of others. Authentic leaders are trans-
parent with their values and beliefs. The authentic person 
communicates trust by being genuine, non-defensive, 
and by allowing consistent access to his or her value 
system. “Increasing authenticity requires courage—the 
courage to be oneself—without sacrificing the values 
that bond leaders with others” (Avolio, 2005). Changing 
one’s negative behaviors can be difficult. Every human 
has an emotional glass ceiling, a natural resistance to 
changing identity (Wieand, 2002).   

Transactional and transformational theory
Burns, as cited in Northouse (2004), attempted to 

link the roles of leadership and followership and dis-
tinguished between transformational and transactional 
leadership.  Transactional leadership focuses on the 
exchanges between leaders and followers and makes 
up the bulk of the leadership models, whereas, transfor-
mational leadership involves the process of engaging 
others to create a connection that increases the level of 
motivation and morality in the leader and the follower. 
According to Bass and Steidlmeier (1999), there are 
four components of truly transformational leadership: 
idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intel-
lectual stimulation, and individualized consideration. 
Those transformational leaders who display an absence 
of a moral and ethical regard are designated as pseudo-
transformational. Pseudo-transformational leaders are 
mired by their desire for power, often at the expense 
of others. They boast beyond their abilities. Although 
they may see themselves as honest and trustworthy, 
their actions speak different.
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LEADERSHIP COMPETENCIES

Several researchers have reviewed the literature and 
delineated categories of competencies of successful 
leaders. For example, Tubbs and Schulz (2006) argue 
that everyone in an organization influences others by 
their actions. Some of the aspects of leadership are rela-
tively fixed at an early age; however, others are able to 
be developed well into adult life. Organizations should 
focus on the development of those competencies that can 
be learned. The following general category of leader-
ship competencies are taken from over 50 competencies 
identified in a review of the literature: understanding 
the big picture; attitudes are everything; the driving 
force; the leaders’ voice, innovation and creativity; 
leading change; teamwork; and followership. 

Yukl, Gordon, and Taber (2002) specified three 
meta-competency categories: task behavior, relations 
behavior, and change behavior. Task behaviors are 
further defined by: (1) short term planning, (2) clarify-
ing responsibilities and performance objectives, and 
(3) monitoring operations and performance. Relations 
behavior include: (1) supporting, (2) developing, (3) 
recognizing, (4) consulting, and (5) empowering. The 
final category of change behaviors include: (1) external 
monitoring, (2) envisioning change, (3) encouraging 
innovative thinking, and (4) taking personal risks to 
implement change.

Ethics

The corporate scandals of the past decade have em-
phasized the need to check the self-interest of our 
executives. Actions by leadership that indicate an 
overwhelming need for power have resulted in for-
merly well respected organizations to break apart; 
Enron for example. Whittington (2004) suggests that 
the core issue that discriminates power wielding lead-
ers from pseudo-transformational leaders is motive; 
as such, the servant-leader or teacher is the preferred 
approach to leading a group. Servant leaders commit 
to listening to others. Along with this listening is the 
concept of awareness. It is awareness that allows a 
leader to evaluate ethical dimensions. Knighton (2006) 
points out that integrity is difficult to train. Ethics can 
be cultivated but not taught if the individual does not 
already possess it.  

The unethical actions of leaders can impact not 
only the health of the organization but it can trickle 
down and impact the lives of the community that sur-
rounds it (Pandey & Verma, 2005). However, corpo-
rate decline can not be pinned solely on the executive 
leaders. All employees are participants in the ethical 
process. Unfortunately, lower level employees may be 
coerced into unethical submission. If the administrative 
coercion goes unchecked for too long, it may take the 
rare whistle blower to end the cycle (Beauchamp & 
Bowie, 2004). 

Trevino and Brown (2004), as cited by Pandey and 
Verma (2005), presented four guidelines for enforcing 
ethical leadership: (1) understand the existing ethical 
culture, (2) communicate the importance of ethical 
standards, (3) focus on the reward system, and (4) 
promote ethical leadership throughout the firm. To 
avoid the abuse of pseudo-transformational leaders, 
the governance committee of the board of directors of 
an organization can use these guidelines to preempt 
behavior that jeopardizes the company.

The Dark Side of Leadership

According to Dloezalek (2006), many times the traits 
that strengthen leaders when taken to the extreme, can 
cause conflict. For example, the traits of sociability and 
determination when pushed to the limit may result with 
a narcissistic leader who is more concerned with being 
liked and looking good than performing well. The dark 
side of leadership does not always equate with bad 
leadership, but it can be dangerous for those who are 
not aware of their dark side. To be a strong effective 
leader, Dloezalek suggests the following steps, in ad-
dition to several others, to stop or slow the dark side: 
(1) do not believe your own hype, (2) be creative, (3) 
be reflective, (4) limit your tenure, (5) share power, 
(6) remember the mission, and (7) embrace healthy 
skepticism.

The importance of studying the psychological 
aspects of dark leadership can be found in the realiza-
tion that one has these potential “negative” traits. Self 
assessment and evaluation can lead to recognition 
and then to overcoming one’s tendencies. Business 
leaders are often more complex than the subjects that 
psychologists study (Kets de Vries, Vrignaud, & Flo-
rent-Treacy, 2004). 
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Global Leadership

As leadership theory has evolved so has the venue in 
which leaders operate, including location and structure 
of the organization. With respect to location, a grow-
ing number of managers are required to lead in global 
or transnational situations. This trend is expected to 
continue. McCall and Hollenbeck (2002) discuss the 
global mind set as the skills of executives who succeed 
in jobs combining both cultural and business dimen-
sions. Seven competencies for global executives are 
identified with respect to this mind set: (1) open minded 
and flexible in thoughts and tactics, (2) cultural interest 
and sensitivity, (3) able to deal with complexity, (4) 
resilient, resourceful, optimistic, and energetic, (5) 
honesty and integrity, (6) stable personal life, and (7) 
value added technical or business skills. According 
to Black, Morrison, and Gregerson (1999), the global 
executive should have a set of four competencies: 
inquisitiveness, perspective, character, and savvy. In 
addition, global leaders at all levels should address 
the concerns of uniformity and diversity—technology, 
education, pragmatic philosophy, as well as values, 
time and stage of development, and resources (Ayman, 
Kreicker, & Masztal, 1994).

Identifying, grooming, and coaching young execu-
tives for leadership positions is an important aspect 
of preparing them for future global training and 
experience. However, trainees should not be pushed 
too fast. Kovach (1986) cites a series of studies who 
determined that derailment was often attributed to the 
same personality characteristics that brought young 
managers early success, including attributes such as: 
overly strong self-determination, inability to negotiate, 
insensitivity to others, coldness, arrogance, and failure 
to build a team. Those aspects that originally brought 
attention to them often become problem areas that can 
lead to derailment as they progress through their train-
ing. Kovach advocates creating true fast trackers by 
avoiding derailment, by allowing the trainees time to 
season. Two suggested specific steps for their develop-
ment are: (a) early career years are spent in positions 
for enough time to build skills and relationships and 
(b) promotions and salary raises are spaced out further 
than on the apparent fast track.  

E-Leadership

Hand-in-hand with the global aspects of leadership is 
the challenge of operating in an electronic environment 
or “e-business.” Successful e-leadership requires the 
ability to create a spirit of cohesiveness to an organiza-
tion that is often characterized by significant geographic 
dispersion; dispersion that can result in employee iso-
lation (O’Leary & Cummings, 2007). The leadership 
of both e-businesses and traditional brick and mortar 
business who rely on technology should acknowledge 
the complexity of the changing organizational struc-
ture. Leaders are required to make difficult decisions 
under shrinking time lines (Kissler, 2001). Customers 
expect premium service and if they are not satisfied 
they can share their unhappiness with millions of other 
customers by blogging in a matter of seconds. For a 
more in-depth discussion of e-leadership please see an 
additional section of this book. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Many leadership researchers have hypothesized the 
skills required for future leaders.  Rao (2006), based 
on interviews with his students, offers that the success-
ful leader of the future sets an inspiring mission. “The 
purpose of a business is to ensure that every person 
who comes into contact with it reaches his or her po-
tential.” To accomplish this mission, business leaders 
should: pursue profits after mission, compensate fairly, 
eliminate de-motivators and obstructions, be of service, 
not be self-aggrandizing, demonstrate a commitment to 
community, and make a commitment to learning and 
justice. These sentiments individually are not novel, 
but are more powerful as a collective.  

Senge (2006) proposes that creating a learning or-
ganization that changes, can thrive. Dess and Picken 
(2000) state that five key principles for organizations 
in the 21st century are: using strategic vision, empower-
ing employees at all levels, gathering and integrating 
external information, and challenging the status quo and 
enabling creativity. Similarly, Lapp (1999) suggested 
that new leadership styles should possess the follow-
ing six characteristics: excitement, vision, direction, 
proximity, depth of leadership, and charisma.

Davis and Useem (2001) emphasized the importance 
of governance on the organization of the future. The 
authors discussed the diversity of board composition, 
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as well as other stakeholders of both large and small 
organizations across the globe. Related to governance, 
values and ethics are currently under scrutiny. Lead-
ers of tomorrow must be sure that they speak and act 
in a manner that represents their organization well.  
Obuchowski quotes Mai and Akerson and warns that 
leaders should “write everything as if it might end up 
in the New York Times, because it just might.” 

Obuchowski (2003) states that leaders must use 
effective communication to attract and retain talent, 
maintain a steady course, and to remain at leading 
edge of industry. The leader must do this by creating 
a community (using storytelling), steering a steady 
course (meeting with groups within the organization), 
and committing to continued renewal (debate is normal 
and beneficial).

CONCLUSION

As corporate stewards, human resource professionals 
have the power to shape organizations by improving 
both the selection criteria and the development process 
for organizational leadership. Leadership has many 
facets and one must choose the one that best suits their 
leadership style and organizational situation. Embracing 
the use of technology and combining it with traditional 
leadership skill sets can provide an organization with 
the building blocks needed for a sustainable future. This 
will ensure that one is an effective leader in today’s 
turbulent environment. Many tenets of leadership have 
been addressed here. Perhaps one or more of these tenets 
calls to the reader to become their personal best.   
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KEY TERMS

Competency: A standardized requirement for an 
individual to properly perform a specific job.

E-Leadership: A social influence process medi-
ated by technology to produce a change in attitudes, 
feelings, thinking, behavior, and/or performance with 
individuals, groups, and/or organizations.

Emotional Intelligence (EA): Describes an ability, 
capacity, or skill to perceive, assess, and manage the 
emotions of one’s self, of others, and of groups.

Followership: Relinquishing power for the good 
of the group, team, or community.

Leadership: A process whereby an individual 
influences a group of individuals to achieve a com-
mon goal.

Servant Leadership: Emphasizes the leader’s role 
as steward of the resources (human, financial, and 
otherwise) provided by the organization. It encour-
ages leaders to serve others while staying focused on 
achieving results in line with the organization’s values 
and integrity.

Social Intelligence: Being intelligent not just about 
our relationships but also in them.



842 Topic: Competence Development and Compensation

INTRODUCTION

Employees are the most essential resource of an or-
ganization. They are vital to a company’s success. 
Without them, it would seize to exist. Management 
will probably give employee compensation the first 
place in their priority list and rightly so. Because the 
importance that compensation holds for their lifestyle 
and self-esteem, individuals are very concerned that 
they be paid a fair and competitive wage. Organiza-
tions are concerned with pay not only because of its 
importance as a cost of doing business, but also because 
it motivates important decisions of employees about 
taking a job, leaving a job, and performance on the 
job. Hence, one of the most vital factors for attraction, 
motivation, and retention amongst the employees is the 
compensation system, policies, and review philosophies 
of any organization.

Compensation as a function of human resource 
management that involves rewarding employees for 
performing organizational task is one of the most com-
plex functions of the human resource manager.

A lot of studies have shown the various compo-
nents of compensation both for the executives and the 
employees, but no study has focused on the tools and 
techniques for designing and implementing effective 
compensation systems. Therefore, this article will look 
into these tools and techniques of effective compen-
sation systems. To be able to do this effectively, we 
will look at the various definitions of compensation 
in the background to the study, the features of good 
compensation tools, the rationale for choosing effec-
tive compensation tools, and the various compensation 
tools we have—both intrinsic and extrinsic. 

BACKGROUND

The human resource management (HRM) profession 
and practices have undergone sustainable change and 

redefinition. Many articles written in academic and 
practitioner literature have been critical of the traditional 
HRM function. Unfortunately, in many organizations, 
HRM services are not providing value but instead are 
mired down in managing trivial administrative tasks. 
Where true, HRM departments can be replaced with 
new technology or outsourced vendors who can provide 
higher-quality services at a lower cost. This recom-
mendation though somewhat extreme, it follows then 
that companies need to ensure that their HRM functions 
of which one of them is compensation management 
are creating value for the firm. Belcher (1979) states 
that compensation “is a double input-output exchange 
between a worker and an employer,” implying the 
inputs of effort and output of wages to the workers on 
the one hand and the inputs, productivity, and service 
on the employer’s side. This connotes that employee’s 
trade labor and loyalty for financial and non-financial 
compensation. Compensation includes topics in regards 
to wage and/or salary programs and structure, merit-
based programs, and bonus-based programs including 
benefits. It can be viewed as a matter closest to the heart 
of every employee and employer (Banjoko, 2002). 

Sesan (2000) admitted that employers/management 
and employees are in a dependent relationship such that 
employees have their skills, knowledge, manpower, 
experience, and information to offer in exchange for 
rewards from employers that may be financial or non- 
financial.

Ivancevich (2003) submitted that financial com-
pensation includes pay received in the form of wages, 
salaries, and bonuses or commissions as well as vaca-
tions, insurance, paid sick leave, scholarship payment, 
and so forth, while non-financial compensation affects 
an employees motivation, productivity, and satisfac-
tion—this includes; recognition, promotion, praise, 
and so forth.

Fogleman, McCorkle, and Schwert (1999) con-
sidered compensation packages as the total rewards 
systems that contain non-monetary, direct and indirect 
elements.
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Non-monetary compensation is any benefit an 

employee receives from an employer or job that does 
not involve tangible value. These include career and 
social rewards, such as job security, flexible hours, 
opportunity for growth, praise and recognition, task 
engagement, and friendships.

Direct compensation is an employee’s base wage, 
which can be an annual salary, or hourly employee 
receives such as profit- sharing bonuses. And, indirect 
compensation includes everything from legally required 
public protection programs such as social security to 
health insurance, retirement programs such as social 
security to health insurance, retirement programs, paid 
leave, child care, or moving expenses.

The general consensus of recent studies is that 
pay should be tied to performance to be effective; for 
instance, a company may offer a bonus for meeting a 
performance objective. Therefore, successful manag-
ers must search for areas that employees do influence 
and base performance objectives on these areas, for 
example, offering of tenure bonuses for long-time 
employees, equipment repair incentives to encourage 
good equipment maintenance, or bonuses for arriving 
at work on time. Not only that, Rosenberg (1999) item-
ized the following as direct compensation alternatives 
and indirect compensation alternatives:

A. Direct compensation alternatives include:
• Base pay: Cash wage paid to the employee.
• Incentive pay: A bonus paid when specified 

performance objectives are met.
• Stock options: A right to buy a piece of the 

business, which may be given to an employee 
to reward excellent service. It is believed that 
an employee who owns a share in a business 
is more likely to go extra mile for the orga-
nization.

• Bonus: A gift given occasionally to reward 
exceptional performance or for special oc-
casions. 

B. Indirect compensation alternatives: These 
include flexible working schedules, laundry ser-
vices, wellness programs, child care, elder care 
retirement programs, insurance, paid sick leave 
or holiday leave, clothing allowance, subsidized 
housing and utilities, moving expenses, and so 
forth.

Moreover, some workers view compensation as 
a return in an exchange relationship between them 
and their employers. Others view it as what they are 
entitled to as a member of an organization. It should 
be competitive and easy to administer (Klingner & 
Nalbandian, 2003). Compensation in other terms is 
also called “employee remuneration” (Mazumber & 
Mazaheri, 2002). 

To the employee, Banjoko (2006) states that “com-
pensation includes wages, salaries, and payment of 
all other extrinsic financial rewards which affects the 
totality of the employees temperament, attitudes, work 
behavior, and the overall performance of the organiza-
tion in terms of its outputs, quality of its outputs, and 
its competitiveness in the industry.” The significance 
of employee compensation can be examined from the 
angle of its:

• Economic role: Money or expectation of money 
is the most crucial incentive to work. If not for 
money that comes out of work, many people 
will not work. Bjorkman and Fan (2002), in their 
study, made it clear that for a large majority of 
work force, a regular pay check is absolutely 
necessary to meet their basic physiological and 
safety needs.

• Political Role: Good remuneration/compensa-
tion which puts one in good financial standing 
can confer on one the use of power and political 
influence which in turn can help in placing one on 
a much higher political and financial footing.

• Social role: Money classifies an employee into 
several social classes. An employee’s salary grade 
is a status symbol and determines his social rating 
in the society.

• Psychological role: Money is for inducing desired 
behavior. Where an attractive pay or incentive 
is offered, an employee can be motivated to be-
have in a manner consistent with the attainment 
of high productivity and profitability. Opsahl 
and Dunnette (1996) declared that money is a 
generalized conditioned reinforcer, which can 
be used to condition an employee’s work attitude 
and behavior in a manner that will be beneficial 
to the organization.

To the employer, employee compensation in terms of 
its components ( i.e., basic pay, incentives, and benefits) 
is significant because of its contribution to the cost of 
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production. It is the most single expensive item of cost to 
the employer: Hence the need for efficient management 
of the compensation system to ensure that compensation 
is paid out to services actually rendered.

Besides, battles in the form of strikes and lockouts 
are fought between the employees and the employ-
ers on issues relating to wages and wage differential 
acceptable to employees and their leaders. Not only 
that, employee’s compensation is the major factor in 
attracting the best skills in the labor market to the orga-
nization; retaining as well as motivating them towards 
excellent performance.

From a study of Sidgwick (1989), he identified 
features of  good compensation tools as including the 
following:

• Compensation tools must focus on desired be-
havior and provide the employees with a clear 
line of sight and differentiation between action 
and desirable results.

• It must be meaningful and valuable to the in-
dividual employee to make the required efforts 
worthwhile.

• It must retain its market competitiveness so as to 
achieve the basic objective of attracting, retaining, 
and motivating. 

• It must be timely and immediate.
• It must reward positive work behavior and sanc-

tion negative work behavior.
• It must maintain proper balance between extrinsic 

and intrinsic needs of the employees.
• It must satisfy individual needs.

Before considering the framework of compensation 
policy, it is necessary first to consider the rationale for 
effective compensation tool; these are:

1. It performs a labor market function by helping to 
allocate skilled individuals to firms in accordance 
with the perceived attractiveness of jobs expressed 
by the pay offers.

2. It helps induce employees towards higher perfor-
mance.

3. It helps in applying the principles of rewards and 
sanctions to employees who identity with the orga-
nization action rules are those who defy the rules.

4. It enables the organization to get maximum results 
from its limited means through adequate control 
of its labor costs.

5. It helps keep employees aware that pay policies 
and pay levels are fair and will be applied across 
the board, uniformly without favoritism and dis-
crimination.

B

Organizations Reward Norms:
• Reasonable Profit
• Equity
• Equality
• Needs

A D

Types of Rewards:
• Financial or Extrinsic Rewards.
• Non-Financial or Intrinsic Rewards.

Desired Outcomes:
• Attracting
• Retaining
• Motivating
• Satisfying
• Developing

C

Distribution Criteria:
• Results
• Behavior
• Other factors

 Seniority
 Tenure
 Level of Hierarchy

Figure 1. A framework for the effective compensation tool (Source: Adapted from Kreitner & A. Kinicks, 1995; 
p. 425)
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The best performance appraisal system in the world 

will not work if it is linked to a reward and compen-
sation system that employees do not trust or support 
(Banerd & Rodger, 2000). A motivated employee will 
achieve a great deal. A de-motivated employee will be 
slow, prone to error, and not likely to achieve. Figure 1 
provides a framework for understanding the effective 
compensation tool. 

Box A: Types of Rewards

From box A, two (2) types of rewards can be identified. 
These include the financial or extrinsic rewards cov-
ering the monetary or financial rewards. On the other 
hand, the non-financial or intrinsic rewards include 
the verbal or written commendation, recognition, ap-
preciation of each of these that will help achieve the 
desired organizational outcomes, thereby take decision 
as appropriate.

Box B: Organizations Reward Norms

Organizations in designing the appropriate compensa-
tion structure take into consideration certain norms and 
principles that streamline the design and the implemen-
tation of the compensation systems in a way that will 
enhance corporate efficiency and safety individual’s 
aspirations. These norms and principles are:

• Reasonable profit norm: Since profit maximiza-
tion is the sole objective of business organizations, 
any business organization will attempt to pay the 
least amount of wages and salaries while expecting 
maximum efforts from the workers. Therefore, 
organization quest for profit maximization will 
play a significant role in its reward allocation.

• Equity norm: This norm indicates that orga-
nizational compensation structure design and 
implementation must ensure that rewards are 
given to employees in proportion to their level of 
contribution—meaning hardworking employees 
and lazy ones should be compensated accord-
ingly.

• Equality norms: This norm calls for rewarding 
of employees equally, regardless of their contribu-
tions. This is applicable in cases where employees 
work in groups and the output of one employee 
cannot be easily determined.

• Needs reward norms: This norm calls for dis-
tributing rewards according to employees’ needs 
rather than their contributions. The norm required 
that the organizational rewards be fashioned in 
a way that will reflect the peculiar needs of the 
various categories of employees.

Box C: Rewards Distribution Criteria

Three important considerations usually are in focus in 
distributing organizational rewards. They include:

• Result consideration: The emphasis here is on 
results, performance, or achievement and not on 
mere efforts. Reward is linked to performance, 
thus performance is quality or quantity of work 
done is the criteria for compensations.

• Behavior consideration: This emphasizes behav-
iors that are helpful in achieving organizational 
objectives. These behaviors include co-operation, 
team spirit, creativity, risk-taking, dedication, 
loyalty, and so forth.

• Other considerations: This focuses on non-per-
formance considerations such as seniority, tenure, 
and level of hierarchy within the organization.

Box D: Desired Outcomes

A good compensation system should accomplish some 
desirable outcomes, which will be able to enhance the 
attainment of corporate goals and objectives:

• The compensation system must be able to stimu-
late attitudes conducive to high job performance, 
loyalty, and commitment to the organization.

• It must provide job satisfaction to the employees
• It must stimulate employees’ growth and development
• It must be able to attract the best skills
• It must be able to retain valued, productive, and 

competent people
• It must continue to enhance the motivational spirit 

of the employees

COMPENSATION TOOLS

How can an employee be efficiently and effectively 
compensated? Compensation programmes are one of 
the most powerful tools available to organizations. 
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Various researches recently have been on extensive 
compensation systems and few researches have been 
in the areas of which compensation tools need to be 
combined, both financial and non financial, to reward 
an employee in return for his labor or services to the 
organization (Banjoko, 2004, 2006; Mathis and Jack-
son, 1982).

Presently, there are three basic classifications of 
compensation tools employers can combine to encour-
age their employees to perform at a higher level of 
efficiency. These are: the basic pay, performance incen-
tives, and the benefits. They make up the employee’s 
reward for making himself available for the services 
of the organization.

Basic pay is the fixed or guaranteed monthly or an-
nual gross payment made to employees—in other words 
it is the hourly, weekly, or monthly pay to employee. 

Performance incentives are rewards offered in 
addition to base wage/salary, and are usually directly 
related to performance. Fashoyin (1980) classified 
performance incentive as individual-based performance 
incentive schemes, group-based performance incentive 
schemes, and organization-wide performance incentive 
schemes. Mathis and Jackson (1982) noted that an 
individual incentive scheme is used as a means of mea-
suring individual capabilities and initiatives. He further 
divided the individual incentives schemes into:

• The straight piece work-plan;
• Differential piece rate plan;
• Guaranteed piece work plan; and
• Bonus incentive plan.

However, group-based performance incentives ac-
cording to Mazumber and Mazaheri (2002) are given 
where the jobs are interdependent and an individual 
performance level cannot be assessed. Finally, the use 
of organization-wide performance incentive rewards 
individual or group efforts (Banjoko, 2006; Klingner 
& Nalbandion, 2003; Opsahl & Dunnette, 1996). They 
are given to all employees on the basis of how well the 
organization has performed over the year. They include 
the 13th month pay, the bonus scheme, employee stock 
options, profit sharing incentive scheme, and gain-
sharing scheme.

Recent research studies identified that benefits 
otherwise known as in-kind rewards are also part of 
the tools of compensating employees based on their 
membership in the organization. As Howard (1999) 

pointed out, a benefits plan suggests the importance 
of considering individual preferences, the increasing 
diversity of the work force, and lifestyle realities when 
studying an employee benefit program.

CLASSIFICATION OF BENEFITS

In a research conducted by Thomas et al. (2004) in the 
Internet Based Benefits and Compensation Adminis-
tration under Economic Research Institutes (ERI), the 
following classification of benefits was made: 

• Premium payments: this is the period a worker 
has worked and it is on a daily or weekly basis.

• Payment for special duties: such as working on 
grievance redress procedures and labor contract 
negotiations.

• Payment for health and security benefits: in-
clude retirement plans, social security payments, 
profit sharing plans, group life insurance, and so 
forth.

• Payment for time not worked: this includes pay-
ment for sick leave and payment for time during 
which employee is under medical care, vacations, 
call back time, dressing time, and so forth.

• Payment for employee service: this includes caf-
eteria subsidies, house financing, and so forth.

• Other expenditures: this includes bonus, educa-
tional re-imbursements, uniforms/work clothes, 
meal allowance, severance pay, company product 
pack, car allowance, house ownership scheme, 
utility allowances, medical allowances, out of 
station allowances, transport allowances, long 
service award, festival or year-end bonus, and 
so forth.

Certain payments are legally required, they include: 
old age pension, survivor benefits, disability pension 
and payments made under the Workmen’s Compensa-
tion Act, pension and group insurance, and payment 
for time not worked. It is agreed that there is need to 
successfully manage the compensation programmes 
of the human resources in the organization for the 
organization to maximize its competitiveness. Using 
new technology such as computer-aided manufactur-
ing, virtual reality, expert systems, and the Internet can 
give companies an edge which will result in employees 
working smarter as well as providing higher quality 
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products and more efficient services to customer. This 
invariably will lead to better remuneration (i.e., com-
pensation) for the employees. Companies that have 
realized the greatest gains from new technology have 
human resource management practices that support 
the use of technology to create what is known as high 
performance work systems.  

FUTURE TRENDS

The issue of compensation has become deeply rooted 
as a means of achieving organizational goals. Given 
the dynamic and fluid environment in which business 
is currently being carried on, it becomes imperative 
that organizations create value continually for share-
holders, customers, and employees; at the heart of 
this is employee compensation. In order to motivate 
the employee to perform, compensation does not only 
have to be defined in terms of financial, it has to include 
other variables. Work, training, programs, and reward 
systems need to be reconfigured to support employees’ 
use of new technology. Some important aspects of high 
performance work systems, which lead to employees 
being satisfied on their work are:

• Human resources and their capabilities;
• New technology and its opportunities; and
• Efficient work structures and policies (including 

compensation policies) which allow employees 
and technology to interact.

Many public and private sector organizations 
can also use e-HRM (electronic HRM) applications 
to give employees more ownership of the employ-
ment relationship through the ability to enroll in and 
participate in training programmes, change benefits, 
communicate with coworkers and customers online, 
and work “virtually” with peers in geographically 
different locations.

Human resource information systems have to rise to 
new challenges affecting the world of work. Telework-
ing (GCN, 2007) is creating opportunities for employees 
to work from their laptops rather than from fixed of-
fice/job location. The flexibility of adjusting working 
periods to suit staff family life styles is providing a new 
face of compensation. Payment of performance model 
is helping HR managers to redefine the management 
of compensation tied to output.

The goal of motivating staff performance is being 
attained by the free expression of staff choice to tie 
work volume and pace to agreed work pay.

Beyond exploring the multi-processes in compensa-
tion, there is need to also trace the interactions between 
compensation and career development. The trend of 
staff indicating interest in substituting leisure goals 
for paid employment should be interesting to study 
(Strohmeier, 2007).

CONCLUSION

For a very long time, compensation has been defined 
in terms of financial packages and rewards. Times are 
changing and the business environment is becoming 
fluid and dynamic. As a result, financial gains and 
rewards are no longer sufficient to retain high fliers 
in the labor market. Indirect compensation packages 
are now becoming pronounced and rewarding and 
organizations are taking advantage of them to remain 
on top of their chosen line of business. All these will 
help to attract, retain, and maintain a highly motivated 
and committed workforce.

REFERENCES

Amaram, D. I. (2005). Issues in compensating the modern 
work force. Dias Technology Review, 2(1), 10-12.

Anjorin, D. (1992). Compensation scheme in the public 
sector. In A. D. Yahaya & C.

Akinyele (Eds.), New trends in personnel management: 
A book of readings (pp.163-173). Nigeria: College of 
Nigeria (ASCON).

Atchinson, T. J, Belcher, D. W., & Thomsen, D. J. (2004). 
Planning and controlling a compensation and benefits 
program. ERI Distance Learning Centre. Retrieved 
September 1, 2007, from http://www.eridlc.com

Banerd, M. E., & Rodger, R. A. (2000). How are 
international oriented HRM policies related to high 
performance work practice. Evidence from Singapore. 
International Journal of Human Resources Manage-
ment, 11(6), 1017-1020.

Banjoko, S. A. (2006). Managing corporate reward 
systems. Lagos: Pumark Nigeria Limited.



848  

Tools and Techniques for Designing Effective Compensation Systems

Banjoko, S. A. (2006). Human resource management: 
An expository approach. Lagos: Punmark Nigeria 
Limited.

Banker, R. D., Lee’s, Porter G, & Srinivasan, D. (1996). 
Contextual analysis of performance impacts of outcome 
based incentive compensation. Academy of Manage-
ment Journal, 39, 920-923.

Belcher, D. W. (1979) Compensation management. 
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Bjorkman, I., & Fan, X. C. (2002). Human resource 
management and the performance of western firms 
in China. International Journal of Human Resource 
Management, 13(6), 853-864.

Eghe, C. (2000). Job satisfaction and performance: A 
new dance to an old tune. LBS Management Review, 
5(2), 104-112.

Fashoyin, T (1980). Industrial relations in Nigeria. 
London: McMillan.

Fogleman, S. L., McCorkle, & Schwert (1999, April). 
Employee compensation and job satisfaction on 
dairy farms in the Northeast. Cornell University, RB 
99–02. 

Ivancevich, J. M. (2003). Human resource management 
(9th ed.). New York: Irwin, McGraw-Hill. 

Klingner, D. E., & Nalbandian, J. (2003). Public person-
nel management: Context and strategies. Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ:  Prentice-Hall.

Kreitner, R., & Kinicks, A. (1995). Organizational 
behavior. Boston: Richard D. Irwin Inc. 

Lather, A. S., & Goyal, S. (2003). Analytical study of job 
satisfaction in relation to personality and psychopathol-
ogy of corporate. Delhi Business Review, 4(1), 51-55.

Mathis, R., & Jackson, J. H. (1979). Personnel. New 
York: West Publishing Company. 

Mazumber, D., & Mazaheri, A. (2002). Wages and 
employment in Africa. England: Ashgate Publishing.

Opsahl, R. L, & Dunnette, M. D. (1996). The role of 
financial compensation in industrial motivation. Psy-
chological Bulletin, 20, 94-118. 

Rosenberg, H. (1999). Labor management divisions. 
University of California APMP Research Papers, 
Winter Spring, 8(1). 

Sanders, W. G., & Carpenter, M. A. (1998). Interna-
tionalization and firm governance: The roles of CEO 
compensation, Top team composition and board struc-
ture. The Academy of Management Journal, 42(2), 
158-178.

Sesan, K. M. (2000). Personnel implications of job 
satisfaction the public sector manager: Implications for 
management practice and development in a developing 
economy. Journal of Business in Developing Nations, 
4, 27-31. 

Sidgwick, H. (1989). The wages fund theory. The 
Fortnightly Review, 25, 401-413.

Strohmeier, S. (2007). Research in e–HRM: review and 
implications. Human Resource Management Review, 
17(1), 19-37.

Walsh, T. (2007). The drive for teleworking. GCN. 
Retrieved September 1, 2007, from http://www.gcn.
com/cgi_bin/udt/

KEY TERMS

Basic Pay: Direct and financial reward paid to 
employees for doing their job.

Benefit: Indirect compensation aimed at maintain-
ing employees in an organization.

Compensation: Financial and non-financial reward 
offered to an employee in exchange for work.

E-HRM: The planning, implementation, and appli-
cation of information technology for both networking 
and supporting of actors in their shared performing of 
HR activities.

Financial Reward: A type of extrinsic reward, 
which comes from the work itself but is given by the 
organization to an employee to ensure that the work 
is done and rules are followed.

Incentives: Financial reward given to employees 
to encourage performance.

Job Satisfaction: The affective reaction of people 
to aspects of their work environment.

Non-Financial Reward: Intrinsic reward given to 
the employee that is not monetary.
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Topic: Managing Individuals and Groups in the Organization

INTRODUCTION

As organizational management in recent times has 
become more complex, adding the electronic effect to 
ameliorate human resource management is welcomed. 
The importance of making human resource management 
e-based is that time is saved, which may mean that ex-
penses are cut, and an organization would stand to gain 
in terms of time and money. Does this mean traditional 
leadership and leadership styles become irrelevant be-
cause the everyday activities such as sign-ins, overtime 
calculations are automatically calculated? What we 
know about leadership and leadership styles has not 
changed in this context of e-leadership. The situations 
and circumstances, however, surrounding leadership 
and leadership styles have drastically changed in recent 
years. The business world has become more competi-
tive and volatile, influenced by such factors as faster 
technology change, greater international competition, 
the deregulation of markets, overcapacity in capital-
intensive industries, an unstable oil cartel, raiders 
with junk bonds, and the changing demographics of 
the work force (Kotter, 1998). Does this shift require 
further changes in leadership and leadership styles? 
Although the basic tenets of leadership and leader-
ship styles remain the same regardless of the changes 
through the ages, our changing environment requires 
further examination of today’s leadership and leader-
ship styles in light of e-human resource information 
system (HRIS). 

BACKGROUND

Before e-leadership appeared, a classic study on leader-
ship style was conducted by Lippit and White (1958) 
who examined the leadership styles of youth leaders. 
According to Jarvis (2002), Lippit and White (1958) 
highlighted a threefold typology: authoritarian, lais-
sez-faire, and democratic. They found:

•	 Authoritarian leaders create a sense of group 
dependence on the leader. Their presence held 
the group together and no work was done in their 
absence;

•	 Laissez-faire leaders achieve little work whether 
they were present or absent; and

•	 Democratic leaders achieve group cohesion and 
harmonious working relationships whether they 
were present or not. 

Since then, their finding has been applied to the 
business world, higher education, and so forth. Later, 
other studies broke down the three leadership styles and 
divided them into more detailed categories. Numerous 
studies (Badaracco, 1998; Farkas & Wetlaufer, 1998; 
Heifetz & Laurie, 1998; Mintzberg, 1998; Nohria & 
Berkley, 1998; Teal, 1998; Zaleznik, 1998) indicated 
that leadership should be viewed dialectically. On the 
one hand, it should be leader-centered. This is the so-
called “follow me” approach. No diversity is encouraged 
in this kind of leadership. The advantage of this leader-
ship is such that it is an easier form of leadership. The 
disadvantage of this kind of leadership is that emergence 
of leadership from people is not encouraged. Whatever 
goals leaders have, followers do not buy into them. 
On the other hand, there is other-centered leadership. 
The obvious advantage of this kind of leadership is 
that people buy into something leaders try to promote. 
People take ownership. People assume responsibility 
for all their actions. Leaders help people get involved 
in tasks. The disadvantage of this kind of leadership 
is that it is not an easier form of leadership. Starting in 
the 1960s and 1970s, people grew disillusioned with 
this dichotomy of leadership, leader-centered versus 
other-centered. They developed a new kind of leader-
ship, facilitative leadership, from Rogers’s (1951, 1961, 
1969, 1980) facilitative approach to teaching:

•	 Facilitative leadership allows for continuity of 
operation;
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•	 Facilitative leadership recognizes that all people 
possess different values and beliefs;

•	 Facilitative leadership encourages objectivity in 
program evaluation; and

•	 Facilitative leadership leads to shared leadership, 
and the effect of shared leadership do have the 
potential to exceed the sum of effects generated 
by individual members with one status leader 
(this is called synergism).

Facilitative leadership became popular simply be-
cause people began to recognize humanism (Wang & 
King, 2006) where every one has unlimited potential 
for learning. People have a propensity to become self-
directed in learning (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 
1998, 2005). People are capable of taking control of 
their own learning. Above all, people are responsible 
for their own actions and are responsible for making 
decisions. A leader is not synonymous with a dictator. 
The role of a leader is that of a helper, a facilitator who 
makes things easier for their followers. 

One of the most authoritative studies was conducted 
by Hersey and Blanchard (1969) regarding leadership 
quadrants (as cited in Wang, 2006). From Hersey and 
Blanchard’s (1969) study, Ohio State University, USA 
developed the following leadership quadrants that have 
been widely applied in the business world and higher 
education: 

Other scholars refer structure as “task” and con-
sideration as “relationship.” Some leaders prefer high 
structure and high consideration. Once they focus on 
task instead of relationship, their leadership styles can 
be summarized as the following: 

•	 They are autocratic;
•	 They are authoritarian;

•	 They are production-oriented;
•	 They prefer goal achievement; and
•	 They apply a theory X-hard approach to leader-

ship.

Other leaders prefer high consideration and low 
structure. Once they focus on relationship, their leader-
ship styles can be summarized as the following:

•	 They are democratic;
•	 They are equalitarian;
•	 They are employee-oriented;
•	 They enjoy group maintenance; and
•	 Their leadership approach is considered soft.

The most recent research regarding leadership was 
conducted by Warren Bennis. He argued that trans-
formational leadership is characterized by the ability 
of a person to reach the souls of others in a fashion, 
which raises human consciousness, builds meanings, 
and inspires human intent that is the source of power 
(Bennis, 1989; Bennis & Nanus, 1997). Bennis (1989, 
1997) defined leadership as being capable of achieving 
the following:

•	 Building a vision;
•	 Establishing goals;
•	 Providing intellectual stimulation;
•	 Offering individualized support;
•	 Modeling best practices and important organiza-

tional values;
•	 Demonstrating high performance expectations;
•	 Creating a productive organizational culture; 

and
•	 Developing structures to foster participation in 

organizational decisions.

A closer examination of Bennis’s definition of lead-
ership reveals that his definition does not deviate much 
from structure (task) and consideration (relationship). 
What leaders do constantly revolves around these two 
basic factors. The current research focuses more on the 
effective leadership. Numerous studies show that the 
effective leader:

•	 Should provide direction and structure to the 
group;

•	 Should be a good planner;
•	 Should organize the task/organize the group;
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•	 Should use an agenda;
•	 Should be  a skillful communicator;
•	 Have a tendency to talk more than the average 

member of a group does;
•	 Should be able to adapt leadership styles to meet 

the needs of the group; and
•	 Should be sensitive to the group’s current situation 

and adapt to meet changing needs of followers 
(as cited in Wang, 2006).

Will the historical research about leadership and 
leadership styles apply to the new situations and cir-
cumstances especially when electronic human resource 
allows managers the time to focus on issues that may be 
of greater magnitude? The following section addresses 
this question in more detail.

TRADITIONAL LEADERSHIP IN THE 
CONTEXT OF E-HRMS

The situation in the new information age is such that 
“you think you understand the situation, but what you 
don’t understand is that the situation just changed.” 
(Toffler, 1971, 1980, 1990) Leadership (Kotter, 1998) 
is about coping with change. E-leadership is no excep-
tion. Although access to employee information coupled 
with e-HRMS’s substantial ad hoc reporting capabilities 
enables immediate responses to government, man-
agement, and employee requests for information and 
reports, the rise or fall of an organization still depends 
on traditional leadership and leadership styles. It can 
be argued that the basic tenets of leadership may take 
on some new meanings, but basically remain the same. 
Scholars and researchers still research e-leadership 
revolving around the historical issues. 

Leaders in the new information age are still required 
to lead an organization to constructive change by setting 
a direction. Leaders are supposed to develop a vision 
of the future along with strategies for producing the 
changes needed to achieve that vision. This is only a 
beginning for leaders. Then they need to communicate 
the new direction to those who can create coalitions that 
understand the vision and are committed to its achieve-
ment. In other words, a vision has to be realistic. If it is 
beyond the followers, there is no way to achieve it. To 
communicate a vision to followers requires motivating 
and inspiring. Motivating and inspiring can keep fol-

lowers moving in the right direction, despite obstacles 
to change, by appealing to basic but often untapped 
human needs, values, and emotions (Kotter, 1998). If 
leaders choose to control followers, they do not lead, 
they manage. Effective leaders are not synonymous with 
effective managers. Managers cope with day-to-day 
tasks, not change. Simple planning is a management 
process. Leaders use more data and look for patterns 
and themes and relationships and then create a vision 
and strategies. 

People work in systems or hierarchies. Trying to 
get people to comprehend a vision of an alternative 
future is a communications challenge. Those who can 
motivate rather than control people are considered ef-
fective leaders. There is a variety of ways to motivate 
people. Articulating the organization’s vision is of 
course number one. More importantly, the effective 
leaders involve people in deciding how to achieve the 
organization’s vision. Certainly, this gives people a 
sense of control so that people can take ownership of 
leadership. This is not to say that the effective leaders 
never coach, provide feedback, or role model. Rather, 
people need leaders to do these when followers are 
dependent and do not have the expertise to achieve 
a goal. Finally, the effective leaders recognize and 
reward success. 

Kotter (1998) pointed out that creating a culture of 
leadership can make people value strong leadership and 
strive to create it. In some authoritarian cultures, people 
may fear leadership. However, leadership is inherent 
in all social systems and in all human relationships. It 
is an aspect of any and all relationships among people. 
Hence, it is inescapable and neutral, neither good nor 
bad. No wonder some scholars argue that creating a 
culture of leadership is the ultimate act of leadership. 

FUTURE TRENDS

Some people fear leadership while others think it is 
mystical and mysterious. Still others think that leader-
ship has to do with charisma or other exotic personality 
traits. Really, leadership emerges out of a culture of 
leadership. This is not to say that leadership cannot 
emerge out of dismal environment. Rather, great lead-
ership has arisen out of extremely bad conditions. For 
example, the brilliant leadership by Winston Churchill 
arose in the United Kingdom after Britain was heavily 
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bombed by Hitler. Mao developed highly successful 
guerrilla tactics after his army was repeatedly cornered 
by his chief opponent, Jiang. 

This information age is characterized by high 
speed development of technology. The Internet pro-
vides fertile ground for creativity. Human beings’ 
potential is extended beyond people’s imagination. 
Global economy is a given. In such an environment, 
will traditional leadership and leadership styles work 
for today’s organizations? The answer is yes and no. 
For the information age, traditional leadership does 
provide answers while in extreme circumstances, it 
does not. When it does not, we have to turn to future 
research for help. 

One obvious future trend will be to examine what 
effective leaders really do in order to determine whether 
they help achieve an organization’s vision. Common 
sense tells us that when leaders do not do their home-
work, an organization will collapse sooner rather than 
later. What leaders say may not have as much an impact 
as what they really do on today’s organizations. 

Although ample research has been conducted, 
many people still confuse management with leader-
ship. Some people think managers are leaders and 
leaders are managers. In fact, they are totally different. 
They have different roles. What managers and leaders 
do have different impacts on today’s organizations. 
While management is about coping with complexity, 
leadership is about coping with change. They are two 
distinctive and complementary systems of action. Both 
are important and necessary in today’s information age 
and business environment. 

The same old argument regarding whether leader-
ship emerges naturally or leadership can be taught will 
surface again in the new era. This has been an unsettling 

question for scholars and researchers. More research 
in this area will be conducted in the future. 

CONCLUSION

This article examined some of the old issues and some 
new issues regarding leadership and leadership styles. 
E-leadership did not grow out of vacuum. Instead, it 
emerged out of a totally new environment, the informa-
tion age which is characterized by faster technology 
change (King, 2005), greater international competition 
(Petty & Brewer, 2005), the deregulation of markets, 
overcapacity in capital-intensive industries, an unstable 
oil cartel, raiders with junk bonds, and the chang-
ing demographics of the work force. The foremost 
advantage of making human resource management 
e-based is that time and money are saved. However, 
this is not to say that e-leadership is all rosy. When 
applying electronic human resource, one might con-
sider the possibility of electronic mishaps. Electronic 
failure can result in data loss and financial loss for an 
organization. When this occurs, traditional leadership 
becomes utterly important in managing the day to day 
functions of an organization. The focus of this article 
is not on e-leadership. Rather, it examines the basic 
tenets of traditional leadership in light of electronic 
human resource management (e-HRM). 

Leadership is geared to help an organization achieve 
its vision. Even though the times have changed, Ben-
nis’s (1989) transformational leadership and Hersey 
and Blanchard’s (1969) situational leadership are not 
outmoded. In fact, both Bennis (1989) and Hersey and 
Blanchard (1969) addressed the same type of leader-
ship. They just did it from different angles. The most 
successful leaders in today’s organizations are those 
who really adapt to the current needs and future needs 
of their followers. The most successful leaders are 
those who change their roles according to different 
situations that may arise out of this information age. 
No leadership is deemed successful unless it works for 
an organization. Numerous studies indicate that the 
best leadership is the one that can cope with change by 
changing its roles according to its relationship with fol-
lowers and environments. Although the roles of today’s 
e-leadership go beyond the four roles specified in the 
quadrants in Figure 2, the quadrants are illustrative of 
what today’s leaders really need to do, depending on 
their followers’ need for direction and need for support. 

Figure 2. What today’s leaders need to do: A sum-
mary
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In fact, the best leaders are those who are able to go in 
and out of those quadrants freely (Wang, 2006). 
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KEY TERMS

Charisma: it refers to the attractiveness of a person 
for others; charm and appeal. Followers may be will-
ing to obey charismatic leaders’ order without their 
presence. However, when these leaders make wrong 
decisions or when they die, chaos may appear.

e-HRMS (Electronic Human Resource Man-
agement Systems): e-HRMS automates tracking and 
reporting on all HR-related tasks, including: new hire 
processing, job assignment, employee status, benefits 
enrollment and administration, emergency contacts, 
employee history, performance/salary reviews, com-
pensation planning, and terminations. 

E-Leadership: “E” means electronic in this article. 
E-leadership refers to leadership in the new era, namely 
the information age which is characterized by fast 
development of technology, a global economy where 
businesses constantly move across borders to wherever 
they can make a profit. Leadership is needed to fix many 
of the problems created by the information age. 

Facilitative Leadership: This kind of leadership 
trusts and respects followers. It believes that followers 
have unlimited resources to contribute to an organiza-
tion. Therefore, followers’ values and beliefs should be 
respected and released. This kind of leadership involves 
followers in the planning process in order to bring out 
followers’ energy and expertise. It is used in the article 
to contrast with authoritarian leadership. 

Leadership: The act of one person directing oth-
ers. In this article, leadership is defined as coping with 
change whereas management is defined as coping with 
complexity. Some people have the capacity to become 
good managers but not strong leaders. Likewise, others 

have great leadership, but have difficulty becoming 
strong managers. Today’s organizations value both 
kinds of people and work hard to make them a part of 
their teams. Some scholars consider leadership an art 
while others consider it a science. According to this 
article, the effective and successful leadership is the 
one that copes with change based on followers’ need 
for direction and need for support. 

Synergism: Comes from the word synergy, which 
means the extra energy, power, or capability produced 
by combining two or more agents, operations, or pro-
cesses. Great leaders are interested in bringing out the 
synergies of their followers by setting a direction for 
followers and motivating their followers. The process 
of great leaders doing this is called synergism. 

Tenets: A tenet is a principle, axiom in a set of 
beliefs. Setting direction and motivating followers are 
the basic tenets of leadership. 

Theory X: Theory X refers to a set of assumptions 
that theory X persons may possess. People who are 
considered theory X persons inherently dislike work 
and will avoid it if they can. Because of this charac-
teristically human dislike of work, most people must 
be coerced, controlled, or threatened in the interest of 
organizational objectives. Leaders must change their 
roles when dealing with theory X persons. Now their 
roles should be that of directors or coaches. These 
two roles work best with theory X persons in today’s 
organizations. 

Volatile: Originally, this word means “explosive.” 
However, in this article, it is used figuratively, mean-
ing unstable, likely to produce change or harm. In this 
context, global competition is often volatile. Leadership 
is needed to cope with change. 
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Topic: Managing People and Technology in New Work Environments

INTRODUCTION

In the era of globalization, the use of technologies like 
the Internet has created possibilities for individuals to 
interact across geographical locations. Businesses are 
grasping the benefits of collaboration and gaining from 
extending it inside and outside traditional boundaries 
(Doz & Kosonen, 2007; Evans & Wolf, 2006). It is 
common nowadays to see a manufacturing process 
being undertaken by a number of groups from suppli-
ers and several tiers that connect across supply chains 
(Christopher, 2005). Information systems and informa-
tion technologies support these activities by facilitating 
the streamlining and automation of interorganizational 
information flows (Galliers, 1999). However, despite 
the increasing availability of systems and technolo-
gies to facilitate collaboration and online work, it is 
far from clear what type of impacts such systems are 
generating in the work of individuals (Meng & Agarwal, 
2007), and how they can support collaboration outside 
organizational boundaries. To foster collaboration, 
managers need to enable coordination between groups 
and to ensure their autonomy, while at the same time 
guarantee delivery of value to the business. How can 
businesses develop collaborations and with them ob-
tain competitive advantages? What are the roles that 
information systems and technologies can play?

Evans and Wolf (2006) present two key examples 
of business collaboration (i.e., the Linux community 
and the Toyota production systems) which show how 
traditional business practices need to be challenged if 
not transformed radically. According to them, organiza-
tions should devise simple and modular tasks so that 
different suppliers (or internal teams) can undertake 
them with few guidelines. Collaboration needs to be 
kept simple and open. It needs to be fuelled with a high 
number of small-scale interactions inside and outside 
organizations with simple (i.e., standard) technologies 
to support them. Work needs to be made visible so 

that information about it can be continuously updated 
and shared. A number of options (e.g., for production 
or service processes) needs to be maintained so that 
innovations do not focus only on what works well at 
a particular moment in time, but what could be valu-
able for the future. Organizational structures should be 
replaced by networks of leaders who act as connectors 
between individuals. 

But even if the above strategies are adopted, Evans 
and Wolf (2006) also highlight that collaboration needs 
an appropriate work environment where trust is the 
norm. Trust enables individuals to exchange informa-
tion and share the intellectual property of their findings. 
With trust, it is understood that rewards are going to 
be shared and that it is more important to “get on with 
the job” in case there are problems to be solved than 
to claim for individual compensations. Trust will also 
ensure that even those who compete (inside or outside 
organizations) can work together to develop solutions 
to common problems. The more collaborative work is 
developed, a higher degree of trust exists, and a higher 
number of opportunities can flourish to convert solu-
tions in innovations. The issue of trust will be revisited 
later in the chapter. 

One key issue related to collaboration is about devel-
oping it between individuals from different disciplines. 
Unfortunately in the business world collaboration is 
still often seen as an activity that can gather individuals 
from similar backgrounds who “speak” the same lan-
guage (Evans & Wolf, 2006) or understand each other 
without much difficulty. If this is not the case, how can 
we develop collaboration? It is necessary to draw on 
areas where collaboration has been around for longer. 
We now move to explore a number of collaboration 
issues with reference to trans-disciplinary research 
(Fuqua, Stokols, Gress, Phillips, & Harvey, 2004; 
Gibbons, Limoges, Nowotny, Schwartzman, Scott, & 
Trow, 1994; Nowotny, Scott, & Gibbons, 2003). 

Trans-Disciplinary Collaboration and  
Information Systems
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University of Hull, UK

Copyright © 2009, IGI Global, distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.



856  

Trans-Disciplinary Collaboration and Information Systems

WHEN COLLABORATION TRANSCENDS 
DISCIPLINES

Fuqua et al. (2004) draw from several examples in 
which scientists from disciplines like medicine, genet-
ics, forensics, sociology, and psychology collaborate 
to research on this area. For Fuqua et al. (2004), trans-
disciplinarity occurs when a research effort: 

Involves integrating two or more disciplines to pro-
duce novel, integrated hybrids of ideas, theories and 
methods. This is different from cross-disciplinary work, 
where according to Rosenfield (1992), people can work 
with others in an independent or sequential way (i.e., 
they use the research of others once it is finished), or 
they can work jointly but from each of their respective 
disciplinary perspectives in order to address a com-
mon problem. Trans-disciplinary activities involve 
producing new frameworks that draw together disci-
pline-specific theories, concepts and approaches. Thus, 
a distinguishing feature of trans-disciplinary work is 
the creation of a shared products which help address-
ing problems “transcend the individual disciplinary 
perspectives of each team member.” (Fuqua et al., 
2004, p. 1459) 

The benefits of conducting trans-disciplinary col-
laboration are related to an increase in the degree of 
appreciation of complex situations and a higher degree 
of validity and usefulness of solutions (Gibbons et al., 
1994). Not only a problem is seen from a variety of 
perspectives from disciplines and experts across the 
globe, but also different approaches can be employed 
to address it. In addition, there are different criteria to 
assess the success of collaboration (e.g., from different 
disciplines), and this can be used to address any potential 
problems that the audiences of the collaboration (e.g., 
the public) might have with the collaboration products 
(Gibbons et al., 1994; Nowotny et al., 2003). In other 
words, in trans-disciplinary collaboration a wider as-
sessment of risks, opportunities, and constraints of 
an activity can be made, and greater opportunities to 
produce benefits to different audiences in the long term 
can be defined. 

Although trans-disciplinary collaboration has 
mainly fuelled research efforts in the social and natural 
sciences (Gibbons et al., 1994; Nowotny et al., 2003), 
a number of lessons can be drawn here for business 
organizations embarking on collaboration. First, col-

laboration results from valuing a number of views 
about a problem, and drawing different solutions that 
could satisfy the requirements of different audiences. 
Second, solutions are new and systemic, focused on 
the phenomena at hand and not on what each discipline 
contributes individually to it. Third, it is important to 
work on developing shared models as a vehicle and 
reference to keep a collaboration going on, or in other 
words to focus on shared issues and the long term (Doz 
& Kosonen, 2007). 

Finally, trans-disciplinary collaboration requires 
a new type of manager, that of a social activist who 
maintains continuous communication with a variety 
of stakeholders (Callon, Law & Rip, 1986; Doz & 
Kosonen, 2007). Managers need to be able to share 
interests and problems within and outside their area of 
competence, and engage in developing new methods, 
approaches, and competencies for themselves and 
their teams to facilitate collaboration. They need to 
transcend existing (i.e., hierarchical) boundaries and 
tackle complex situations, they need to tackle “messes” 
of interacting problems rather than single (and often 
discipline-based) ones (Ackoff, 1981). Managers need 
to learn how to work with one another, to promote col-
laboration values, and to commit themselves to achieve 
collective performance instead of achieving individual 
results (Doz & Kosonen, 2007). 

As will be seen later, we find it essential that col-
laborations emerge around a “theme” under which 
many problems can be tackled. This does not mean that 
individuals need to abandon their own area of expertise 
and fully embrace the features of trans-disciplinary 
activity. Rather, it means that they can be encouraged 
to work with other individuals from other areas under 
a common “umbrella” or phenomenon. 

THE ROLE OF INFORMATION  
SYSTEMS IN COLLABORATION

The above strategies for trans-disciplinary collaboration 
could also pave the way to continuous innovation in 
organizations (Evans & Wolf, 2006), and in this regard 
it has been said that innovation can also be developed 
through continuous tinkering about and exploitation of 
capabilities offered by information systems (Ciborra, 
1994; Galliers, 2004). It is people who can help to cre-
ate environments where organizations learn how to get 
the best of their systems and technologies (Dunleavy, 
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Margetts, Bastow, & Tinkler, 2006; Ward & Griffiths, 
2002). People also can help develop a culture of informa-
tion (Reponen, 1998), whereby information is the main 
asset of the organization; in other words, information 
is seen as a strategic asset to maintain collaboration. 
Information systems then need to contribute to develop 
continuous learning in organizations. 

With the above in mind, we suggest that the con-
ception, design, and implementation of information 
systems to enable trans-disciplinary collaboration 
can be approached first by promoting “small” en-
counters between individuals with similar interests or 
backgrounds (not necessarily belonging to the same 
discipline), and then move forward to facilitate more 
sophisticated (e.g., wider, bigger, and comprehensive) 
interactions. Furthermore, we suggest to consider two 
different types of collaboration “encounters” (Fuqua, 
2002; Fuqua et al., 2004). One of them is a horizontal 
collaboration encounter, in which individuals from 
different disciplines share the same micro or micro 
level of analysis; for instance, a problem of inventory 
shortage requiring the participation of different tiers 
of suppliers and producers. Promoting this type of 
encounter can result in having encounters of a small 
scale, which run smoothly and rapidly, and which 
could take trans-disciplinary collaboration to a good 
start. The downside is that it can last for short periods 
of time while a problem is solved.

The second type of collaboration encounter is 
vertical. In vertical encounters, people participating 
have major differences between their perspectives and 
levels of analysis. For instance, the same problem of 
inventory mentioned above can be tackled in a verti-
cal way (by having different perspectives, levels of 
expertise, and experience with similar problems) but 

this time the problem is conceived of as a complex 
problem of planning in which relationships between 
suppliers and their respective cultures, working con-
ditions, marketing strategies, environmental impacts, 
and so forth are not clear. This type of “big” encounter 
between different disciplines will be likely to slow or 
hinder collaborations, let alone requiring time at the 
beginning to involve a number of relevant stakehold-
ers. However, vertical collaboration might ultimately 
“lead to more novel, longer-term innovations that exert 
a profound impact in research and society” (Fuqua et 
al., 2004, p. 1469).

Considering the above types of trans-disciplinary 
collaboration, the following table contains a classifica-
tion of the different roles that information systems (IS) 
and technologies (IT) can play to support them. The 
table suggests initial and subsequent roles of IS/IT to 
consider, and that it is important to aim at developing 
shared models and frameworks to address a “theme” 
rather than a single problem. 

As seen in the above table, trans-disciplinary 
collaborations could take time and effort to emerge. 
Managers willing to promote collaboration should start 
by identifying groups of individuals that share similar 
interests and have similar backgrounds. They can then 
use IS to allow communication and (instant) sharing 
of information to take place. If such an initial group is 
extended in number, information systems could enable 
people to interact in different ways (i.e., one-to-many, 
many-to-many).

If trans-disciplinary collaborations emerge between 
individuals from different disciplines and with dif-
ferent levels of analysis, information systems could 
enable people to continuously define and refine a 
common “umbrella” theme of interest. The initial 

Type of Collaboration/Information 
Systems Role

Initial IS/IT Role Subsequent role (s)

Horizontal (same level of analysis, people 
from similar disciplines)

• Enable document sharing
• Instant messaging profiling
• Advertising and promoting encounters, 
reporting on their results

• Support of one to many and many to 
many conversations

Vertical (different levels of analysis, people 
from different disciplines)

• Promoting and advertising possible 
common “themes” for collaboration

• Enabling further communications 
between individuals

• Definition and maintenance of shared 
models as group boundary objects 
(Wenger, 1999). 

• Exchange of knowledge practices 
• More “small” encounters inside and 
outside organizations

Table 1. Different roles of information systems and technologies
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support from IS would be in the form of electronic 
repositories that are continuously updated according 
to the unfolding of collaboration activities. Examples 
of these systems can include wikis, blogs, and virtual 
communities (Wilkins, 2006). The idea is that these 
become boundary objects (Wenger, 1999). These can 
be considered items of information whose continuous 
co-construction enable groups of people to master a 
particular type of knowledge through time. Moreover, 
boundary objects define who belongs to the group. With 
time, these items can become repositories and made 
available to group members for continuous modifica-
tion. These objects will allow collaborators to define 
and refine shared models and frameworks of action, 
and exchange knowledge practices to make their work 
visible to other people outside the group. When these 
boundary objects are represented via information sys-
tems, the resulting repositories can become the central 
information source of an organization. Their presence 
will inevitably influence participation and collabora-
tion in problem solving across different departments 
(Cecez-Kecmanovic & Janson, 2007)

Although the above table suggests a natural process 
of unfolding of trans-disciplinary collaborations—and 
with it a set of changing roles for information sys-
tems—it is important to clarify that not all collabora-
tions develop shared models for action (Fuqua et al., 
2004; Rosenfield, 1992; Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 
2002). There are situations where single horizontal or 
vertical collaborations between people are effective 
enough to maintain a collaboration going without 
generating fully shared or explicit models of activity. 
To explore this further, in the next section we reflect 
on an experience of trans-disciplinary collaboration to 
provide some insights on its unfolding as well as the 
different types of information systems and technologies 
that collaborators can effectively use.

An Experience of Trans-Disciplinary  
Collaboration

The group on E-government and Local Integration with 
Sustainability (ELIS, 2007) is a collaborative initiative 
founded in 2004 with individual researchers in social 
and natural sciences from the UK, Spain, France, 
Poland, Malta, Venezuela, Ethiopia, and Slovenia. Its 
main purpose is to exchange knowledge about e-gov-
ernment and its development and evaluation, exploring 
potential links to the sustainability of cities. To date, 

the group has included people who come from different 
disciplines including education, geography, business, 
economics, forecasting studies, politics, systems think-
ing, and information systems. Members work in policy 
formulation, academia, and applied research. These 
individuals develop a number of activities requiring 
bilateral collaboration (i.e., between two or more of 
their organizations) as well as group collaboration 
(among different institutions).

At an initial meeting in 2004, several ideas were 
discussed regarding the focus of the group. It was agreed 
by the majority that a relevant area in which trans-dis-
ciplinary collaboration could be conducted was that of 
e-government evaluation. Group members would seek 
opportunities to collaborate and maintain the group 
running. E-government was seen as a complex and 
evolving phenomenon that could be approached from 
several perspectives, such as geographical, political, 
managerial, and technological. Through time, the theme 
of e-government soon became an “umbrella” under 
which the group could start conversing and seeking 
new possibilities for collaboration. 

With this view, the nature of the collaboration 
became vertical. Some members had experience on 
working in e-government at the level of municipali-
ties, whereas others focused more on organizational, 
regional, and institutional levels; they had been re-
searching on influencing decision and policy making, 
and these seemed to be at the beginning different areas. 
As an outcome of this meeting, the group defined a set 
of common principles to guide collaboration. These 
principles intended to guide the research of members 
regardless of their level of expertise and analysis. 

As another and unintended by-product of the initial 
meeting, a horizontal collaboration component of the 
collaboration emerged. This consisted of a bilateral col-
laboration between two management academics from 
Spain and the UK to pursue a joint authorship of several 
research papers. Since then, this collaboration has been 
maintained and generated possibilities including visits, 
published research papers, and individual fellowships. 
These can be considered horizontal1. 

Because the group was also at an early stage of 
formation, those collaborating in this bilateral set of 
activities perceived it as interesting and potentially 
useful for their own careers, and thus were able to ac-
commodate their own individual plans.

Regarding the information systems and technologies 
that are being used by the ELIS group, the initial Web 
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site was implemented and later updated. The original 
Web site design contained several information sections, 
but through time, these have been reduced to three: a 
home page, a section on members’ profiles, and news. 
The updating of the Web site is made quarterly. In 
addition, a discussion list (e-governance@mlistes.
enst-bretagne.fr, currently active in November 2007) 
was set up by the French collaborator. In 2006, other 
participants offered a shared space at their institutional 
Web server using Moodle® community software. In all 
these, the number of participations varies according to 
a collaboration possibility being developed.

A possible explanation for the lack of continuous 
technology uptake is that the group has not produced 
vertically shared documents other than the principles 
for co-coordinating the group collaboration. Other docu-
ments (i.e., frameworks, policy documents, articles, 
book proposals, and ideas) can be considered transitory 
and emerging from horizontal rather than vertical col-
laborations; some proposals (for instance, a framework 
for coordinated action as seen in Figure 1) might take 
time to be used by all the group members, in other 
words to “sink in” everyone’s minds. To support this, 
there is a possibility of combining the Web site with 
a Web-log2, wiki 3, or any other tool that could offer 
greater flexibility in the update and sharing of informa-
tion. To date, the e-mail discussion list still exists and 
has become the main vehicle of communication.

This experience of using IS to facilitate collaboration 
partly confirms the findings of Evans and Wolf (2006) 
when they suggest to use simple collaborative technol-
ogy tools (e.g., discussion lists). The ELIS group is 

composed of a variety of individuals who do not have 
the same technology packages at their institutions, and 
therefore e-mail and Web sites appear more common 
to facilitate communication. The discussion list allows 
many-to-many communications as well as the sharing 
of interests and the initiation of different collaborations 
(e.g., funding bids, research papers, conferences, etc.). 
Furthermore, it could also facilitate small encounters if 
anyone of the group has a question or needs help, but 
doing this would require members to take the initiative 
to do so. The development of trust still needs some 
more time for the members to acknowledge benefits 
from these collaborations. 

On retrospective, the ELIS group has developed 
horizontal collaborations as a way of maintaining the 
collaboration process, and this can be considered as 
equally important as developing bigger scale activities. 
With the information systems that are available (i.e., 
Web site and distribution list and the submission sys-
tem), a sense of having a group has been established. It 
is hoped that this will help the group to make progress 
in developing mutual relationships and pursue future 
collaboration possibilities.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter we have explored the notion of trans-
disciplinary collaboration and the roles of information 
systems and technologies to support it. This notion can 
be useful to guide the efforts of individuals with dif-
ferent backgrounds and interests in tackling complex 

Figure 1. A proposed vertical collaboration framework for the ELIS group activities
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situations. The chapter has also provided some sug-
gestions on how information systems and technologies 
can support the development of trans-disciplinary 
collaboration activities in organizations. 

If the idea of trans-disciplinary collaboration is 
followed, there is an important implication for the 
design and management of information systems in 
organizations. As much as it is important and worthy 
to pursue wider (i.e., big scale) and trans-disciplinary 
collaborations, it is essential to establish, maintain, 
and balance horizontal collaboration encounters 
between smaller groups of individuals with similar 
backgrounds. The latter can help managers keeping a 
sense of progress, while generating appropriate condi-
tions for other individuals involved in collaborations to 
appreciate the importance of developing shared models 
and frameworks to guide their activities. The study of 
how to make adequate transitions between horizontal 
and vertical collaborations or how to maintain existing 
trans-disciplinary collaborations could open up interest-
ing opportunities for the design and use of information 
systems in organizations.
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KEY TERMS

Collaboration: Systematic and cooperative ef-
fort to find answers to a problem with participation 
of various individuals, each one providing a relevant 
contribution. 

Discipline: Area or body of knowledge that also 
entails a particular language and a ways of tackling a 
problem. In the business world, it might be also called 
“profession.” 

Horizontally Shared: Electronic document or ob-
ject that results from a horizontal collaboration. This 
can take the form of a research paper, proposal, or a 
data set containing results of surveys and interviews.

Horizontal Trans-Disciplinary Collaboration: 
Type of trans-disciplinary collaboration that gathers 
individuals from similar academic or practical dis-
ciplines who are interested in the same level (micro, 
macro) of analysis of a phenomenon. 

Trans-Disciplinary: Feature of a collaboration 
characterized by the participation of individuals from 
different disciplines and the generation of outputs that 
are not easy to catalogue by a single discipline. 

Trans-Disciplinary Collaboration: Set of ac-
tivities that aim to produce shared models, outputs, or 
frameworks for action (understanding, intervention) 
in relation to a particular phenomenon or theme of 
interest. 

Vertically Shared: Electronic document or object 
that results from a vertical collaboration. This can be a 
conceptual framework, a database of papers, or findings 
from using frameworks. 

Vertical Trans-Disciplinary Collaboration: Type 
of trans-disciplinary collaboration that gathers individu-
als from different academic or practical disciplines 
who are interested in different levels (micro, macro) 
of analysis of a phenomenon.  

ENDNOTES

1 Although we are assuming here that both man-
agement collaborators came from similar disci-
plines. It is often not the case with management 
schools that have academics working in areas of 
marketing, economics, organizational behavior, 
information systems, and systems thinking. An-
other aspect to consider is the type of research 
conducted (i.e., quantitative, qualitative). 

2 Online (personal) journal that allows for the 
inclusion of videos, pictures, and text. 

3 Collaboratively edited Web sites that enable the 
creation and sharing of information items. 
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INTRODUCTION

Knowledge is considered a major asset for companies 
competing in today’s knowledge-based economy. Man-
agement and retention of this knowledge is a critical task 
in keeping companies ahead of the game. This article 
will focus on one component of knowledge manage-
ment, that is, the creation of a successful knowledge 
transfer process by using an integrative literature review 
method (Torracco, 2005). An integrative literature re-
view is a form of research where the pertinent literature 
on a topic was systematically reviewed, analyzed, and 
synthesized in hopes of reaching a new and better un-
derstanding of the topic. Multiple databases were used 
in gathering literature for this article. Common themes 
that serve as findings of the study were through the 
processes of independent analysis of each researcher 
and joint discussion of the two researchers of the study. 
In the following sections, background information 
and definitions concerning knowledge transfer are 
presented followed by the identified themes. Finally, 
pertinent discussions regarding trends of knowledge 
transfer are discussed. 

BACKGROUND

The term knowledge-based economy was coined with 
the birth of the high tech industry, when knowledge 
became a viable commodity (Godin, 2006). Although 
correlating high tech and a knowledge-based economy 
is becoming the norm, not everyone agrees with the 
correlation. Smith (2000) notes that a knowledge-based 
economy is a metaphor, and not a clear concept. He 
argues that the high tech industry makes up only a 
small portion of the gross national product and the 
importance of knowledge as an asset extends to all 
industries, including mature industries. Along with 

the concept of knowledge as a valuable asset, comes 
the need to control that knowledge through knowledge 
management, including the process of knowledge 
transfer. Knowledge transfer is the systematic process 
of sharing knowledge and learning from the experience 
of others (Darr & Kurtzberg, 2000). As a company’s 
knowledge base grows, so does its intellectual capital 
(Bogdanowicz & Bailey, 2002). Companies are start-
ing to realize that employees are no longer replaceable 
commodities (Wiig, 1997). Knowledge transfer, for 
the purpose of this article, occurs when an individual, 
group, or organization transfers knowledge to another 
individual, group, or organization within a company. 
Creating successful knowledge transfer is a two-step 
process. The first step consists of understanding all the 
levels on which knowledge occurs and the subsequent 
techniques needed to transfer that knowledge. The 
second step involves creating a process to transfer 
knowledge using the information learned in the first 
step. Without successfully completing the first step, 
the second step risks failure.

EXPLICIT AND TACIT KNOWLEDGE

Tuomi (1999) points out that data consist of simple 
facts; information is data combined into meaningful 
structures, and knowledge is information put into 
context so it can be internalized. For this article, the 
term knowledge should be defined as the application 
and productive use of information (Roberts, 2000). 
Two specific types of knowledge are important to the 
knowledge transfer process: explicit and tacit knowl-
edge. Explicit knowledge is data and information that 
are often codified and learned through established 
sources such as academia, books, and other forms of 
written or published media. Codification refers to tak-
ing knowledge and putting it into a coded (written or 
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drawn) format that allows the knowledge to be easily 
shared by others. Codified knowledge and explicit 
knowledge are often used interchangeably. Explicit 
knowledge, once written, remains fairly stable and 
consistent throughout its lifecycle (Smith, 2001). This 
knowledge can be shared easily within a company 
and is often all-inclusive, needing little to no human 
interaction for better understanding. 

Tacit or implicit knowledge is ingrained knowledge 
gathered through experience and personal beliefs. Un-
like explicit knowledge, tacit knowledge is rarely writ-
ten down and often harder to express. When transferred, 
tacit knowledge may be less consistent and stable than 
explicit language (Bogdanowicz & Bailey, 2002; Smith, 
2001). The two types of knowledge, while different, 
need to be used together to successfully formulate 
and share ideas. Tacit knowledge may be embedded 
in the perceptions and personal interpretations of the 
individual who has the knowledge. The transfer of 
tacit knowledge depends on incorporating methods 
such as social interaction, storytelling, mentoring, or 
communities of practice. Tacit knowledge can be codi-
fied, but often with incomplete results. The implicit 
nuances of the knowledge are often not codified and 
become forgotten over time, making the transfer of this 
type of knowledge less effective (Johnson, Lorenze, 
& Lundvall, 2002). 

One of the challenges facing knowledge transfer is 
whether explicit knowledge can become tacit or if tacit 
knowledge can become explicit and codified. Nonaka 
(as cited in Smith, 2001) states that creating codified 
explicit knowledge from tacit knowledge means having 
to “express the inexpressible” (p. 316). He suggests 
activities such as writing down discussions, descrip-
tions, and innovations discussed by those passing on 
the knowledge, and then determining an understandable 
idea from the knowledge gathered. When transforming 
tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge, it is suggested 
that interpreting the knowledge from the knowledge 
giver’s frame of reference will allow the knowledge 
to be better understood by others. Explicit knowledge 
does not become tacit until the knowledge is articulated 
and internalized. Cowan and Foray (1997) believe that 
explicit and tacit knowledge are complements rather 
than substitutes. An action cannot be learned through 
explicit knowledge alone, there will always be tacit 
knowledge involved. Johnson et al. (2002) note that 
knowledge can be codified to a certain extent, but it 

cannot be completely transformed without losing some 
of its characteristics. They state that it is “easier to codify 
a description of the world than it is to codify ways to 
manage and change the world” (p. 254). Thus, it is pos-
sible, although challenging, to create explicit codified 
knowledge from tacit knowledge and vice versa. 

Furthermore, Johnson et al. (2002) created a tax-
onomy that helps to better understand the concepts 
of how explicit and tacit knowledge work within a 
company and their impact on knowledge transfer. 
This taxonomy of knowledge is broken down into four 
distinct categories: know-what, know-why, know-how, 
and know-who. The category of know-what deals with 
facts and data. This category is mainly explicit and is 
the most simple to codify. The know-why category is 
based on the scientific knowledge of the principles and 
laws of nature and people. This category is the lifeblood 
of scientists, technologists, and engineers. While some 
of this knowledge may be explicit, the know-why deals 
in the tacit factor of the individual’s personal skills and 
abilities. Know-how refers to the skill sets and abilities 
needed to complete a task. Know-how is perhaps the 
most transferred knowledge within a company, but 
it is not necessarily the easiest to transfer. Johnson 
et al. (2002), while discussing the ability to codify 
know-how, makes the comparison between the skills 
of a heart surgeon and the heart surgery textbook that 
surgeon uses. While the explicit knowledge is writ-
ten down in a textbook, an amateur cannot perform 
heart surgery just by reading that book. In this case, 
the tacit knowledge of surgical skills is equally if not 
more important than the explicit knowledge provided 
from the text. The final “know” is know-who. The old 
adage, “it’s not what you know, it’s who you know” 
applies here. Know-who focuses on the art and skill 
of knowing who the people are that have the answer 
to what, why, and how. While a list of contacts can 
be codified and distributed, the concept of know-who 
relies strongly on the use of interpersonal skills and 
networking to extract and gather information from 
those contacts. 

KEY COMPONENTS OF KNOWLEDGE 
TRANSFER

Szulanski (2000) breaks down the process of knowledge 
transfer into four stages: initiation, implementation, 
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ramp-up, and integration. The first stage, initiation, is 
where a gap in knowledge is identified, and the quest 
of how to fill that gap commences. In this stage, all 
the key components of knowledge transfer, that is, net-
works, ties, trust, collaboration, and motivation, need 
to be considered when creating a successful knowledge 
transfer process. If any of the components are omitted, 
the process runs the risk of failure.

Networks

Clearly, it is just as invaluable to understand the people 
who are conducting the actual transfer of knowledge, 
as it is to understand the knowledge itself. People, 
like computers, form networks within a company. A 
network is created when two or more people are linked 
together by having, or questing for, similar knowledge. 
Through these networks, knowledge can be transferred 
laterally within a network, or expanded out to other 
networks to gain new knowledge (Hansen, 1999). By 
linking these networks together, a new flexible learn-
ing structure is created that replaces that top-down 
hierarchical learning structure of the past (Tsai, 2001). 
Once these networks are created, it becomes necessary 
to create subnetworks to keep the networks organized. 
According to McGrath and Argote (as cited in Argote 
& Ingram, 2000), knowledge is embedded in three 
basic elements within a network: members, tools, and 
tasks. Members are the human component, tools are 
the technological component, and tasks are the goals, 
intentions, and purposes set by the company. Therefore, 
by combining these three elements, subnetworks are 
formed and the knowledge within a network can be 
shared more easily with outside networks. For example, 
if one or two people in a network are very good with 
a computer program, those people will naturally form 
a member-tool subnetwork. If one or two different 
people are excellent at a certain process, they will form 
a member-task subnetwork. Thus, if an outside network 
wants to transfer knowledge, the proper subnetwork 
can be designated to ensure the most efficient transfer 
of knowledge. 

Ties

The connections between networks and subnetworks 
are known as ties. Tie strength is a recurrent theme 
throughout knowledge transfer literature and refers 
to the strength of the connection between two par-

ties exchanging knowledge. Tie strength ranges from 
strong to weak. Networks with strong ties tend to be 
more accessible and helpful to each other. Parties 
that are close and frequently interactive form strong 
ties; these networks may exist within a department or 
across a project within a company. The members of 
networks with strong ties are known to display similar 
attitudes, have similar experiences, and agree with 
each other on most issues (Darr & Kurtzberg, 2000), 
thus making the transfer of tacit knowledge an easier, 
more comfortable process. Networks with weak ties 
are often distant networks with infrequent interac-
tion existing across departments or disciplines within 
a company (Levin & Cross, 2004). Hansen (1999) 
suggests that explicit knowledge is better conveyed 
through weaker ties, given the distance that is typically 
involved. Granovetter (1973) theorizes that a relation-
ship with strong ties would not provide as much diverse 
information as a relationship with weak ties. Although 
Granovetter created his theory using the example of 
people finding a job, the same theory holds true for 
networks within companies. Granovetter’s rationale 
is that people within a strong-tie network tend to pos-
sess the same knowledge. In order for that network to 
obtain new, nonredundant knowledge, it must obtain 
this knowledge from a weak-tie (or outside) network 
(Levin & Cross, 2004). 

Trust

The answer to how a weak tie can become a strong tie 
can be defined in a single word: trust. An element that can 
be easily overlooked when discussing networks and ties 
are the individuals involved in these groups; the human 
element can make or break a knowledge transfer process 
(Kane, Argote, & Levine, 2005). When a person is new 
to a company and learning a job, codified knowledge 
may be readily accessible, but most individuals prefer 
to ask other people for information, rather than finding 
it for themselves. Forming relationships is a key factor 
in the knowledge transfer process. Once a relationship 
is formed, trust can be built. When trust exists, people 
will give and receive knowledge more readily. The two 
main components of trustworthiness are competence 
and benevolence (Levin & Cross, 2004). When one 
person trusts another person, the person exhibiting the 
trust becomes vulnerable. If the person seeking knowl-
edge does not feel the knowledge giver is competent or 
benevolent, the trusting person will not open up and the 
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knowledge transfer will fail. In the case of trust and ties, 
benevolence will always play the same role whether the 
ties are strong or weak. If the knowledge seeker feels 
threatened or intimidated by the knowledge giver, the 
knowledge transfer will not succeed. Trust will need 
to be initially earned between weak ties and that trust 
is earned through demonstrated competence on both 
sides. Therefore, once knowledge is shared, and that 
knowledge is used and proven competent and reliable, 
that weak tie becomes a trusted weak tie, which in turn 
ultimately makes it stronger. Trust is assumed between 
strong ties and remains intact. If a strong tie proves to 
be incompetent, then trust will have to be re-earned. 
Trust between people is only one aspect of successful 
knowledge transfer. An environment of trust must also 
be established within the work place in general. 

Collaboration

A culture of trust and collaboration, according to Sveiby 
and Simons (2002), improves the process of knowl-
edge transfer and is often considered key in affecting 
the willingness to share knowledge. In an effort to 
promote collaboration, each workplace establishes its 
own workplace culture. According to Schien (as cited in 
Cantoni, Bello, & Frigerio, 2001), workplace culture is 
built around the mission, vision, and the shared values, 
beliefs, and practices of the company and its workers. 
In a company where workplace culture cultivates a 
knowledge sharing culture, knowledge transfer is con-
sidered a natural process and is not questioned. 

However, there are certain workplace cultures work-
ing against establishing a culture of knowledge sharing. 
The first, as noted by Sveiby and Simons (2002), is the 
culture of resistance to sharing. This culture is propa-
gated by the second culture, the culture of hoarding 
knowledge. Knowledge hoarding, while becoming less 
problematic, was a popular practice used by people to 
achieve power. Today, knowledge hoarding is no longer 
rewarded with the promise of everlasting employment. 
To eliminate knowledge hoarding, companies consider 
the people who become vast sources of knowledge, and 
proactively share that knowledge with others, to be the 
major power players (Cantoni et al., 2001). 

Sveiby and Simons (2002) conducted a study on the 
collaborative climate of the workplace. In this study, 
they received results from a questionnaire sent out to 
8,277 employees throughout Australia, North America, 
and Asia. The questionnaire focused on four separate 

aspects of a collaborative climate: organizational cul-
ture, immediate supervisor, employee attitude, and work 
group support. The study found that older employees 
and employees that had been with the company for 
several years were more apt to share knowledge than 
their younger counterparts. These results formed a U-
shaped curve. When an employee is first hired, they 
are enthusiastic and more than willing to collaborate. 
After a year or so, they become cynical and their will-
ingness decreases. If the employee remains with the 
company for three to five years, they become the most 
collaborative. The study also showed that the higher 
the employee’s education level, the more favorable 
they were to a collaborative climate. Employees with 
higher education have the ability to influence their own 
environment, are less apt to be downsized, and can more 
easily find information and interpret that information. 
Other results included large companies having a more 
collaborative climate than small companies and private 
sector companies collaborating more readily than public 
sector companies. 

Motivation

One of the more valuable results in Sveiby and Simons’ 
(2002) study shows how managers have a major influ-
ence over the collaborative climate of a company. If 
the manager does not create a positive collaborative 
environment, knowledge transfer will not occur. Cantoni 
et al. (2001) state that in order to promote collaboration, 
managers must focus on motivating their employees. 
The first suggestion is training workers to understand 
and promote new ideas and be given the skills to figure 
where in the company those new ideas may best fit. 
While training on hard skills, such as standard oper-
ating procedures, is commonplace, training on soft 
skills, like creativity and emotional intelligence, will 
increase collaboration and be a positive step towards 
knowledge transfer. 

The next suggestion is to offer incentives. While 
some employees may be intrinsically motivated to 
share knowledge, many employees need extrinsic 
motivation. Monetary and recognition awards are suc-
cessful motivators for individuals. Departments may 
be rewarded for creating knowledge that can be used 
by other departments and assisting those departments 
with implementing that knowledge. However, Huber 
(2001) disagrees with the use of extrinsic motivators. 
He suggests that knowledge sharing should be an 
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expected part of the workplace culture and become a 
familiar behavior. Using extrinsic motivation separates 
knowledge sharing from the general workplace culture, 
therefore prohibiting it from becoming intrinsically 
motivated. Huber states that extrinsic motivators, if 
used at all, should be used with caution. 

Cantoni et al. (2001) also state the manager’s ac-
ceptance and utilization of technology as a motivator. 
The use of computer systems, like an Intranet, allows 
employees easy and secure access to each other and 
shared data. The globalization of the workplace has 
companies often scattering workers and departments 
throughout the country and the world. With distance 
comes the need for technology to aid in the commu-
nication process. Keen and Balance (1997), as cited in 
Cantoni et al. (2001), further emphasize that the success 
of technology, as a motivator, is dependent upon three 
factors: reach, range, and ease of use. Reach refers 
to who can access the information resources, range 
includes the range of capabilities of the technology, 
and ease of use considers how intuitive the technol-
ogy is to use and the amount of time needed to ramp 
up to full use. 

The final motivation factor, according the Contoni et 
al. (2001), is structure. The structure of the workplace, 
whether physical or virtual, is another important factor 
to motivate employees. Work areas should be created 
explicitly for knowledge sharing purposes. These areas 
could be an open room devoted only to brainstorming, 
or organizing desks and offices so employees have easy 
access to each other. Using technology, virtual bulletin 
boards, and chat rooms can be created so knowledge 
can be shared from a distance. Earle (2003) supports 
the importance of workplace structure and stated that 
the workplaces is the one factor that can be most easily 
changed and refined to support an atmosphere of inno-
vation when developing and transferring knowledge. 

METHODS AND METHODOLOGY OF 
KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER

Once initiation is complete, implementation, the 
second stage of knowledge transfer, is able to occur. 
Implementation includes the methods and methodology 
of knowledge transfer. Choosing the most effective 
method for knowledge transfer should be simplified 
once an understanding of the key components has 
been achieved.

Explicit Knowledge Transfer

Explicit knowledge transfer may be facilitated through 
computers, or information and communication tech-
nologies (ICTs). ICTs include long-term, codified, and 
reusable electronic storage options such as databases, 
Intranets, e-learning modules, or Web pages. ICTs 
allow for the rapid collection, collation, storage, and 
dissemination of data. The knowledge seeker is often 
able to find and use information with minimal human 
interaction. However, the knowledge found in the 
ICT will always be dependent on some form of hu-
man interaction, especially filling in the missing tacit 
knowledge needed. 

Szulanski (2000) introduces the term sticky or 
stickiness when discussing problems that may arise 
during the knowledge transfer stages and states that, 
“transfers of knowledge, rather than fluid, are often 
‘sticky’ or difficult to achieve” (p.10). Stickiness may 
occur if the person inputting the information into the 
system is reluctant to share that information or if the 
person retrieving the input is not motivated to retrieve 
it (Goh, 2002). ICTs are also used to encourage hu-
man interactive exchange of explicit, and sometimes 
tacit, information. ICTs allow immediate knowledge 
transfer to occur on a one-to-one basis, using such tools 
as e-mail, voicemail, desktop video conferencing, or 
instant messaging. Groups may take advantage of tele-
conferencing, videoconferencing, or Web conferencing 
to transfer knowledge across departments, companies, 
or globally (Roberts, 2000). 

Tacit Knowledge Transfer

Tacit knowledge can be transferred without conscious 
thought every day in social situations, like eating lunch 
with a coworker or chatting by the coffee machine 
(Swap, Leonard, Shields, & Abrams, 2001). However, 
the process of transferring tacit knowledge presents the 
greatest challenges to the implementation stage of the 
knowledge transfer process, as it is often experiential, 
instinctual, personal, and not easily codified (Castiaux, 
2007). When creating a formal knowledge transfer 
process, structure needs to be created around social 
interaction to ensure success.



  867

Transferring Knowledge in a Knowledge-Based Economy

T
Tacit Knowledge Transfer: Storytelling

Storytelling is a skill used throughout human history to 
transfer knowledge. Before the written word, history 
was passed on orally between generations using stories. 
Storytelling, while not an effective tool for transferring 
explicit knowledge, such as the intense knowledge of 
a certain concept or process, can be a very useful in 
conveying the tacit dimensions of knowledge. Swap 
et al. (2001) discuss how cognitive research found 
that memorable information is more likely to be used 
and become significant than information that remains 
unconscious and not retrieved from memory. A signifi-
cant benefit storytelling has over other forms of tacit 
knowledge transfer is that storytelling is exceedingly 
memorable.

Storytelling may be used in many capacities. For 
example, Martin (as cited in Swap, et al., 2001) iden-
tified seven types of organizational stories that are 
commonly used in companies to convey company 
culture: 1) What happens when a rule is broken? 2) Is 
the big boss human? 3) Can the little person rise to the 
top? 4) Will I be fired? 5) Will the organization help 
me when I have to move? 6) How will the boss react 
to mistakes? 7) How will the organization deal with 
obstacles? Storytelling was used at NASA to transfer 
the experience of retiring veteran managers to the newer 
workforce. NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL) 
used storytelling to have veterans recount stories from 
old missions to help socialize newer workers into the 
JPL culture and to connect them to the missions of the 
lab and its history (Delong & Davenport, 2003).

Storytelling, while a highly effective tool for trans-
ferring knowledge, should be used with caution. Each 
individual is unique and has a unique perception of 
ideas. The storyteller must take into consideration that 
the message received by the listener may not always 
be the message conveyed by the storyteller (Swap et 
al., 2001).

Tacit Knowledge Transfer: Mentoring

A mentor, according to Swap et al. (2001) is a person 
who, officially or unofficially, uses their expertise 
and collective knowledge to guide, coach, and teach a 
protégé in a one-on-one relationship. The outcome of 
the mentor-protégé relationship will prepare the protégé 
for advancement opportunities both within the com-
pany and personally. Mentors teach their protégés the 

proverbial ropes of working for the company, impart-
ing the tacit knowledge needed to allow the protégé to 
quickly assimilate to the company culture and ascertain 
the company’s values. Thus, the main advantages of the 
mentor-protégé relationship are the protégé will always 
have a resource available to answer any questions that 
may arise and the mentor has a person to share experi-
ences and to pass on amassed knowledge. Mentoring 
is not limited only to experienced employees teaching 
nonexperienced employees. Mentoring can also be a 
peer-to-peer or even a protégé-to-mentor learning expe-
rience, depending on the circumstance. While mentoring 
is proven a successful method for knowledge transfer, 
it is not always financially or resourcefully feasible for 
a company to support a mentorship program.

Tacit Knowledge Transfer: Communities 
of Practice

A complement to mentoring is the creation of communi-
ties of practice. Communities of practice are topically 
focused networks where members of each community 
of practice are experts for a particular area of interest 
within a company (Swap et al., 2001). While the con-
cept has been used in companies for much longer, Bate 
and Robert (2002) point out that the use of the term 
community of practice is relatively new, circa 1991. 
Communities of practice allow employees to share 
experiences in an open environment where creativity is 
promoted and knowledge sharing is encouraged. Unlike 
a project team or a formal workgroup where employees 
are placed together to complete a goal, communities of 
practice often form organically through shared interests 
or common objectives. If a community of practice is 
given management support and allowed to integrate 
into the organization, the community can generate 
a great deal of knowledge, transfer that knowledge 
amongst its members, and ultimately throughout the 
organization. 

FUTURE TRENDS AND CONCLUSION

Cleary, the creation of a successful knowledge transfer 
process is itself a process. Within this process, the cre-
ators must consider several key components and factors 
before they are able to achieve a successful outcome. 
The first is to recognize and understand the knowledge 
that needs to be transferred, whether that knowledge is 
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explicit or tacit knowledge. The second is to evaluate 
the people who will be transferring this knowledge: 
examine the company culture, discover the organi-
cally formed networks and cultivate new networks, 
and support the creation of an atmosphere of trust and 
collaboration. Lastly, the creator must choose tools to 
accomplish the task of creating a successful knowledge 
transfer process with the most efficiency. The tools 
may be technological in nature, such as computers or 
video, or they may be interpersonal, akin to storytell-
ing or a mentorship. If any key component or factor is 
disregarded, the process risks failure. It is important to 
note that time and patience is needed when developing 
a successful knowledge transfer plan. Not all processes 
work for all companies, therefore, a period of trial and 
error is to be expected. Success is measured when the 
plan is put into action and knowledge is successfully 
transferred and, most importantly, used (Argote, In-
gram, & Levine, 2002; Goh, 2002).

One of the main reasons for this lack of knowledge 
transfer is poor succession planning on the part of the 
employer (Lahaie, 2005). Employers frequently offer 
early retirement packages to potential retirees, giving 
the retiree a few weeks, or at most, a few months, to 
decide whether or not to accept the offer. This short 
time period leaves the retiring employee very little 
opportunity to transfer their knowledge to successive 
employees. The impending mass retirement of Baby 
Boomers in the upcoming years will only exacerbate 
the problem further. Rappaport, Bancroft, and Okum 
(2003) suggest using a phased approach to retirement 
to aid in succession planning and augment knowledge 
transfer between retiring employees and their succes-
sors. Included in this phased approach are having the 
experienced worker assist in the design of training 
programs, having the company implement flexible work 
arrangements which will allow the retiree to stay on 
the job longer, and rehiring the retirees as contractors 
to train or work on a part-time basis after retirement. 
The success rate of knowledge transfer between the 
retiring employee and their successors increases with 
the amount of time the retiree is given to leave the 
company; the more time, the more potential knowledge 
transferred. 

Much research has been conducted on the com-
ponents that comprise a knowledge transfer process. 
However, research on the process as a whole is still 
lacking. Suggested studies for the future should include 
studying companies with successful knowledge trans-

fer processes in place and finding out what methods 
worked best, what did not work, and why. In addition, 
most research used in this article focused on major 
research and development companies or academia. 
More research is needed on small businesses and the 
creation of successful, yet cost-efficient, knowledge 
transfer processes. Studies comparing companies who 
are preparing for the impending retirement of the Baby 
Boomers vs. companies who are not, particularly in 
the areas of knowledge transfer, should be conducted. 
It would be of great interest to see if the mass retire-
ment of the Baby Boomers in the next 10 to 15 years 
will have the expected impact on companies, includ-
ing proverbial “brain drain” and lack of workers, or 
if the Boomer retirement will happen gradually and 
barely be acknowledged. In the end, if the Boomer 
retirement indeed makes an impact, and the companies 
who prepared for it fared better than those who did not, 
the current call for companies to create a knowledge 
transfer process will have been validated. 
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KEY TERMS

Codification: Taking knowledge and putting it 
into a coded (written or drawn) format that allows the 
knowledge to be easily shared by others.

Explicit Knowledge: Data and information that are 
often codified and learned through established sources 
such as academia, books, and other forms of written 
or published media.

Information and Communication Technology 
(ICT): ICTs for knowledge transfer include long-term, 
codified, and reusable electronic storage options for 
data, information, and knowledge such as databases, 
Intranets, e-learning modules, or Web pages.

Knowledge Transfer: Knowledge transfer is the 
systematic process of sharing knowledge and learning 
from the experience of others.

Network: A network is created when two or more 
people are linked together by having, or questing for, 
similar knowledge. Knowledge is embedded in three 
basic elements within a network: members, tools, and 
tasks.

Tacit Knowledge: Ingrained knowledge gathered 
through experience and personal beliefs.

Ties: Ties are what bind networks together. Tie 
strength ranges from strong to weak. The members of 
networks with strong ties are known to display similar 
attitudes, have similar experiences, and agree with each 
other on most issues. Networks with weak ties are often 
distant networks with infrequent interaction existing 
across departments or disciplines within a company

Trustworthiness: The level at which two people 
involved in knowledge sharing trust each other. This 
trust is based on competence and benevolence.

Workplace Culture: A culture built around the 
mission, vision, and the shared values, beliefs, and 
practices of the company and its workers.
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Topic: Building Human Capital: Training and Development

INTRODUCTION

Given the broad spectrum of life experience as we 
reach adulthood, our learning histories, abilities and 
preferences are as varied as we are. Thus emerges the 
field of “adult learning.” In addition to these many 
variations of experiences, this field of education and 
human resource development also recognizes that there 
is the infinite multiplier of the many contexts within 
which adults live and work to further variegate their 
learning experiences. 

With such a perspective of human experience, a 
framework with which to understand and appreciate 
the differences, developments, and process of learn-
ing adults may experience can guide consideration 
and development of training, teaching, learning, and 
professional growth. Transformative learning offers 
one such guide as a prominent and open-ended theory 
of adult learning. 

This theory of learning is consistent with the stark 
realization that our world and work are changing more 
rapidly than that to which we can adjust. Transformative 
learning helps us as those interested in HRIS to better 
understand the process through which adults address 
new information and views that do not smoothly ar-
ticulate with their current understanding. 

Dramatic transformations face organizational lead-
ers and support staff and entire organizations frequently. 
They are clearly evident and recalled staff and leaders 
alike whether organizations are facing the introduction 
of a new vision, adapting to a changing organizational 
culture, coping with economic hardship, or being forced 
to re-examine their mission and purpose (Altman, 1998; 
Caudron, 2000; Waldersee, 1997). What is the impact 
of such shared experience? Are there common stages 
of experience? And how can human resource informa-
tion specialists benefit from and use the perspective of 
transformative learning to support significant learning 
within our organizations?

This chapter will briefly begin to answer to these 
questions by introducing transformative learning 
theory, the background research, and trends related to 

it. Based on many years of adult learning research and 
theory building across many contexts, transformative 
learning has only come to the field of human resources 
information systems recently. 

A Framework for Change

Transformative learning theory provides a framework 
from which to examine and understand how adults learn 
and change through learning. It is a theory that deals 
with more than intellect and traditional “academic” 
learning. Instead, as it has developed from the work of 
Mezirow (1978), roots in Freire (1970) and research 
from King (1998, 2002, 2003, 2004, Dec, 2004, 2005) 
it encompasses the whole person. This point is critical 
for information systems and the workplace as many of 
the situations and changes adults encounter include 
coping with difficult questions, critical questioning and 
issues that do not have predefined solutions. From its 
roots in emancipatory learning and critical thinking, 
transformative learning provides a foundation to study, 
describe, and support adults in navigating learning as 
a process and journey (King, 2004, 2005).

Such learning and change include not only changes 
in the way they think, cognitive changes, but also 
changes in the way they are as persons, they “become” 
(affective changes), and the way they act (behave). The 
theory encompasses a series of stages, or experiences, 
through which learners encounter a situation, individual, 
or perspective, which causes them to re-examine their 
prior and current understanding. The scope of such 
experiences is quite broad and may include work, other 
life experiences, informal, or formal learning. 

One of transformative learning theory’s strongest 
attributes is that it can be used in human resources and 
education as a framework to guide understanding of the 
process of profound learning and change that learners 
experience at different times in their lives. Perspective 
transformations are not frequent occurrences for most 
learners; and they are dramatic changes in understand-
ing that extend across a period of time.

Transformative Learning
Kathleen P. King
Fordham University, USA
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For example adults may have to work in a different 
country for an extended period of time and have to face 
unusual customs, mores, and demands. This experience 
can create great dissonance or disruption and cause them 
to begin to question their own culture. They may begin 
to see negative aspects of their culture that causes them 
to consider new ways of understanding. The transfor-
mative learning process may begin as they examine 
and test old beliefs, and experiment with new beliefs, 
values and perspectives to determine if they are more 
valid. The stage of testing may continue for a longer 
or shorter period of time until they reject the different 
beliefs or develop ways in which to integrate them into 
their lives. In order for transformative learning to have 
fully completed, these stages of testing and considering 
must advance beyond cognitive agreement and reach 
definite action and adoption of the new perspective 
and framework, a full “reintegration” of these beliefs, 
values or views into their lives.

As Mezirow (1978, 1991) developed the framework 
of transformative learning he outlined ten stages through 
which adults proceeded. The stages of Mezirow classic 
schema are as follows:

1.  A disorienting dilemma. 
2.  Self-examination with feelings of guilt or 

shame.
3.  A critical assessment of epistemic, socio-cultural, 

or psychic assumptions.
4.  Recognition that one’s discontent and the process 

of transformation are shared and that others have 
negotiated a similar change.

5.  Exploration of options for new roles, relationships, 
and actions.

6.  Planning of a course of action.
7.  Acquisition of knowledge and skills for imple-

menting one’s plans.
8.  Provisional trying of new roles.
9.  Building of competence and self-confidence in 

new roles and relationships, and
10. A reintegration into one’s life on the basis of 

conditions dictated by one’s new perspective. 
(Mezirow, 1991, p. 168-169).

BACKGROUND

Mezirow (1978) developed the theory of transformative 
learning from his research among women returning to 

higher education later in life. This work opened the door 
to a discussion that paralleled the work of Freire (1970) 
among adult literacy learners (Merriam & Caffarella, 
1999). While their work studies different populations 
and Mezirow’s work points to personal transforma-
tion while Freire focuses on social transformation, or 
emancipatory learning, similarities are clear. In both 
cases, a premiere focus is the value of the adult learner. 
In both frameworks, adults as learners are the center 
point of the learning experience, not the content, nor 
the teacher. 

Just as Freire (1970) identified and opposed the 
“banking” method of instruction wherein an instructor 
“imparts” or delivers learning to passive recipients, 
Mezirow’s work further extended the view to include 
learning separate from a formal instructional process 
(1990). In addition, Mezirow looks to the life of the 
learner for the context of learning. King frequently 
points out that whereas Freire would have learners 
explicitly seek areas they desired to learn, Mezirow’s 
theory indigenously used the experiences and needs 
of the learner instead of a preset agenda or formal 
instructional activity (King, 2004). By comparing the 
similarities and differences between Mezirow and 
Freire’s approaches we can better inform understand 
the background and the practice of transformative 
learning.

Mezirow’s theory was heatedly debated in the 
academic adult learning literature in the 1980s and 
1990s. Many of these debates were concerning cogni-
tive change and the philosophical roots of the theory in 
social science. In the mid 1980s Mezirow’s articles in 
major adult education publications further articulated 
and formalized the theory. In the 1990’s Mezirow pub-
lished, Fostering Critical Reflection in Adulthood: A 
Guide to Transformative and Emancipatory Learning. 
The next year he published a more complete discussion 
of the theory in the book Transformative Dimensions 
of Adult Learning (1991). A landmark publication for 
the development of theory and practice in transforma-
tive learning was Cranton’s book Understanding and 
Promoting Transformative Learning: A Guide for 
Educators of Adults (1994). This book was based on 
her extensive classroom experience to further explain 
the theory. Furthermore, Tennant and Pogson (1995) 
provided a much needed international perspective on the 
theory and its meaning for adult learning and develop-
ment in Learning and Change in the Adult Years.
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Coping with Change and Creating  
Solutions

The theory of transformative learning is not intended 
so much to confine the understanding of learning ex-
periences, as it is to provide a way of understanding 
how adults progress through their changes in thinking, 
learning, and development. Transformative learning 
theory provides a framework by which to examine 
these experiences and in turn focus on many informa-
tive questions such as, what led to the need for change? 
How committed are adult learners to this change? How 
different are the new ideas from their prior beliefs, 
views, or ideas? What support do learners have in this 
change? How would the possible changes impact the 
learners’ lives professionally and personally? And, is 
the learner comfortable or distressed during this process 
of change and learning?

Transformative learning theory shifts the focus of 
our attention from only content or classroom to the 
adult as a learner. By understanding them as individual 
learners, their experiences, and their contexts, those 
who are working with them gain many clues to guide 
how to best introduce, conduct, and support learning 
and change beyond the traditional organizational board 
room, or training room. Transformative learning may 
be said to shift the concept of adult learning from the 
confines of a classroom setting into the context of 
learners’ lives and work.

In considering this application of transformative 
learning, three potential areas emerge--change, reflec-
tive practice, and creative solutions. When adults are 
facing changes in organizations such as when there is 
a change in information systems, new processes, new 
leadership, or when there are widespread new goals 
and initiatives are being introduced, these are oppor-
tune times for transformative learning to be useful in 
guiding information specialists, organizational lead-
ers, and trainers to held adults adjust to transition and 
change. Additionally, when individuals move ahead 
in organizations and assume new responsibilities, or 
when they confront great difficulty with their usual 
approach to people, events, and work, transformative 
learning can be vital to equip them to reflect on and 
examine situations. Professionals can introduce this 
model to provide a dynamic framework and process 
to support questioning, consideration and testing new 
approaches and integrating a new working model/ap-
proach/understanding.

Introducing and cultivating an environment and 
culture of reflective practice creates a solid basis for 
transformative learning to be an effective strategy/
approach for adults. When organizations encourage 
careful consideration about multiple options, impact, 
consequences, and responsibilities, they open the door 
for members of their organizations to more easily move 
from tasks and decisions to critical reflection. When 
HRIS specialists and trainers model and lead activities, 
which include critical thinking skills and exploration 
of reflective practice, they provide new approaches for 
adults to adopt and permission to critically evaluate 
the status quo within that organizational culture. The 
benefits of exploring deeper questions regarding actions 
and decisions is that it can build a much more substantial 
base for responsibility, ownership, and initiative. Adults 
can unleash additional intrinsic and extrinsic motiva-
tion, initiative, and creativity when they are invested 
with interest in projects and decisions.

Creative solutions and views may also be explored, 
tested assimilated, or developed through transformative 
learning. As educators and trainers approach organi-
zational needs as opportunities to develop solutions, 
they can assist adults in harnessing greater capabilities 
to discover and test solutions. Again, such processes 
at the same time cultivate ownership of ideas and 
actions and to some degree depend on that sense of 
ownership. The greater sense of commitment and in-
vestment the individuals have, the greater generative 
power seems to emerge; this is rooted in the sense of 
self and autonomy, which is central to transformative 
learning. For organizations, many positive results in 
mainstreaming new ideas and directions can develop. 
When employees are onboard with new ideas they 
have a much greater chance of success than when they 
do not support it. Enabling and supporting adults as 
learners to participate in creating solutions brings the 
power of multiple perspectives and abilities to bear 
on finding the best solutions for an organization. The 
framework of transformative learning naturally lends 
itself to problem solving and consensus building when 
used as a guide for group processes.

Transformative learning opens the door to substan-
tial development and learning experiences that can be 
cultivated in a lifelong scope of practice. More than 
training solely for the task at hand, transformative 
learning provides a perspective and can be associ-
ated with strategies that will cultivate an approach of 
critical reflection, coping with change, and creating 
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solutions. Building an environment of and opportuni-
ties for thoughtful consideration, mutual respect, and 
shared ownership within an organization has powerful 
possibilities. Such developments can provide a strong 
base for people and organizations to cope with the 
complexities of changing demands, multiple respon-
sibilities, and shifting resources.

FUTURE TRENDS 

Considering the transformative learning field, at least 
three emerging trends may be found: value in under-
standing technology learning, ethics, and global under-
standings. Most certainly, the enduring waves of rapid 
technological change bring multiple and never-ending 
demands for continued learning. My research has ex-
plored how technology learning through professional 
development of adult learners in several settings can be 
a vital environment in which transformative learning 
may develop (King, 2002, 2003, 2005). Applying these 
observations to training settings opens new arenas for 
exploration. Simply consider how powerful leveraging 
current demands for change with this adult learning 
theory can provide a valuable framework for developing 
learning, coping, and developmental strategies.

As demonstrated by several authors, ethical ques-
tions are continuing to be raised to this area as well 
(e.g., Baumgartner, 2001; Magro, 2002; Wiessner & 
Mezirow, 2000). For instance, we must recognize that 
as organizational leaders and trainers we cannot expect 
transformative learning to always occur (Dirkx, 1998). 
In addition, in what ways can or should we plan to have 
people engage in transformative learning that might 
impact their personal life? How do we ethically “lead” 
adults into experiences that may foster radical change? 
And yet, on the other hand, is it ethical to hold back 
the benefits that a conceptualization and experience of 
transformative learning experience may hold of adult 
learners? We need to continue to advance in develop-
ing new approaches and yet not neglect the questions 
of responsibility.

Finally, as King (2005) and others have indicated, 
work is needed in advancing global perspectives of 
transformative learning. While some academic ef-
forts have pursued this question in-depth, their focus 
has been on indigenous dimensions of transformative 
learning. O’Sullivan (1999) discusses global conscious-
ness and change, and how experiences of humankind 

are related to the natural world as well. Another strong 
strand of discussion has been how to use transformative 
learning to understand adult learning among cultures 
other than that of western cultures (Kasl & Elias, 2000; 
Taylor, 2000). Most recently King and Wang (2007) 
have assisted in extending this conversation through an 
international publication. In this volume, international 
scholars share portraits of adult education perspectives, 
history, and practice from around the globe. By widening 
the circles of our conversations of adult learning and 
transformative learning to include different perspectives 
and histories, we open the door to complexities, but 
we also reveal the many rich variations of experience 
from which we many benefit and grow. This field is 
one, like technology, which can continue to change 
and development across time; the global dimensions 
are valuable to track and appreciate.

CONCLUSION

Transformative learning provides a distinctly different 
perspective from which to approach the needs of adult 
learners and organizations. Creating opportunities for 
adults to re-examine assumptions, values and beliefs, 
to consider new perspectives, understand different 
points of view, and construct new understanding and 
solutions can be powerful experiences for their per-
sonal and professional development. Transformative 
learning provides a unique lens for insight into these 
experiences and provides a robust foundation from 
which organizations may reframe and develop their 
training efforts.
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KEY TERMS 

Conscientisation: The fundamental approach 
emerging from Freire’s work (1970) in which learn-
ers become actively engaged in identifying problems, 
questioning, analyzing and developing strategies for 
change. Teachers serve as facilitators and resources to 
support student inquiry.

Critical Reflection: Learners engage in question-
ing their understanding or experience by exploring the 
underlying meaning, assumptions, and implications 
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(Brookfield, 1990). Critical thinking might include 
examining why they think the way they do, alternate 
viewpoints, and perspectives, and reconsidering their 
values, assumptions, and/or beliefs. Critical reflection 
is the core skill and task that drives emancipatory and 
transformative learning.

Disorienting Dilemma: An experience within 
which a current understanding is found to be insuf-
ficient or incorrect and the learner struggles with the 
resulting conflict of views. Such experiences often 
are those to which learners point as the beginning of 
the process of questioning their understanding and 
views and entering the transformative learning process 
(Mezirow, 1991). This disorienting dilemma is also 
sometimes descriptively referred to as creating a state 
of “disequilibrium” for the learner.

Emancipatory Learning: That learning which 
includes students examining what brought them to 
the point of examining and questioning the positions, 
values and/or power of not only themselves, but also of 

their groups or societies (Freire, 1970). Transformative 
learning is an example of emancipatory learning which 
may, but not always, focus on freedom from personal 
rather than societal constraints.

Journey of Transformation: A model of profes-
sional development of educational technology, which 
is based on the adult learning theory of transformative 
learning (King, 2002, 2003, 2004).

Perspective Transformation: The process through 
which adult learners develop different frames of under-
standing and action, which results from a transformative 
learning experience (Mezirow, 1978).

Radical Pedagogy: An educational philosophy, 
which focuses on social change as the goal of education. 
(Freire, 1970; See Paulo Freire, Henri Giroux)

Reintegration: The final step of the transformative 
learning process wherein adult learners dynamically 
incorporate new perspectives and understanding into 
their understanding, life, and work (Mezirow, 1978).
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Topic: Competence Development and Compensation

INTRODUCTION

Human resources management system (HRMS) is one 
of the core components in any major enterprise resource 
planning (ERP) application suite since its earliest 
development. As information communications tech-
nologies progress, ERP vendors are able to incorporate 
more sophisticated HR functions into their products in 
an increasingly user-friendly manner. HRM modules 
in ERP suites cover a full spectrum of conventional 
HR functions ranging from recruitment, selection, 
compensation, and so on. Meanwhile, there is also an 
explosion of growth in the number of specialized HR 
software products and application service providers in 
the market place.

The goal of this article is to provide a current, 
non-technical review and comparison of major com-
pensation software products and services developed 
using Internet technology, and to offer some insights 
on understanding emerging HRIS trends and new 
strategic roles compensation professionals play. To do 
this, I will start with an overview of key features of 
a good Web-based compensation program and main 
benefits of such program. I compare common and 
unique features in performing compensation functions 
offered by both major ERP vendors. Implications for 
HR professionals and researchers will be discussed in 
the concluding section.

BACKGROUND

Compensation management programs were among 
the earliest HR applications of ERP. As IT advances, 
compensation software has evolved rapidly in the past 
decade. Recently, major ERP vendors brought in the 
Internet technology in their latest products. This Web 
solution is revolutionizing how compensation systems 
are managed in organizations now and in the foreseeable 

future (Meade, 2003). Here are some key features and 
benefits of such a program within an ERP system.

24/7 accessibility: A Web solution means users 
can access the program using a standard Web browser 
wherever and whenever they wish to. Compensation 
professionals no longer need to sit in front of their 
desktops at central offices in order to process infor-
mation. Employees can view their pay and benefits 
information and update their personal profile at home 
or even at vocation. 

Integrated functionality: Compensation systems are 
integrated with some other HR and non HR systems 
within the organization. For example, a compensation 
professional can track up-to-date employee attendance 
information or performance reviews to make corre-
sponding changes in compensation.

Data automation: Automation of existing processes 
and procedures has cost saving benefits. Significant data 
automation relieves HR professionals from tedious rou-
tine tasks such as data entry, filing, and report writing. 
Data importing and exporting are made easy between 
other office applications software.

Streamlined workflow: The Web solution streamlines 
all aspects of compensation planning and implementa-
tion, including plan configuration, modeling and bud-
geting, plans review and approval, and data exporting 
to payroll. In addition, by posting current information 
regarding compensation policies, program description, 
eligibility explanation, new compensation forms, and 
frequently asked questions and answers on the Web, 
that individual employee can access the HR depart-
ment and saves a substantial portion of time, which 
the HR staff used to spend on responding to requests 
from employees.

Flexible analytical tools: New compensation soft-
ware has strong analyzing capabilities. It provides users 
with online reviews of various compensation reports 
that are pre-built in the system. Customized reports 
are also available to meet specific needs. Managers 
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can view aggregated reports or drill down the reports 
by department, by work groups, or by individual em-
ployees (Dulebohn & Marler, 2005). Users can conduct 
what-if scenario analyses and simulations in planning 
compensation budgets which improve the quality of 
strategic compensation decision making. 

User-friendly interface: Built on relational data 
base structure, the Web-based compensation software 
leaves the control of the system in hand of end-users 
with minimal technical savvy. Unlike prior software 
systems, it requires no system-specific training and 
keeps IT support and maintenance at a minimum. 

Real-time accurate data: The HR department is no 
longer the sole party responsible for entering all the 
data. Employees and line managers are empowered 
to enter and update data on their side. Thus, informa-
tion is being updated on the Web as it occurs. All the 
analyses are conducted using real-time data (Brink & 
McDonnell, 2003).

One stop information center: Human resources 
home pages accessible via Internet or company intranet 
provide links to Web sites of outsider service providers 
such as employee stock administrators or health care 
providers (Gherson & Jackson, 2001).

Add-on applications: Self-service through ERP 
applications enables HR professionals, employees, 
and line managers to focus on their primary value, 
adding tasks and spending less time on administrative 
tasks. Line managers can online view salary budgets, 
compare budgeting against actual spending, and take 
various salary actions easily with self-service functions 
or corporate portals (Adamson & Zampetti, 2001). 
Communications between management and employees 
are made easier. MSS allows managers take ownership 
in making compensation decisions with easy-to-use 
analytical tools (Gueutal, 2003). Cedar’s third annual 
self-service survey shows a continued expansion of self 
service applications on the Web, and most surveyed 
companies report business success with HR self service 
implementation (Cedar Survey, 2001). 

COMPENSATION FUNCTIONS  
COMPARISON

The level of sophistication and the speed of development 
of compensation software products indeed mirror the 
rapid-changing, dynamic, and complex business reality 
of nowadays compensation management. 

Individual pay is no longer just monthly cash salary. 
Instead, it takes various forms, including stock owner-
ship and flexible benefits. Firms have to be innovative in 
developing employee compensation packages to attract 
talents. An effective compensation system is designed 
to address business objectives and align with key busi-
ness operations (Gerhart, 2000). To stay competitive, 
a firm needs to constantly compare its compensation 
structure with major competitors in the market places. 
There are also ever-changing external factors such as 
legal regulations and labor economy that a firm has 
to closely monitor. Milkovich and Newman’s (2005) 
four-component model summarizes key functions 
within a compensation system. The four components 
include internal structure, external structure, pay for 
performance tools, and administration tasks. We adopt 
these four broad categories to compare major Web-based 
software on specific compensation functions. Below I 
will review how major ERP vendors and specialized 
software vendors incorporate these functions under 
the four categories in their product offerings. The 
discussion focuses on the latest products from major 
software vendors including PeopleSoft®, Oracle®, and 
SAP. Frantzreb (2004) offers a comprehensive guide of 
compensation software products in the market. 

Internal Structure

An internal structure includes a hierarchy of job levels, 
pay differences among the job levels, and the criteria 
used to determine the pay differences (Milkovich & 
Newman, 2005). To assure internal equity in its com-
pensation system, the organization needs to conduct 
job evaluations, and compile pay grade and performing 
competency analysis.  

Job evaluation: A systematic job evaluation starts 
with job analysis. With the Web-based compensation 
software, an in-house job analysis is usually performed 
using an online questionnaire to collect information 
directly from employees, supervisors, HR, and outside 
subject matter experts. After the surveys are admin-
istered, the software analyzes the data with pre-built 
statistical techniques and automatically generates a 
job description per job surveyed. Such job descrip-
tion/analysis is used as bases for job evaluation. 

The next step is to compute the relative value of 
each job. Although Web-based programs support mul-
tiple job evaluation methods by user’s definition, the 
point method is the most commonly used one. Users 
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need to input a detailed organizational chart to clearly 
define job hierarchies and report relationships among 
them. At this point, market salary information can be 
incorporated as point of references in deciding job 
worth. Once users define compensable factors with 
scoring rules, the actual computation is executed by 
the software.  

Pay grade: The system allows users to define grading 
structure and create multiple grades for multiple jobs 
across the organization. Users can define pay range for 
each pay grade using imported external market salary 
data or existing internal data to set up a pay structure 
for employee base salary. Rewards and salary scales 
are linked to employee grading structure.   

Competency analysis: It is critical to keep the 
competency analysis current given the fast changing 
nature of work. The Web-based program enables HR 
professionals to keep track of competency sets of cur-
rent jobs and current employees. Standardized functions 
are part of the new system to record knowledge, skills, 
and abilities (KSAs) by job, by employee, or by job 
family. To utilize integrated functionality, competency 
analysis is tied with performance appraisal, training, 
recruitment, knowledge management, and personnel ad-
ministration. For example, an employee’s competency 
profile will be updated when she/he accomplishes new 
training or obtains new certifications. Ability to track 
individual competencies progress is very important for 
organizations to base their pay structure on competency 
developed in a competency-based pay plan.   

PeopleSoft8® includes comprehensive knowledge 
base for tracking, understanding, and developing 
employees’ skills base. Examples of this feature are 
unlimited competencies and review ratings. The new 
system improves performance appraisal process to ac-
commodate the needs for conducting 360 degree job 
evaluation online. This process provides multi-source 
assessment of employee’s skills and job performance 
and invaluable feedbacks for future improvement.

Oracle® records employee skill qualification, 
competencies, and experiences from their hiring date. 
Performance appraisal is planned and conducted online 
so that the system tracks recent and historical perfor-
mance appraisal records.

Standardized online employee reviews and apprais-
als are offered by My SAP HR. 

External Structure

To maintain external equity of its pay practices, an 
organization needs to gather market salary data and 
construct pay lines for common job categories. 

Salary survey data gives the individual organization 
an estimate of market price of certain jobs. Conduct-
ing a salary survey requires a great deal of time and 
resources input from compensation professionals with 
the conventional pencil-and-paper based method. 

New Web-based compensation programs speed 
up collecting salary data with a built-in configurable 
compensation questionnaire which allows customiza-
tion. Participating organizations can fill out the surveys 
online. Data are entered online and are processed to 
generate wide-range statistics and reports. The system 
can import salary data from external data source for 
comparison and analysis or export internal compen-
sation and benefits details to spreadsheets for survey 
compassion. 

Within MySAP HR suite, a module called SAP 
Benchmark Infocube is specially designed for market 
salary data processing. This program performs compara-
tive analysis of compensation packages (including base 
salary, variable pay, and benefits) using internal and 
external data with a variety of custom report options.

Pay lines represent market pay rates for an array 
of benchmarked jobs. An organization uses pay line 
information to create ranges for each pay grade reflect-
ing its pay policy.  

Regression analysis is commonly used to construct a 
pay policy line with average market pay rates. Pay lines 
then define a mid-point base salary for each pay grade. 
Depending on how an organization wants to match with 
market rates, the range of minimal and maximal pay 
can readily identified. Any Web-based compensation 
program should include a standard wage/salary table. 
Users set up standard wage/salary tables per job with 
minimal, maximal, and mid-point base salary based on 
pay line information. Standard salary tables, individual 
skills and competency profiles, and job evaluation 
points make up the manager’s workbook to determine 
individual pay levels.

Pay for Performance Programs

To attract and retain top talents, organizations invented 
various pay for performance programs such as merit 
pay, bonus pay, stock options, profit sharing, and a 
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few. These pay-for-performance programs are pre-
sumably able to differentiate between top performers 
and bottom performers by tying their pay levels with 
individual performance or their contributions toward 
organizational goals. The basic logic seems simple, 
but designing and implementing such a plan is never 
easy. To accommodate multiple pay-for-performance 
plans in one integrated compensation system is chal-
lenging. In designing software programs, venders had 
to strive to balance level of specificity and breath. ERP 
applications are kept flexible and let users define their 
own variable pay plans. 

The variable compensation module in Peoplesoft® 
suite can be administered by group, by individual, or 
on an ad-hoc basis. Users define standard reward rules 
and identify eligibility rules to link rewards to jobs, 
grade, groups, or departments. The system supports 
multiple plans including commission sales plans. Users 
define commission sales plans with multiple quotas, 
revenue targets, and rate tables per employee. Payment 
methods and schedules, incentives by specific types 
or products, or services are available in the program. 
Oracle offers similar general variable pay functions as 
Peoplesoft® does. 

Compensation applications in My SAP HR allows 
managers to design and implement innovative reward 
plans including performance-based pay, competency-
based pay, and various short-term and long term 
incentives.    

Merit pay: The common practice is to tie merit 
increase with performance appraisal. New online per-
formance appraisals save HR professionals time from 
compiling data and coordinating review processes. 
Managers can view individual performance ratings 
online and allocate merit increases using tools such as 
the performance/increase percentage matrix. The matrix 
provides recommended percentage increase quartile by 
rating scores. Managers make informative decisions on 
individual merit increases. The system calculates pay 
increases and generates reports and graphical charts. 
Data are shared with all related systems such as payroll. 
Promotion pay increase is handled in the system in a 
similar manner.

Bonus pay: Unlike merit pay, bonus pay is one-time 
lump sum money paid to individuals for reasons such 
as recognition rewards. Users define eligibility rules 
and allocation rules. Managers can review and approve 
bonus pay plans. Data are exported to payroll within 
the integrated system.

Stock options: While managers can grant employee 
stock options as part of their compensation packages 
using either managerial self-service application tools 
or user-defined rewarding plans functions within stan-
dard compensation systems, employee or executive 
stock option administration is not a covered function 
in common compensation modules. PeopleSoft® is 
one exception. The PeopleSoft® stock administra-
tion module allows employees to view their personal 
stock option information online, model future stock 
earnings, check vesting periods, and exercise options. 
The module helps managers to design and implement 
employee stock grants or purchase plans. 

Incentive plans: Oracle® Incentive Compensation 
allows users to define revenue classes, compensa-
tion terms, rate tables, and quotas. Special features 
include sales person subledger, rule-based collection 
and revenue classification, credit receiver, and manual 
adjustment.

Salary Planning 

Annual salary planning is the single most important 
compensation function and it involves not only HR 
professionals, but also line managers and other depart-
ments such as finance and accounting. Hours of time 
are spent each year in designing and administering 
compensation planning and often times the plans did 
not work well.

Web-based compensation software is designed to 
streamline the entire compensation planning process 
as best practices are modeled in the system to share 
the success. As an example, Web-based compensation 
tools enable Dell™ to reduce planning cycle from 8 
weeks to 3 (Gherson & Jackson, 2001). 

PeopleSoft® supports budgeting and salary planning 
by groups and allows multiple budgets. The system 
includes employee review functions to accommodate 
the needs of employee participation in the planning 
process. Roll-up budget reports and trend reports help 
executives to view overall compensation budgets. 
Managers can monitor total HR costs by headcount or 
by other user-defined factors. Budget reports can be 
viewed at all levels from individual jobs, pay grades, 
teams, departments, to organizational levels. Interactive 
review gives users flexibility to get information that 
meets individual needs. The system is able to perform 
compa-ratio penetration analysis by grade or job and 
to generate various legal compliance reports.  
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Global payroll engine is a unique feature of People-

Soft® offering which enhances international payroll 
capabilities. It delivers predefined country specific 
compensation rules and offers extensive expatriate com-
pensation management. Group build module provides 
a centralized area of functionality that enables users to 
define a group’s membership based on any user defined 
criteria. This function facilitates the administration of 
team-based compensation plans.  

Oracle® offers some similar budgeting functions 
such as supporting multiple budgets, reports rollups, 
and drill-downs. A unique feature of the Oracle product 
is the simulated what if planning analysis. This func-
tion helps managers understand the consequences of 
various planning scenarios. The system can generate 
reports to track budget fulfillment. 

MySAP HR supports personnel cost planning and 
simulations. When planning, managers can take com-
pensation relevant data on organization objectives into 
account. Compensation budgets are generated based 
on input from line managers, accountings with inte-
grated headcount planning capabilities. A centralized 
employee database is integrated with performance 
management, training, and staffing and recruiting 
and data are entered once and shared with all other 
relevant system.  

CONCLUSION

Compensation expenditure is a firm’s largest operating 
expense (Lawler, 2001). An effective compensation 
program can turn such expenses from the cost of doing 
business into a powerful strategic lever which will be 
translated into competitive edge.

The pace of technological changes is inevitably 
challenging the traditional roles of compensation 
professionals. New compensation software took 
away routine administrative tasks like data entry and 
compiling and automated these tasks with greater ef-
ficiency. More sophisticated administrative tasks like 
stock options administration and salary surveys are 
turned into hands of outside specialists. In addition, 
with Web-based self-service tools, line managers are 
empowered to make compensation decisions for their 
staff. Employees have online access to most personal 
information with self service functions. What are left 
with compensation professionals to perform in their 
jobs? Here are some proposed new roles for e-com-

pensation professionals.
Strategic compensation innovator: A central role 

e-compensation professional will play is to design and 
modify compensation plans to assure the alignment 
between compensation strategy and business strategy. 
They will be focusing on optimizing compensation 
management processes. Any advanced computer 
software is no more than an application tool and it by 
itself does not automatically generate business value. 
Some process reengineering is necessary in order to 
fully utilize software features.    

HRIS strategist: E-compensation professionals are 
the ones in an organization who understand the evolu-
tions of compensation-related software and appreciate 
present-day and future products development (Martin, 
2001). More importantly, they will be in charge of 
phasing proper time lines of major system application 
reinvestment and updates. 

In-house compensation expert and consultan:. E-
compensation professionals will convert their compen-
sation expertise into strategic initiatives by providing 
executives and line managers with the latest global and 
industry-specific best practices, current research, and 
survey findings. They work together with executive 
teams on new business solutions (Ulrich, 2000). 
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KEY TERMS

Competency Analysis: People-based approach of 
job evaluation. It identifies key skills, abilities, and 
knowledge associated with a particular job. 

Employee Self Service: An application designed for 
employees to access related HR information. The ESS 
system allows employees to input and update personal 
data, manage benefit packages, view compensation 
information, sign up for training programs, and review 
internal job postings.

HR Portal: The integrated Web site for employees 
to visit for HR information and services. It allows em-
ployees to customize the appearance and the content 
of their own HR portal.

Job Evaluation: Defines the content, responsibili-
ties, and skill requirement of a particular job position. 
Methods used to conduct job evaluation are ranking, 
classification, and point method. 

Pay Grade: Grouping jobs with similar value based 
on job evaluation into the same pay range.

Pay Lines: Market pay rates for an array of bench-
marked jobs. An organization uses pay line information 
to create ranges for each pay grade reflecting its pay 
policy.  

Manager Self Service: An application designed 
to assist line managers in HR related responsibilities. 
Major functions covered in MSS are compensation 
administration, performance management, recruitment 
and staffing, time and attendance, and training.
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Topic: Managing Individuals and Groups in the Organization

INTRODUCTION

Trust always exists in any form of personal relationship 
(Deutsch, 1958; Gambetta, 1988) and it is a basic concept 
to describe social interactions (Rotter, 1967) and ways to 
act, including organizational behavior (Couch & Jones, 
1997; McEvily, Perrone, & Zaheer, 2003). Trust favors 
the creation and maintenance of competitive advantages 
(Jarillo, 1988; Barney & Hansen, 1994; Bibb & Kourdi, 
2007) and it has become a precondition for a better per-
formance and competitive success in the new business 
environment (Bradach & Eccles, 1989; Ring & Van de 
Ven, 1992; Sako, 1998; Kramer & Tyler, 1996; Kramer, 
1999). Considering the impact of information technol-
ogy (IT) on society and business, the consolidation of 
knowledge as the main source of competitiveness, the 
fact that frontiers among firms, and among people and 
firms, are becoming blurred, and the growing sharing 
of sensible information in computer mediated relation-
ships, trust will become a must in the electronic human 
resources management (e-HRM) field.

BACKGROUND 

Trust is currently a familiar term that is applied without 
enough precision and clarity (Auerbach, 1990; Huemer, 
1994) due to a great diversity among trust definitions 
(Castelfranchi & Tan, 2001; Jones, 2002; McKnight 
& Chervany, 2002 ). Most of the trust definitions 
tend to agree that trust concerns the “willingness of 
one person or group to relate to another in the belief 
that the other’s actions will be beneficial rather than 
detrimental, even though this cannot be guaranteed” 
(Child, 2001). Deutsch (1962) conceives trust as an 
observable behavior that (a) increases the own vul-
nerability, (b) happens with respect to a person that 
is not subject to a personal control, and (c) and that is 
chosen in a situation in which the possible damages 
that can arise when the other takes advantage of the 
own vulnerability are greater than the benefits than can 

be obtained from this behavior. So, trust is associated 
with dependence and risk.

According to Lewicki and Bunker (1995), the study 
of trust can be framed attending to its consideration as 
an individual characteristic, as a characteristic of the 
interpersonal transactions, or as an institutional phenom-
enon. So, when discussing trust we should consider not 
only the interpersonal approach. It is necessary to take 
into account people’s own perspective, their relation-
ships, and the context where trust should arise.

Specific disciplines exist associated to each per-
spective. Personality psychologists traditionally have 
considered trust as an individual characteristic (Rot-
ter, 1971, 1980). Social psychologists have defined 
trust as an expectation on the behavior of others in 
the transactions, focusing the contextual factors that 
foster or depress the development and maintenance of 
trust (Lewicki & Bunker, 1995). Finally, economists 
and sociologists have been interested in how institu-
tions and incentives are created to reduce anxiety and 
uncertainty (Goffman, 1971; Zucker, 1986).  How-
ever, as Bhattacharya, Devinney, and Pillutla (1998) 
indicate when concentrating in specific aspects of the 
trust concept, each one of the different perspectives 
and disciplines provides only a partial and incomplete 
description of trust. 

Originally, the trust construct was defined in uni-
dimensional terms, but inductively and deductively it 
has been demonstrated its multidimensional nature. So, 
in the literature we find a varied typology (Castaldo, 
2003; Gefen, Rao, & Tractinsky, 2002) attending to the 
bases on which trust is founded and the targets where 
trust is placed. Focusing on the contents of expecta-
tions, Parsons (1969) distinguishes between trust in the 
integrity of, and trust in the competence of the trustee. 
Barber (1983) identifies three expectations as the basis 
for trust: expectations of the persistence and fulfilment 
of the natural and moral social order; expectation of 
“technically competent role performance” from those 
we interact with in social relationships and systems; 
and expectations that partners in interaction will place 
others’ interests before their own. 

Trust Multidimensionality
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Lewis and Weigert (1985) talk about cognitive trust 
and value- or emotion-based trust. Moorman, Zaltman, 
and Deshpandé (1992) argue that only the co-presence 
of cognitive and behavioral dimensions produces “real” 
trust. The types of trust given by Shapiro, Sheppard, 
and Cheraskin (1992) are based on the nature of trust 
antecedents and include: deterrence-based trust (or 
rational or calculative trust); knowledge based trust 
(or cognitive trust); and identification-based trust (or 
normative or goodwill trust).

Other typologies associate expectations with the 
antecedents of trust, such as competence or ability, 
honesty or integrity and goodwill, or benevolence 
of the trustee (Blomqvist, 1997; Mayer, Davis, & 
Schoorman, 1995). Sako’s (1992, 1998) trust typol-
ogy, developed for business cooperation relationships, 
differentiates between contractual trust (will the other 
party carry out its commitments?), competence trust 
(is the other party capable of doing what it says it will 
do?), and goodwill trust (will the other party make an 
open-ended commitment to take initiatives for mutual 
benefit while refraining from unfair advantage taking?). 
Rethinking this typology in the intra-organizational 
scope could give us good insights to analyze the role 
of trust within the firm.

A TYPOLOGY BASED ON TRUST 
TARGETS WITHIN AN ORGANIZATION 

The study of any situation in an organization can be 
approached from three levels of analysis: the individual 
level, the group level, and the organizational level. 
Different kinds of trust can arise at work using this 
analytic perspective based on organizational behavior. 
As a result we get a trust typology (Márquez-García, 
2003) differencing three possible targets in which trust 
can be placed: people themselves, their workmates, 
colleagues and managers, and the firm. In the first 
category the trust target is oneself. In the second one 
the trust target is other people, and in the third one the 
trust target is the firm as a whole, not just the people, 
but the synergic mix of resources, skills, and so on. 
Within each trust target we can observe a contractual, 
competence, or goodwill basis as ways of helping to 
increase the trust capital.

Trust in Oneself 

From a psychological perspective, it is considered that 
the decision of an individual to trust another one, as 
a voluntary option, needs a minimum level of oneself 
trust. This trust in oneself allows him/her to bear the 
potential situation of vulnerability in which he/she 
decides to incur. 

Luhmann (1996) argues that men are willing to 
trust when they have an inner security in themselves 
that enables them to await with serenity, possible dis-
appointments of trust. So, trust in oneself would be a 
condition that would promote trust. Self-trust influ-
ences the perception of personal vulnerability. Thus, 
the decision to trust another one can be influenced by 
the trust that has in him/herself the one that decides 
to trust. This way, trust in oneself can be one of the 
conditions on which trust in others is based. 

People’s self-trust can be very beneficial for a firm, 
if each person believes in his/her own competence, 
considers that he/she has much to contribute to the 
firm, and wishes to do it. If employees trust themselves 
it could reduce uncertainty associated to their work, 
and also it could foster cooperation among them due 
to their self-trust could encourage them to interact, 
not only among employees, but also with customers, 
other organizations, and so forth. Self-trust is relevant 
not only for employees, but also for managers at all 
levels in the organization. As much responsibility has 
somebody within a firm, more important could be self-
trust to better managing uncertainty and to encourage 
cooperation. 

Self-trust can be contractual-based when people trust 
they can fulfill the objectives they are committed to 
and keep their word. Trust also could be competence-
based when people trust their own abilities to still being 
important and competitive employees or managers for 
the organization. Finally, trust could have a goodwill 
basis when people trust they can contribute usefully 
to the organization more than the firm could demand 
them (open and wide commitment, dedication, empathy, 
creativity, good work atmosphere, etc.)

Therefore, firms should pay more attention to 
people’s self-trust in recruitment and selection processes 
and help their employees to improve their training and 
skills to keep them competitive as a way of maintaining 
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and even increasing their self-trust. Also, promoting 
empowerment helps people to develop confidence in 
their own capacities. Cultures which allow and even 
reward employees for taking risks and trying new ideas 
would help to increase their self-trust assessment. 

Trust in Others 

Within the organization workers who trust their fellows 
share important information, control them rarely but, 
nevertheless, they let be influenced by others (Boss, 
1978). Thus, the predisposition to trust, either through 
an intensified cooperative behavior, or by the tendency 
to accept others’ decisions, takes to more effective 
work relationships. Also, when someone trusts you, 
it is more likely that you correspond with a more re-
sponsible behavior. 

To trust other people has a motivating and positive 
effect for both parts (Petermann, 1999). When trusting 
somebody, one provides him/her with a greater poten-
tial and capacity to make things that without this trust 
deposit he/she had perhaps would not consider to carry 
out, due to a lack of own initiative or an inadequate 
valuation of him/her real possibilities.

Within an organization, we can differentiate among 
relationships that take place horizontally between 
employees of similar levels (among workers, among 
managers) and those vertical between managers and 
workers. It is necessary to trust in others so much in 
intra-groups and inter-groups relationships. In the 
intra-groups relationships the greater proximity and 
the higher interaction possibilities can stimulate trust 
among their members, although competition can result 
in opportunistic behaviors (e.g., among managers from 
different areas who could compete for promoting). In the 
inter-groups relationships, the division and gap between 
managers and workers, and among managers in different 
levels, can make difficult trust creation in both direc-
tions. For the firm, it is very important that workers trust 
their workmates and also trust the management staff. 
Likewise, the latter should trust the other managers at 
different areas and responsibility levels, and also trust 
in workers to fulfill each one’s own responsibilities. 

According to Fairholm (1994), it is possible to 
develop trust in the workplace when participative 
leadership styles are used with “open and free com-
munication, shared decision making, open expression 
of feelings, and informal organizational structures and 
relationships.” Zahra, Yavuv, and Ucbasaran (2006) 

suggest that this communication strategy has the capac-
ity to enhance trust relationships in an organizational 
setting. So, managers can build trust relationships with 
individuals and groups through solicitation of ideas, 
problems, and questions. In a more normative way, 
Britton and Stallings (1986) propose at least four ways 
to create trust: make a commitment to people, reward 
trust and penalize distrust, do not abuse power as leader, 
and build cooperation and independence.

The latest strategy is more related to contractual 
trust, whereas the others are closer to competence and 
goodwill trust. It is necessary that workers and managers 
can rely on their workmates and colleagues to behave 
according to the committed terms and conditions. It is 
also necessary that workers trust in managers’ compe-
tence to manage the organization and that managers can 
trust in the employees’ ability to carry out the duties 
that are entrusted to them. Within each group, it is also 
important that each manager trust in the competence of 
other managers in charge of different responsibility areas 
in the firm, and that workers trust in their workmates’ 
competence to carry out their tasks.

Since the employees habitually do not have all the 
necessary information or the ability to interpret it, the 
decision making process must count on the trust of the 
employees in the goodwill of managers to make the most 
of market opportunities and firm’s resources, and getting 
the maximum profits for the firm. Equally, it would be 
necessary among the different managerial areas in the 
organization. Also, it is especially recommendable that 
managers can trust in employees’ goodwill to make an 
effort beyond which they could be required to benefit 
the organization. In the same way, it is recommended 
that employees and managers can trust their colleagues 
will help them beyond the agreed commitment.

Trust in the Firm

The firm, as an artificial being created by the common 
will of working jointly for achieving some objectives, 
is itself a trust outcome. Trust in the firm is much more 
than just trust in employees, fellows, and higher ups. It 
means trust the organization to fulfill its commitments 
(widely considered), trust its competence to still be-
ing competitive, and to care for its employees and the 
environment even more than it could be demanded.

When people select a firm to apply for working 
to, this choice also represents trusting the firm to help 
them not just to earn a salary, but to develop a profes-
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sional career there and even to be proud of being part 
of this firm’s team. The decision of staying the same 
firm along time represents employees’ and managers’ 
trust in this firm to still being competitive to keep them 
working while fulfilling their expectations.

Firms should work for keeping people trusting 
them. Both a well built and sound reputation and a 
strong commitment to give their employees the best 
possibilities for professional and personal development 
are key factors for building trust in the firm. As we can 
see in famous sports teams (baseball, basketball, rugby, 
football/soccer, and so on), many players want to play in 
these teams due to the possibilities of making the most 
of themselves by becoming part of these special groups. 
They could be stars themselves but their “brightness” 
could be bigger and longer in good teams. They trust 
the team, not just individual players.

When there exists trust in the firm, even downsiz-
ing decisions could be better understood and accepted 
because the firm could encourage outsourcing relation-
ships with these people that could get better specializa-
tion in non-core areas for the parent firm. 

It is important that employees trust the organization 
to fulfill its commitments, such as legal, fiscal, and 
so forth, as the ones acquired with others concerned 
stakeholders, so that the firm can maintain its activity. 
Particularly, employees and managers should trust the 
firm will not unilaterally rescind their contracts without 
enough and fair justification. Also, it is important that 
people at the organization trust in the firm’s competence 
as the synergic addition of everyone’s individual capaci-
ties to satisfy customers’ needs, to be competitive, and 
to stay in the market. Finally, it is also recommendable 
that employees and managers trust the firm and is able 
to go beyond where it is and being more than what it 
is (also with a social responsibility orientation). They 
also should trust in the firm goodwill to maintain them 
as competitive and even more as they were. If employ-
ees and managers do not trust in the firm they would 
diminish their commitment with the organization, and 
their contribution to the firm.

FUTURE TRENDS 

From a systemic perspective and in a growing global 
environment, the inter-organizational analysis becomes 
increasingly relevant. Since the borders of organiza-

tions are more and more blurred and permeable, trust 
building as a task for human resource management 
does not have to be limited only to the own firm and 
the own employees, but all those that potentially could 
work with us in the future. The new work relationships 
go beyond what they have been in the past. With the 
increase of inter-organizational relationships (strategic 
alliances, outsourcing, etc.), both among competitors 
and non-competitors, trust becomes a more relevant 
issue to manage these relationships where people works 
together but belong to different organizations. Thus, 
they should be no longer seen as other firms’ people, 
but as valuable partners and colleagues. Where authority 
does not work, trust, leadership, and power could be 
the more suitable tools for co-managing people within 
and among organizations.

In this context, IT could facilitate individual work, 
interaction among people, and all business areas opera-
tion (such as production, market research, economic and 
financial management, human resources management, 
etc.). IT allows firms to have more and better informa-
tion possibilities and also facilitate interaction within 
relationships. Both should result in greater levels of trust 
and cooperation. So, further research should be advisable 
about the role of IT on trust, since IT do not eliminate 
the need to trust, because trust is oriented towards the 
future (Luhmann, 1996), on which the complete infor-
mation is not possible. The evolution of IT and firms 
would go deeply into the workplace decentralization. 
In this new scenario trust becomes essential to manage 
the new organization of the future.

CONCLUSION 

According to the literature, trust plays an essential role 
for the success of relationships within and among or-
ganizations. Some trust typologies have been proposed 
attending to different criteria that allow to advance in 
the knowledge of how to build trust within and among 
organizations. 

Any organizational behavior can be analyzed 
from an individual, interpersonal, and organizational 
perspective, so the study of trust can be oriented in 
these three complementary views. This trust typology 
differentiates among personal trust (each person’s 
trust in him/herself), interpersonal trust (trust in oth-
ers—employees, managers, and higher ups), and trust 
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in the organization. In addition to interpersonal trust, 
we point out the relevance of trust in oneself both as a 
powerful auto-motivation element and as an antecedent 
of trust in others. The typology also shows the need 
to trust in the organization each one works for. This 
multidimensional perspective can contribute to know 
better the role trust plays within an organization. 

In order to briefly analyze trust in oneself, trust in 
others and trust in the firm we have used their possible 
contractual, competence, and goodwill foundations. A 
typology developed for inter-organizational relationships 
has been used to study trust within an organization to 
show the necessity and possibility of linking the intra 
and inter-organizational perspectives to improve our 
understanding on trust. A more detailed analysis would 
have to be focused in the relationship among these 
three trust types and also among their foundations 
(Gefen, 2002). 

IT also could play a key role in this framework, both 
positive and negative. IT can rise or diminish trust due 
to their increasing effect of the available information 
and the interaction among people in the organization 
(Márquez-García & Bruque-Cámara, 2007). The greater 
information availability should affect more the rational 
basis of trust and the greater interaction should affect to 
the construction of trust with emotional basis. Anyway, 
trust will be reduced if the use of IT is seen as only as 
a means to keep people under surveillance.

Summing up, the new global context requires trust 
(Fukuyama, 1995), but at the same time it makes more 
difficult trust development and maintenance within and 
among organizations. So, trust investment could be a 
more risky one, due to the increasing possibility that 
new relationships emerge and disappear. This results 
in a permanent need of internal reorganization, where 
trust in changing others could be complemented with 
greater trust in oneself and trust in the organization 
we work for.

Anyway, in spite of its importance and the growing 
literature on it, trust is still considered an undertheorized, 
under-researched, and therefore poorly understood 
phenomenon (Child, 2001). It remains as the magical 
ingredient always present in succesful relationships within 
and among organizations. Theories about trust could be 
considered easy or complex, but the practice of building 
trust is the real challenge for individuals, managers, and 
firms. Success is the reward that winners will get.
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KEY TERMS

Calculative Trust: The trust we have as a result of 
the valuation of the benefits and expected costs from 
trust (Williamson, 1993).

Competence Trust: The trust we have in others to 
do what they say they can do.

Confidence: The feeling by which the mind embarks 
on great and honorable courses with a sure hope and 
trust in itself (Cicero, 106-43 B.C.). A perception or 
a sign of sufficiency or security in oneself and own 
capacity

Contractual Trust: The trust we have in others to 
carry out their verbal or written commitments.

Deterrence-Based Trust: Trust based on the 
threat of punishment if consistent behavior is not 
maintained

Goodwill Trust: The trust we have in others to 
make an open-ended commitment to take initiatives for 
mutual benefit while refraining from unfair advantage 
taking.

Identification-Based Trust (or Normative Trust): 
Trust that arises when each party has fully internalized 
the other’s preferences, so that one party may serve as 
the other’s agent, with the other being confident that 
her interests will be fully protected.

Knowledge-Based Trust (or Cognitive Trust): 
Trust based on enough information about the other to 
accurately predict the other’s behavior.

Opportunism: To make the most of a particular 
situation without considering others’ fair interests 
could be damaged.

Trust: The willingness of one person or group to 
relate to another in the belief that the other’s actions 
will be beneficial rather than detrimental, even though 
this cannot be guaranteed (Child, 2001). Trust defini-
tions share three common elements (Hosmer, 1995): a 
degree of interdependence between trustor and trustee; 
trust provides a way to cope with risk or uncertainty in 
exchange relationships; and the belief or expectation 
that the vulnerability resulting from the acceptance of 
risk will not be taken advantage of by the other party 
in the relationship.
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Trust Building: The use of mechanisms to assure 
others of their capabilities, their interest in accommodat-
ing others’ needs, and their willingness to fulfill prom-
ises made to others (Long, Sitkin, & Cardinal, 2003).

Trust in Oneself: An inner security that enables to 
await with serenity, possible disappointments of trust.
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Topic: Managing People and Technology in New Work Environments

INTRODUCTION

It has not been long since the use of information tech-
nologies and systems has pervaded group processes in 
organizations. There is a vast amount of literature that 
suggests that software tools are beneficial to groups, 
although there are still questions about what appropri-
ate combination of tool/ human support is required to 
achieve efficiency and efficacy in electronically-medi-
ated meetings (DeSanctis & Gallupe, 1987; Dickson, 
Partridge, & Robinson, 1993; Niederman, Beise, & 
Beranek, 1996; Nunamaker, Dennis, Valacich, Vogel, 
& George, 1991). (Un)fortunately in this literature, 
one can find several terms of the technology available, 
including group decision support systems (GDSS), 
group support systems (GSS), groupware, computer 
supported cooperative work (CSCW), Web-based 
meeting tools, blogs, wikis, RSS, and so forth. The 
current availability of technology tools (i.e., brows-
ers, electronic forums, discussion groups, chat rooms, 
etc.) and their increasing pervasiveness at work creates 
opportunities to share information and help people to 
perform their jobs either individually or collectively. 
For those individuals and groups using collaborative 
technology, there are opportunities and challenges that 
need to be considered in relation to aspects like the 
creation and dissemination of information, decentral-
ized authoring, and centralized control (Castells, 2001; 
Evans & Wolf, 2006; Wilkins, 2006).

To date, an important number of tools have evolved 
from their name as “GDSS” (as they were named during 
the 90s) and can be described as collaborative, as they 
provide support group activities across departments 
and geographical locations. Often, these activities aim 
to achieve a particular outcome in a business (e.g., a 
decision, a product). In this regard, technologies be-
ing offered still have many of the features of group 
support systems or electronic meeting systems (EMS) 
(Nunamaker et al., 1991), because they enable people to 
come together “whether at the same place at the same 
time, or in different places at different times” (p. 41) 

and (re)generate ideas and organize and priorities them 
(Ibid). For the purposes of this chapter, we will focus 
on the support that can be available by collaborative 
technology to group meetings and facilitation. Whether 
these meetings result in decisions being implemented 
or goods being designed or manufactured is out of 
the scope of our discussion. To begin with, we now 
show different dimensions of support that collabora-
tive technologies can offer to individual and group 
interactions.

DIMENSIONS OF SUPPORT OF  
COLLABORATIVE TECHNOLOGIES

De Sanctis and Gallupe (1987) provide a comprehensive 
description of collaboration which combines communi-
cation, computer, and decision technologies to support 
problem formulation and/or problem solving in group 
meetings. The nature and type of support has several 
dimensions, some of which can be matched with the 
capabilities offered by the tools themselves. A first di-
mension to consider is the type of group activities that 
are to be conducted and their objectives. As De Sanctis 
and Gallupe (1987) argue, a common question that those 
designing, studying, or using collaborative technologies 
is that of “what is the purpose of using them?” This 
means that careful planning and assessment of what is 
to be achieved with collaborative technologies, as well 
as a discussion of the benefits these can provide, needs 
to be done before engaging with their use.

With the variety of tools available and now with 
Web-based technologies that make easier the authoring 
and updating of information, a second dimension to 
consider is the embedded facilities that the tools offer. 
De Sanctis and Gallupe (1987) provide a classification 
of different levels of support that collaborative tools 
can offer with a view that they influence (positively 
or negatively) the ways in which people interact. The 
following table presents the three (3) different levels of 
support that collaborative technologies can embed. 

Using Collaborative Technology in Group  
Facilitation
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Most of the current collaborative tools available 
embed facilities that allow the removal of common 
communication barriers, and act as an “electronic 
messaging board.” In this board, group members can 
freely see the information that is inputted by them and 
their peers. As a way of improving the coordination 
of group members and leveling up their knowledge, 
a more sophisticated level of collaborative tools can 
enable structuring the exchange of information so 
that the inputting of information is categorized and 
organized by participants to contain for instance the 
elements of an action plan or a shared presentation. 
This feature is also shared by what Nunamaker et al. 
(1991) call “electronic meeting systems” or EMS, and 
it also allows groups to keep an electronic memory 
of what they discuss during their tasks. Collaborative 
technologies can also help structure group processes 
and group tasks.  

Beyond that, collaborative tools can also help people 
automate some of their tasks including, for instance, 
statistical analyses of data and the identification of 
some possibilities, that is, options that satisfy some 
criteria (e.g., economic). With these add-ons, group 
activities can be better organized and justified, but a 
number of additional problems arise. The flow of com-
munications might need to be structured according to 
particular formats (Nunamaker et al., 1991), and group 
processes formats could become “too organized” for 
a group’s particular circumstances. A careful balance 
between individual and group-based activities needs 
to be considered so that there is autonomy but also 
coherence, and that there are no “free rides” offered 
to individuals (Nunamaker et al., 1991). 

Finally, in a level “three” of support, the type 
of interactions is automatically ruled so that group 

members are induced to exchange communications 
with certain others according to specific rules; sys-
tems provide expert advice on who needs to talk to 
who and for which purposes. Collaborative tools can 
help individuals to perform activities of exchanging, 
filtering, and selecting data or information. The higher 
the level of automation, the higher the technological 
sophistication of the collaborative tool (DeSanctis & 
Gallupe, 1987; Nunamaker et al., 1991). This level of 
sophistication could be useful for a group that operates 
with some hierarchical, geographical, or time-related 
constraints. 

An example of what we see as a collaborative tool is 
Facilitate® (www.facilitate.com). This software allows 
a group to set up and manage a conference (electronic 
meeting), define and modify topics of conversation prior or 
during the meeting, contribute (anonymously if required) 
with ideas to topics, prioritize and vote on ideas, and 
review or disseminate electronically the results of their 
contributions and voting. The voting can also be statisti-
cally analyzed so that people can review it or justify it. 
This and other activities can be done iteratively so that 
participants can revisit the content of their conversations, 
review their prioritizations of ideas, and come up with 
new ideas or new options to be voted. Once participants 
start inputting their ideas, the software enables them to 
“refresh” the content and see the contributions of other 
individuals. The aim is to enable groups to make their 
meetings more productive in the definition of their action 
plans. Facilitate® mostly offers a level 1 type support by 
enabling the anonymous and automatic display of informa-
tion inputted, as well as its categorization, prioritization, 
and voting (some level 2 support). Later in the chapter, 
these facilities will be considered to define a facilitation 
approach with Facilitate®.

Features Embedded Facilities

Level 1 Removing common communication 
barriers

Large screens (electronic boards) for 
instantaneous display of ideas, voting 
solicitation and compilation, anonymous 
input of ideas and preferences, electronic 
message exchange 

Level 2 Provide decision modeling and group 
decision techniques 

Automated planning tools, computer 
simulation models

Level 3 Machine-induced group communication Expert advice in the selection and arrang-
ing of meeting rules; control of informa-
tion exchanges

Table 1. Levels of support to group activities (Source: DeSanctis and Gallupe, 1987)
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Figure 1 is a snapshot of a group planning session 
in Facilitate®. A variety of ideas (and their comments) 
about a topic (e.g., a training program) can be seen. 
They also have scores obtained from a group’s voting 
in relation to the urgency and impact of their potential 
implementation. 

THE ROLE OF FACILITATION

With the sophistication in the levels of support of-
fered by collaborative technologies, it has also been 
acknowledged that facilitators (those helping the group 
to accomplish their goals) play an essential role in the 
success of tool use (Bostrom, Anson, & Clawson, 1993; 
Dickson et al., 1993; Niederman et al., 1996). Facili-
tation “is a dynamic process that involves managing 
relationships between people, tasks, and technology, as 
well as structuring tasks and contributing to the effective 
accomplishment of the meeting’s outcomes” (Bostrom 
et al., 1993, p. 147). Depending on the purpose, nature, 
and techniques of facilitation, the outcomes obtained 
from meetings can vary (Gregory & Romm, 2000; 
Nunamaker et al., 1991). 

As a process, facilitation needs to consider first 
the nature of the task. De Sanctis and Gallupe (1987) 
and Bostrom, Anson, and Clawson (1993) distinguish 
between task (outcome) oriented or process (socially) 
oriented group activities. The former emphasizes the 
reaching of decisions or accomplishment of goals. The 
latter focuses on creating appropriate conditions (e.g., 
environments) to improve the group interactions. Col-
laborative tools could offer support to both types of 
activities, for instance, by planning and structuring the 
steps to reach a decision (task orientation), or enabling 
free brainstorming, joking, or complaining (social). In 
Facilitate®, there is support for defining the tasks of a 
meeting, for brainstorming idea and for categorizing 
and voting on them. These facilities can be used at an 
individual or group level. 

Having defined the nature of the task, the above 
levels of support offered by collaborative tools can 
then be investigated with a tool in mind. These levels 
of support would need to be balanced with the needs 
of a target group. The balance will determine what 
facilitators need to do during a meeting. It could be 
for instance that a group needs help with the use of 
the collaborative technology itself before conducting 

Figure 1.
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an electronic meeting. Alternatively, it could be that a 
group needs a facilitator to provide expertise, structure, 
and direction to the meeting. Between these possibili-
ties, a range of options (related to the use of the tech-
nology or the conduction of the meeting) needs to be 
considered by the facilitator. In between, for instance, 
a group might need a “chauffeur,” or someone that “at 
the direction of the group implements [certain] features 
of [a] system” (Dickson et al., 1993, p. 175). Figure 2 
illustrates the importance of considering different roles 
for the facilitators.

From our experience in using Facilitate®, we have 
found that groups who have not used any particular type 
of collaborative technology need some help, first with 
the use of the technology itself. Moreover, subsequently, 
groups need help to “move on” during their discussions 
if they want to generate synergies or arrive at shared 
and useful understandings to inform action. This means 
that groups also need some support outside the use of 
Facilitate® to help them prioritize ideas, focus on par-
ticular issues, or debate on the information that is being 
shared. The findings are similar to previous research 
on group support systems (Nunamaker et al., 1991), 
in which systems help to share information but need 
to be complemented with strategies to increase group 
socialization and maintain group dynamics. Facilitators 
then need to be knowledgeable of some activities that 
could help groups to advance their discussions, and 
devise ways of implementing these activities with the 
embedded facilities of collaborative tools. 

In deciding on a particular role (or mixture of 
various roles), facilitators also need to consider how 
certain aspects of the group are to be influenced by the 
use of collaborative technology during the facilitation 
process. For instance, technology could offer greater 
opportunities for expression via enabling participants 
to contribute anonymously with ideas to a meeting, but 
during a facilitation session this can contribute to the 
shift of the existing balance of hierarchical power in 
a group and generate tensions (DeSanctis & Gallupe, 
1987; Gregory & Romm, 2000). During a meeting, 
a facilitator needs to be aware of how the group is 
responding to the use of a collaborative technology 

tool and act accordingly to what the facilitator thinks 
contributes to improve the efficiency and efficacy of the 
group. Some of the nonverbal (e.g., emotional) cues that 
support communication in a group need to be taken into 
account and addressed if possible. Appropriate incentive 
structures need to be designed and embedded into the 
technology tool to ensure that it is used successfully 
in allowing individuals to cooperate (Barkhi, Jacob, & 
Pirkul, 2002). For instance, some feedback on how the 
group is developing activities can be shown by sharing 
results of voting or brainstorming. 

With the above dimensions considered (i.e., pur-
pose of use, embedded facilities, role of facilitator), it 
becomes clear that careful planning and consideration 
of several aspects to ensure that a group integrates their 
activities well with those supported by collaborative 
technology. The following section presents an approach 
to use this type of technology in group sessions with 
a view of facilitating the search of solutions or deci-
sions.  

An Approach to Facilitation Using  
Collaborative Technology

Drawing on a general understanding of a facilitation 
process (Bostrom et al., 1993; McFadzean & Nelson, 
1996), it is proposed that the use of collaborative 
technology follows a process of premeeting planning, 
group meeting, and post-session review as indicated 
in the following figure. Although most of the dimen-
sions described above (i.e., purpose of use, embedded 
facilities, and role of facilitator) can be considered in 
the premeeting planning, in the group meeting stage 
facilitators need to be aware of other aspects and adapt 
their roles accordingly. The postsession review will 
allow facilitators and those involved in a group meet-
ing to reflect on how to improve the group meeting in 
relation to the process followed. 

As seen in the figure, the purpose and outcomes 
of a meeting are considered in the premeeting stage. 
Facilitators are encouraged to find out as much as pos-
sible from a group about their purposes of conducting 
a meeting, the outcomes, and benefits that they expect 

Figure 2. Spectrum of roles for the facilitation process

Help with technology
(Tool-based roles)

Structuring and conducting the meeting
(Group-based roles)
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to get from the session. If possible, it is useful to know 
the group profile (e.g., interdepartmental composition, 
hierarchies). With this information, facilitators can then 
explore how to best use the technology tools available. 
In this “finding out” activity, other aspects could be 
identified in relation to the style of participation of the 
group, and if there is already a leader (often a manager) 
who is going to help in the facilitation session. This 
can help clarify what roles can be assumed by the 
facilitator during the meeting. 

For the case of using Facilitate® software, we 
have found that in the premeeting stage is important 
to clarify the outcomes to be gained from the meet-
ing. With these, it is possible to generate a number of 
questions to guide the discussion during the meeting(s). 
These questions can then be discussed with whoever 
requests the meeting and inputted as topics for discus-
sions. It is recommended not to have more then three 
topics for discussion in a 2 hour session. A topic can 
embrace several questions that address similar aspects. 
As seen in the figure, the technology tool can be set 
up according to what a group expects to get during a 
meeting. In addition, the tool can offer some facilities 
to be used in during the meeting (i.e., brainstorming, 
voting, or reviewing). 

The meeting stage can then proceed by clarifying 
the outcomes of the session, and there could be two 
possibilities for the meeting. First, if a group requires 
the facilitator to offer support in the use of the tech-
nology tool (this is very often the case, and can help 
the facilitator to break the ice with a group), a very 
short meeting can be set up around a popular topic 
(i.e., “What is the best movie of all times?”). Partici-
pants can then explore the different facilities offered 
by the technology tools and gain familiarity. Second, 
if a meeting is being set up or evolves to discuss a 
particular issue (e.g., a plan), facilitators need to be 
flexible to shift their roles and the use of the tools 
according to the dynamics of a group. It is important 
that both groups and facilitators feel they are “moving 
on” during the session when appropriate, and that they 
are generating useful discussions. Some strategies can 
be devised including questions about defining priori-
ties, focusing on particular topics or ideas, proposing 
and approving/disapproving decisions, or just simply 
challenging what is being said. 

From our experience using Facilitate®, we have 
also found that groups who have worked together 
previously (i.e., in face-to-face meetings) might decide 
to complement their electronic interactions with face-

Figure 3. An approach to use collaborative technology
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to-face conversations while they are in the same room. 
In this case, the group decides by itself how to “move 
on,” and this does not necessarily mean that decisions 
are made. The facilitator can become 1) a kind of an 
observer rather than a chauffeur or an expert; those 
managing the group can gain greater control over the 
group. Participants might decide to stop the prestruc-
tured set of activities (i.e., brainstorming, categorizing, 
voting, reviewing) and move between topics, review 
their voting, contribute with more ideas and categories, 
or define a new topic of conversation that better reflects 
their interests than the existing topics. Alternatively, 
facilitators might decide to 2) “step in” and challenge 
constructively some of the statements being made (even 
by themselves) and being open to debate (Gregory & 
Romm, 2000). 

The post-meeting review can be conducted straight 
after a group has reached a stage of decision or comple-
tion of their tasks. This review can be a face-to-face 
feedback session with questions like, “How useful 
do you think the tools were for your meeting, what 
improvements will you make in the next session?” 
Alternatively, a survey can be conducted using the 
technology to gain feedback from participants. This 
can also help the group to share their perceptions about 
the use of the technology and identify areas in which 
this use can generate greater impacts. In the case of 
using Facilitate®, the review can be made as part of the 
meeting as an evaluation discussion or as a survey. The 
content of discussions can be exported via electronic 
files (for instance in html or excel format) so that groups 
can use this information afterwards. For facilitators, 
this information can also help them to reflect on how to 
improve facilitation processes by looking at the degree 
of depth of discussions (e.g., on each topic proposed) 
that resulted. Alternatively, the information can help 
them to reflect on their own “off-line” strategies to 
support groups more effectively. 

CONCLUSION

This chapter has explored the use of collaborative tech-
nology in facilitation. We have proposed an approach 
to improve the use of this technology with particular 
reference to a software tool called Facilitate®. This and 
similar tools allow groups to cooperate and solve deci-
sion-making problems. Their successful use depends 
on different issues including the purposes and nature 

of groups, the complexity of the tasks at hand, and the 
use of embedded facilities of the tools in combination 
with “off-line” activities by facilitators. 

For managers, the success of using collaborative 
technologies depends largely on the perceived useful-
ness of facilitation processes to support organizational 
group activities; in particular, the view that collabora-
tive technology can be used positively in facilitation 
rather than as a mere tool to automate existing con-
versations.

The experience of having used the Facilitate® tool 
provides us with important insights for the success of 
group activities. First, it is essential for facilitators to 
work in both ensuring that collaborative tools are un-
derstood and used, as well as enabling groups to “move 
on” (with or without facilitator’s help). In this respect, 
collaborative tools can help facilitators to structure 
ways of moving on. Second, a degree of flexibility 
in both facilitation roles and the use of the tool will 
ensure that the dynamics of a group are considered 
beforehand and during a meeting. It will also ensure 
that during a meeting, appropriate combinations of 
face-to-face activities and online interaction are devised 
and modified if necessary according to what facilitators 
and the groups consider appropriate to do. Finally, the 
provision of a methodology that clearly states group 
and facilitation principles, activities (face-to-face and 
online-based), and (initially) expected outcomes will 
greatly help groups to appreciate the use of collabora-
tive technology tools. With these considerations, it is 
hoped that collaborative technology provides greater 
benefits to group activities in organizations.
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KEY TERMS

Collaborative Technology: A form of technology 
(e.g., software, electronic communication) that enables 
individuals (physically close or distant) to work together 
on an issue or set of issues for the potential benefit of 
an organization. 

Electronic Meeting Systems (EMS): Technology 
and software that enable communication between 
individuals using electronic boards, messaging, and 
data repositories. 

Facilitation: Structured activity or sets of activi-
ties that support someone (i.e., a group) in reaching an 
objective (perform a task or socializing). Facilitation 
involves removing barriers that could exist for effective 
and efficient group work, and acting upon changing 
circumstances (e.g., changes in group objectives and 
dynamics). 

Group Decision Support Systems (GDSS): Tech-
nology and software that enables groups of individuals 
to interact electronically, to analyze information, and 
suggest possible ways to decide or decisions. Their 
orientation is towards enabling decisions to be taken, 
and support can be automated to suggest several courses 
of action at every step of a decision. 

Group Support Systems: Technology and software 
to enable individuals to work together in a number of 
tasks. 

Groupware: Technologies that allow collabora-
tion between individuals engaged in completing a task 
together. Some e-mail systems can be classified within 
this category, in particular those that allow keeping 
track of messages, responses, dates, and feedback to 
one or several participants. 

Meeting: A time-place instance where several 
individuals agree (in principle) to interact and com-
municate. Meetings can be face-to-face or virtual, or 
a combination of both. 
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INTRODUCTION

Within the field of human resource management 
(HRM) there is a broad consensus recognizing that 
people is one of the key resources that impact com-
panies’ results. During the last two decades, it is also 
true that HR departments have experienced a rising in 
its organizational status with their functions evolving 
from a merely operational level to a strategic one. 
Nonetheless, HR departments still face a disadvantage 
to show the contribution of their interventions when 
compared to other functional departments within the 
organization. In this article we study two particular 
techniques for evaluating the effectiveness of HRM, 
utility analysis (UA) and multi-attribute utility analysis 
(MAU). Particularly, we apply them to evaluate an 
e-training program.

UTILITY ANALYSIS APPROACH IN HR

Professional and academic communities recognize that 
the evaluation of the impact of HR interventions is ex-
tremely important to any organization with a long-term 
human resource strategy. First, the evaluation provides 
information regarding how HR interventions contribute 
to the achievement of the strategic objectives and to the 
growth of the firm value. Second, results of the evalu-
ation determine whether or not the specific programs 
meet their objectives. Other benefits of periodic, formal 
and rigorous HRM evaluation are summarized in Table 
1. One may conclude that effective evaluation processes 

are necessary for organizations which consider individu-
als to be strategic resources and sources of competitive 
advantage (Tsui & Gómez-Mejía, 1988).

Paradoxically, there is not much systematic treat-
ment of HRM evaluation in academic and professional 
worlds. The reasons for this phenomenon remain a 
research question. Since HR information systems 
(HRIS) are recognized as a key vehicle for develop-
ing and improving organizational effectiveness, is 
important that they incorporate appropriate instruments 
to show HRM effectiveness. Here we offer a review 
and comparison of UA and MAU techniques to assess 
the impact of HR interventions, which can be taken 
as components of a HRM effectiveness information 
sub-system within the global HRIS.

One reason to concentrate in those particular tech-
niques is that a debate remains opened in the utility 
analysis literature regarding the level of practitioners’ 
acceptance of UA and MAU. Before addressing this 
question, we believe necessary to show how both 
techniques can be applied in real firms, particularly 
MAU, as there is no experience with this approach in 
the context of HRM evaluation. A second reason to 
focus on UA and MAU is that the field of HR needs 
to answer the questions of how to evaluate the impact 
of HR investments and how to create metrics for 
measuring HRM performance (Baron & Kreps, 1999, 
p. 390-393, 525-532; Gómez-Mejía, Balkin & Cardy, 
1997, p. 274-275, 568-596), which are crucial for HRM 
function to show its value. MAU and UA, among other 
approaches, are potential candidates which deserve 
some attention. 

Table 1. A summary of benefits of HRM evaluation

Legitimacy proof: Instrument to rise HRM function status.

Accountability mean: Tool to account for the efficient use of resources in order to compete for organizational resources.

Efficacy goals router: Mechanism for promoting change by identifying needs, powering corrective actions by determining strengths and weak-
nesses, and defining long term strategic plans assigning resource to the most productive and beneficial programs.

Decision making aid: Method that enables rational decision making when you have to select a course of actions among several that can be taken.

Efficiency management: Program that teaches HR managers to behave like business men who have to manage a resource which return must be 
analyzed.

Utility Analysis of HRM Effectiveness
José M. Carretero-Gómez
University of the Balearic Islands, Spain
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Specifically, our research questions were aimed to 

answer three core issues in the utility analysis litera-
ture: how a MAU model for HRM evaluation can be 
designed; how this approach can be applied in a real 
world organization; and, how does it compare in the 
practice with a traditional UA model.

Fundamentals of Utility Analysis  
Research

Utility analysis can be defined as a process to help 
guide HRM decision making (Boudreau, 1991; Ca-
brera & Raju, 2001; Cascio, 2000). Brogden (1949) 
and Cronbach and Gleser (1965) developed the basic 
UA model, which is known as BCG model. The model 
adopts a cost-benefit approach for estimating the eco-
nomic impact of HRM. It combines information such 
as work force size, effect size and the economic value 
of job performance to estimate the benefits of personnel 
selection methods. Upon the BCG model other utility 
formulas have been developed to calculate the utility of 
other HRM interventions such as training, recruitment, 
compensation or performance appraisal feedback.

The measurement of the monetary value of the HR 
contributions has been one of the most controversial 
aspects. Utility models require estimating the standard 
deviation of the monetary value of job performance 
(SDy). Although it remains a subject of investigation, 
methods and techniques have been developed allowing 
us to estimate the SDy and determine the benefits de-
rived from HR interventions. The most used techniques 
for estimating this parameter are the Schmidt, Hunter, 
Mckenzie, and Muldrow’s (1979) global estimation 
procedure, the Cascio and Ramos’ (1986) CREPID 
approach, and the Hunter and Schmidt’s (1982) 40% 
salary method. Because of the controversy surround-
ing SDy, researchers have developed alternative utility 
models without this parameter (Raju, Burke, & Nor-
man, 1990).

UA research has examined a variety of issues. One 
of the major themes was developing and comparing 
methods for estimating SDy parameter (e.g., Burke 
& Frederick, 1984). A second focus of attention was 
adding other variables or phenomena into the utility 
models such as variable costs or employee flows (e.g., 
Boudreau, 1983a). Another area of interest explored the 
contributions of judgment and decision-making theories 
to the judgments required in UA (e.g., Bobko, Karren 
& Kerkar, 1987). Finally, a fourth line of research 

regarding UA has studied the lack of practitioners’ ac-
ceptance of UA models (Carson, Becker, & Henderson, 
1998; Cronshaw & Alexander, 1985, 1991; Hazer & 
Highhouse, 1997; Highhouse, 1996; Hunter, Schmidt, 
& Coggin, 1988; Macan & Highhouse, 1994; Macan 
& Foster, 2004; Roth, Segars & Wright, 2000).

Some authors argued that UA is only concerned 
with the monetary value of job performance and may 
misrepresent practitioner’s decision making process 
(Roth, 1994; Roth & Bobko, 1997). To address this 
limitation, they proposed to develop the new MAU 
model based on the Social Psychology, Industrial 
Psychology and Decision Sciences literature. MAU 
is a method to assess the impact of HR interventions 
that allow decision makers to participate in the evalu-
ation process and to consider all relevant information 
in addition to the monetary value of job performance. 
Therefore, these authors have argued that MAU may be 
more representative of practitioners’ decision making 
processes and henceforth more accepted than UA.

MAU is defined as a set of procedures for guiding 
decision making in HRM that integrates in a single 
value, called utility, all the multiple results of a particular 
course of action. MAU approach requires combining 
the various attributes relevant to decision makers. The 
general procedure can be broadly described in three main 
stages: first, estimation of the importance weights for 
each attribute; second, estimation of a set of functions 
that scale the attributes in a common metric (single-
attribute utility); and finally, definition of a function 
that combines each attribute weight and single-attribute 
utility into an overall index called multi-attribute utility. 
Table 2 summarizes the basic elements and develop-
ments of UA and MAU techniques.

Next we report the results of both UA and MAU 
evaluations of an e-training program.

UA AND MAU EVALUATION:  
THE USEFULNESS OF E-TRAINING

We applied a UA model, developed a MAU model and 
implemented it to evaluate an e-training program in a 
large bank in Spain. The training was aimed to improve 
the quality of financial advice given to bank customers. 
It focused on e-training since covered the learning of a 
computer based information system using computers 
and networking technology for knowledge and skill 
building in that system. Although a discussion of the 
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concept of e-learning is outside the scope of this article, 
it may be convenient to say that there are several types 
of e-learning ranging along two extremes: synchronous 
training using live instructors and asynchronous or self-
paced training. The evaluated program in our experience 
followed the latter which is the most usual form of 
e-learning.1 UA and MAU evaluations helped manag-
ers to decide whether maintain, modify, or eliminate 
the intervention. Before reporting our experience, we 
offer next a brief discussion of the topic of evaluation 
of training interventions.

The Evaluation of Training

In the specific context of training investments there 
seems to be more academic and practitioner attention 
towards evaluation since many training departments 
have had to justify their budget or results in some or 
other ways. A complete evaluation of training has been 
traditionally outlined as having four levels: (1) reaction, 
(2) learning, (3) behavior/transfer, and (4) business 
results/impact (Kirkpatrick, 1998). Organizations com-
monly fulfil the first and second levels using trainees’ 
satisfaction surveys and knowledge tests, respectively. 

However, not many firms arrive to measure the third 
level, the few comparing pre and post-intervention job 
performance or using control groups to quantify the 
effects of training on employees’ performance. Finally, 
organizations rarely developed an evaluation of the 
bottom line results of training (i.e., the fourth level). 
MAU and AU are useful because they are examples of 
procedures that may help organizations to determine 
the impact on business of HR interventions.

Utility Analysis

Schmidt et al. (1982) provided the first UA model to 
estimate the net benefits of training. It multiplicatively 
combines the duration of the effect of training, the 
number of trainees, the effect size, and the standard 
deviation of the value of job performance in dollars 
(SDy) to estimate the monetary value of training. 
Then, the total cost of training is subtracted from the 
monetary value to yield the overall net increment in 
utility. The general formulation specifies that the utility 
of a training program can be estimated as:

∆U = T N dt SDy - N c    (1)

Utility analysis

Definition: “Method for translating the increases in performance associated with behavioral interventions into dollars to help guide organizational 
decision making” (Roth, 1994, p. 69).

Key assumptions: HR professionals want to asses the economic impact of their practices. The value of the HRM interventions is only determined 
from the value of increased job performance. The economic benefits estimated with UA may lead to optimal decision making.

Key components: Estimation of the standard deviation of performance in dollars (SDy) (i.e., the amount of variability in the value of performance; 
Estimation of the true effect size (i.e., the average increase in performance resulting from the HR intervention).

Applications: Recruitment (Boudreau & Rynes, 1985; Martin & Raju, 1992); Selection (Boudreau, 1983b; Boudreau & Berger, 1985; De Corte, 
1994); Performance appraisals/feedback (Florin-Thuma & Boudreau, 1987; Landy, Farr & Jacobs, 1982); Training (Mathieu & Leonard, 1987; 
Morrow, Jarret & Rupinski, 1997; Murray & Raffaele, 1997; Schmidt, Hunter & Pearlman, 1982); Quality circles (Barrick & Alexander, 1992); 
compensation (Klaas & McClendon, 1996); Downsizing (Mabon, 1996; Mabon & Westling, 1997).

Multi-attribute utility analysis

Definition: “Set of procedures to guide decision making that integrate multiple outcomes from a course of action into a single number that repre-
sents the usefulness of that course of action” (Roth and Bobko, 1997, p. 342).

Key assumptions: The utility of any HRM intervention is multi-variant, consequently gains in performance is only one of their many possible out-
comes. A multi-attribute evaluation technique that considers all relevant factors will better represent practitioners’ decision making process and will 
suggest the most beneficial decision for an organization.

Key components: Determining the purpose for making a decision and the options to be considered; Stakeholders identification; Attributes definition 
and measurement; Estimation of attributes weight; Estimation of the scaling functions that measures attributes in a common metric; Definition of the 
function that combines each attribute weight and scale into a single utility measure.

Applications: Hypothetical examples (Aguinis & Harden, 2004; Roth, 1994; Roth & Bobko, 1997; Roth, Bobko & Mabon, 2001); Empirical ap-
plication (Carretero-Gómez & Cabrera, 2005).

Table 2. An overview of UA and MAU evaluation techniques
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U
where ∆U represents the economic value of the 

training program; T is the duration of training effects 
on performance, in years; N is the number of trainees; 
dt is the estimated true effect size; SDy is the standard 
deviation of performance in monetary units; and, c is 
the training total cost per trainee.

All variables in equation (1) can be obtained from 
organizational records apart from dt and SDy which 
need to be estimated. In our case T was estimated to be 
no more than 7 years. N was equal to 722. The training 
department reported c equal to 914.76 €.

The dt is an index of the training effectiveness and 
refers to some magnitude that shows the increase in 
trainees’ productivity due to training. We calculated it 
as the following standardized mean difference of job 
performance (Raju & Burke, 1986):

Re( )Rc
t

R RR

d
f

µ −µ
=

σ
    (2)

where µRe and µRc are the means of job performance 
in experimental and control groups respectively (i.e. 
before and after training), which were equal to 4.07 
and 3.94, respectively too, in a 5 points scale of job 
performance; σR is the joint standard deviation of all 
employees’ job performance which was 0.57 in our 
case; and fRR is the reliability of job performance scale 
which meta-analytical studies have determined to be 
0.52 approximately. Computing expression (2) with 
these values dt equals to 0.32.

We estimated the last parameter needed (SDy) 
using Schmidt’s et al. (1979) method. The way this 
procedure conceptualizes SDy is “to ask what is the 
yearly monetary value to the organization of someone 
working at the 85th percentile of performance and what 
is the value of someone working at the 50th percentile 
of performance” (Roth 1994, p. 70). The difference is 
taken as the importance of performance because the 
larger this difference, the higher the benefit for the or-
ganization derived from increased performance due to 
training. Trainees’ supervisors provided the subjective 
estimations of the value of a worker in the 85th, 50th, 
and 15th percentiles of performance. The difference 
between the 85th and 50th estimated values was a first 
SDy estimate and the difference between the 50th and 
15th estimated values was a second estimate for SDy. 
The average of these two parameter estimates gave the 
final SDy estimate which was 8,935.11 €.

Therefore, the estimated increased in net utility 
for the bank due to the training was equal to 13.62 
millions €. This figure results from computing the UA 
model given by expression (1) with the corresponding 
values.

More sophisticated UA models have utility formulas 
that consider elements such as future benefits discount 
factors or the effects of trainees’ turnover and employ-
ees’ flows (Mathieu & Leonard, 1987). These models 
contain more parameters to estimate but complexity 
has been praised for the sake of more accurate utility 
estimates.

Unfortunately, UA applications do not provide a 
method to combine different outcomes into calculat-
ing the utility of a given intervention. This limitation 
prevents decision makers to evaluate the overall benefits 
and/or liabilities of the intervention (Roth, 1994). The 
value of increased job performance is not the only fac-
tor in evaluating the usefulness of training. Decision 
makers may consider other factors to be relevant as for 
example, employees’ satisfaction, development, reten-
tion, careers or increased knowledge. Next we present 
a MAU model that incorporates multiple factors.

Multi-Attribute Utility Analysis

Based on Edwards and Newman’s (1982) Multi-at-
tribute Utility Technology (MAUT) we developed and 
implemented a MAU model to evaluate the impact of 
training. Although alternative MAU models have been 
proposed, none of them has been implemented in real 
organizations (see Table 2). We present next the 7 steps 
MAU model and its results.

Step 1: Define evaluation function and its objects. 
Since the evaluation goal was to assess the 
impact of training investment, pre and post-
training situations were evaluated.

Step 2: Identify stakeholders. The stakeholders 
were all individuals who made decision on 
training, generated the information contained 
in the MAU model, received that informa-
tion or were affected with it or its use. This 
included several bank departments (training 
department among them) and also internal 
and external collectives such as trainees’ 
supervisors, trainees (Personal Banking 
Managers, PBM), and PBMs’ customers. We 
formed an evaluation team with 13 people 
representing all the stakeholders.
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Step 3: Extract Attribute. The stakeholders must 
select the attributes to be included in the 
MAU model in order to evaluate the train-
ing. Following the Delphi group technique, 
the evaluation team produced a list of 16 
attributes which captured the most relevant 
aspects related to training program effec-
tiveness. Several attributes were based on 
trainees’ job performance evaluations (e.g. 
supervisors’ and customers’ appraisals), but 
the list also included other attributes related 
with the acquisition of knowledge and one 
attribute reflecting trainees’ satisfaction with 
training.

Step 4: Assign weights to attributes. This step re-
sults in a unique vector of weights reflecting 
the attributes relative importance. This vector 
summarizes the information contained in all 
individual ordinations of relative importance 
expressed by each stakeholder. In our study, 
everyone in the evaluation team estimated 
individually her or his weighting vector 
and the final group output was the average 
of individual weights. During structured 
interviews each participant ranked attributes 
in decreasing order of importance. Then, we 
estimated each attribute weight using the 
rank sum weighting procedure (Edwards & 
Newman, 1982, p.54).

Step 5: Estimate uni-variant utilities. This is the 
key step in MAU model. Its goal is determine 
how desirable each attribute is for both the 
pre and post-training situations. This step 
defines a set of uni-variant utility functions 
which relate all the attribute measurement 
metrics with a general scale of utility. The 
methodology to generate these functions 
followed three main stages (Edwards & 
Newman, 1982). The procedure required 
subject matters experts (SMEs) making sev-
eral judgmental estimates. We interviewed 
7 SMEs with valuable knowledge regarding 
the training program and the attributes in the 
MAU model. First, the SME estimated which 
score in the attribute measurement scale was 
the minimum acceptable level considering the 
purpose of the evaluation. Similarly, she or 
he estimated which attribute score was the 
maximum level one would expect due to 

training. The convention is to assign 0 points 
of utility to that minimum acceptable level 
and 100 points of utility to the maximum 
possible level. Second, the SME determined 
the shape of the uni-variant utility function 
(increasing or decreasing, monotonic or 
non-monotonic, and linear, multilinear or 
non-linear). Therefore, we had determined 
several points where the functions were de-
fined and their shape. In the third stage, each 
SME traced the contour of the corresponding 
uni-variant utility functions using a graphi-
cal grid. Using this information we derived 
the analytical expression for each function, 
obtaining the set of functions which define 
the utility for any score in the measurement 
scale of the corresponding attribute. Finally, 
each function was evaluated using the pre and 
post-training observed data to determine the 
corresponding uni-variant utility. As a result 
we had all the observed data for all the at-
tributes expressed on a single common scale 
of utility, making them comparable. Figure 1 
shows examples of uni-variant utility func-
tions for some of the attributes considered 
in our evaluation.

Step 6: Calculate aggregated utility. In order to 
have a single estimate for the total utility 
before training and another one after train-
ing, one must combine the weights for all 
the attributes and their uni-variant utilities 
estimated in both pre and post-training situ-
ations. Although other aggregation rules exit, 
we opted for simplicity using the following 
weighted average of uni-variant utility with 
the relative importance weights as loads:

 16

1
.j i iji

U w u
=

=∑    (3)

 where j sub-index is the option being evalu-
ated, i.e., pre or post-training situations; i 
sub-index refers to one of the 16 considered 
attributes; Uj is the aggregated total utility 
for the evaluated option j; wi is the weight 
corresponding to attribute i; and, uij is the 
uni-variant utility corresponding to the at-
tribute i for the option j.
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Figure 1. Example of uni-variant utility functions for MAU model

Utility Function Attribute G
"PBMs’ Performance Appraisal per Branch Directors"

100
100

Ub = 15 (pre-training utility)

Ua = 40.71 (post-training utility)

75

0
0

50

100

3.90 4.18 4.47 4.75

PBMs’ performance appraisal per branch directors”
Scale 1 - 5

Utility

Utility of G

Utility Function Attribute K
"Commercialization Knowledge"

100

0

37.5
Ua = 35.25 (post-training utility)

Ub = 23.25 (pre-training utility)

0

50

100

3.5 4 4.5

Commercialization knowledge
Scale 1 - 5

Utility

Utility of K

Utility Function Attribute P
"PBMs’ Training Satisfaction”

100

0

16.67
Ub = 20.83 (pre-training utility)

Ua = 51.67 (post-training utility)

0

50

100

7.5 8 8.5 9

PBMs’ training satisfaction
Scale 1 - 10

Utility
Utility of P
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Substituting in (3) the corresponding estimated 
values we obtained that the utility before and after 
training were 18.56 utility points (u.p.) and 32.12 
u.p per trainee respectively. The cost of training can 
be introduced in the MAU model by estimating the 
value of the training cost in terms of utility points 
(see Edwards & Newman, 1982). We estimated the 
cost of training being equal to a discount of 0.17 u.p. 
in aggregated total utility. Therefore, the estimate net 
increase in the total utility due to training was 13.17 
u.p. per trainee, which represented an increase in total 
utility of approximately 71%.

DISCUSSION

Comparison UA and MAU Evaluation

Our UA and MAU evaluations determined great ben-
efits from training. UA model assesses the impact of 
training in euros. The MAU approach evaluates in 
terms of utility points. While monetary units are well 
understood by everyone in the organization, utility 
points only acquire a meaning under a comparative 
context. Boudreau (1983a) argued that computing 
the utility in dollars facilitates the communication of 
HRM effectiveness to managers. Nevertheless, other 
authors suggested that decisions based on MAU are 
more communicable and defensible (Roth, 1994). The 
argument is that there may be a trade off between the 
lack of meaning of utility units and the rich information 
produced along the whole MAU evaluation process, 
which can be used to justify the logical process of 
making a decision, what factors were used to make a 
decision and how they affected that decision.

UA model only included the effect of increased job 
performance and ignored other factors such as trainees’ 
knowledge acquisition or trainees’ satisfaction that 
MAU considered. Because of its multi-attribute nature, 
MAU model becomes a strategic tool for identifying 
the strengths and weaknesses of the training program 
under evaluation. When an important attribute, let us 
say “knowledge on commercialization”, shows to have 
a low impact in the total utility, one may want to rein-
force the training program in those aspects related to 
that attribute. However, UA is a more operational aid 
that tells you whether or not training produces benefits 
but does not give much information about the sources 
which increase and/or reduce those benefits.

The high participation of stakeholders along the 
process of evaluation is one important feature of MAU 
approach. This may have a positive effect on acceptance 
of the evaluation results and the evaluation procedure 
itself. Nevertheless, organizational members may 
consider MAU process to be highly complex and very 
demanding of internal resources which may persuade 
them to prefer UA.

UA vs. MAU: Where to Look in the  
Future?

The accuracy of UA and MAU models may be improved 
by including control variables that determine whether 
the utility is a consequence of training or is caused 
by other external factors. More research is needed to 
analyze how to incorporate control variables into the 
models. 

More MAU models need to be developed and 
implemented in real organizations. There exist other 
multi-attribute evaluation approaches upon which MAU 
can be developed, as for example, ProMES (Pritchard, 
1990; Roth, 1994). Future empirical research comparing 
MAU models based on ProMES with other based on 
MAUT, like the one reported here, will be interesting 
(Roth & Bobko, 1997).

Since MAU adopts a multiple constituency approach 
where different stakeholder groups reveal their pref-
erences estimating weights or utility functions, some 
authors have proposed MAU as a mean to capture each 
group managerial policy (Roth & Bobko, 1997). They 
also suggested that participants may be more satisfied 
using MAU than other traditional policy capturing meth-
ods. Future research in this direction may be relevant 
as there is little attention to this potential of MAU.

Some studies have found that UA may be futile, 
while others have challenged these conclusions (Cas-
cio, 2000). Beyond the question as to whether or not 
practitioners accept less UA than MAU, what may be 
a promising direction is a research of the conditions 
under which the effect of the utility information on ac-
ceptance may be weak or strong. Since UA and MAU 
models are decision making tools, another interesting 
research direction is to analyze and compare their 
capacity to predict actual decisions.

As we have mentioned, MAU was proposed as a 
way to raise practitioners’ acceptance of UA approach. 
That MAU generates higher levels of acceptance than 
UA needs to be formally hypothesized and empirically 
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U
tested since this proposition remains as fairly specu-
lative in the literature. Some authors have stated that 
research on UA needs a conceptual framework to 
study the use and acceptance of UA information by 
practitioners (Boudreau, 1991; Roth et al. 2001). One 
step in this direction is to understand why practitioners 
are rejecting utility techniques. The theory of planned 
behavior seems to be an adequate framework to study 
this issue (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980). Future empiri-
cal works should consider and analyze professionals’ 
perceptions, attitudes and behavioral intentions after 
being exposed to either UA or MAU.

Tsui et al. (1988) claimed for effective methods to 
evaluate HR. Needless to say that UA and MAU are 
not the unique available approaches to evaluate HRM 
effectiveness. Other procedures are, for example, the 
measurement of the human ROI and/or cost computa-
tion procedures (Gómez-Mejía et al., 1997). Whether 
or not UA and MAU are effective methods to evaluate 
HR function is an interesting research question for the 
future. Further research should be directed to test the 
validity of UA and MAU models and to compare the 
merits among different HR evaluation methods.

Finally, we still lack a clear global picture of how 
HRM professionals and researchers are responding to 
the imperative of rigorous and systematic evaluation 
of HRM effectiveness. Beyond UA and MAU models, 
a thorough review and analyses of the state-of-the-art 
regarding HR system evaluation, both in practice and 
research domains, will be a helpful step to clarify cur-
rent trends, determine common interests, and identify 
the right direction for future applied research. 

CONCLUSION

Nowadays, most companies recognize that people 
are critical strategic resources. As a consequence, the 
accountability of HRM function becomes an impera-
tive. One challenge for the HRM function is to show 
how it contributes to the firm value. UA or MAU 
models may be interesting to organizations because 
they provide some estimates of the value of HRM. 
These techniques can be viewed as decision support 
systems or as means for communicating and pursuing 
organizational effectiveness. Although this research 
shows how to apply the models to assess the impact of 
an e-training intervention, they can be used to evalu-
ate many other HRM interventions. This article has 

two major contributions. First, we offer an overview 
and description of the fundamentals of UA and MAU 
approaches, which we think enrich the content of this 
encyclopedia. Second, we designed and applied a 
MAU model in a real organizational setting to assess 
HRM value. We believe that MAU and UA alongside 
other mechanisms to show the impact of HR systems, 
such as Balance Scorecard or ROI analysis, must be 
presented and discussed in both academic and profes-
sional forums and must be considered as components 
of a global HRIS. HRM field will not be complete, 
neither rigorous, nor recognized until it can demonstrate 
its contribution to the achievement of organizational 
goals. First, we believe that HRM evaluation has to be 
addressed systematically, formally and in depth.
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KEY TERMS

Attribute: Each variable or value dimension which 
measures each factor that stakeholders consider relevant 
for evaluating the impact of an HR intervention using 
the MAU method.

Delphi Groups: A number of individuals who never 
meet as a group to offer suggestions or make estimates. 
Members proceed through multiple rounds of input, 
receive feedback regarding prior round of input, and 
revise their inputs.

E-Learning: Refers to the use of computers and 
networking technology for knowledge and skill build-
ing. There are several types of e-learning ranging along 
two extremes: synchronous training using live instruc-
tors and asynchronous or self-paced training, being the 
latter the most usual form of e-learning.

Multi-Attribute Utility Analysis: Set of procedures 
for guiding decision making in HRM that integrates in 
a single value, called utility, all the multiple results of 
a particular course of action. This approach estimates 
the utility of HRM interventions combining the vari-
ous attributes relevant to decision makers, estimating 
importance weights for each attribute, defining func-
tions which scale the attributes in a common metric 
(single-attribute utility), and finally, determining a 
function that combines each attribute weight and 
single-attribute utility into an overall index called 
multi-attribute utility.

Stakeholder: Group of people composed by indi-
viduals with any interest regarding decision making 
regarding the HR intervention being evaluated, indi-
viduals with influence over decision makers who wanted 
to consider the formers’ opinions in the evaluation pro-
cess, and anyone who transmit or receive HR measures 
(Boudreau, 1996; Edwards & Newman, 1982).

Standard Deviation of the Monetary Value of 
Job Performance: SDy. Key parameter in the utility 
analysis formulas that needs to be estimated in order to 
calculate the economic impact of HRM interventions. 
It is related with the measurement of the monetary 
value of the HR contributions. This parameter indicates 
the amount of variability in the value of performance 
and gives an idea of the importance of performance 
because the larger SDy, the higher the benefit for the 
organization derived from increased performance due 
to any HR intervention.

Staticized Groups: Collections of individuals who 
never meet and make suggestions or estimate quantities. 
They usually have only one interaction of input and 
their inputs are combined into a master list if they are 
making suggestions, or averaged if they are making 
quantitative estimates.

True Effect Size: dt. Element in the utility analy-
sis formulas which needs to be estimated. It refers to 
an index which measures the increase in employees’ 
productivity due to any HR intervention. Generally, it 
refers to a family of indexes that measure the magnitude 
of a treatment effect.

Uni-Variant Utility or Scaling Function: Function 
that calculates the level of utility corresponding to any 
given raw score in the attribute measurement scale. This 
function defines the relationship between the attribute 
metric and a general scale of utility. 

Utility Analysis: A process to help guide decision 
making that adopts a cost-benefit approach for esti-
mating the economic impact of HRM interventions. It 
contains a set of formulas and models that combines 
information such as work force size, effect size and 
the economic value of job performance to estimate the 
benefits of HRM interventions.
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ENDNOTES

1 There are several general advantages associated to 
the self-paced training, for example: it reduces the 
employees’ time away from work and their travel 
cost; provides employees’ time, space and rhythm 
flexibility to complete training; and, allows easier 
employees’ tracking and evaluation. Conversely, it 
also present some disadvantages, just citing some 
of hem: there is a learner separation in time and 
space of the knowledge source that make difficult 
to check out her or his understanding; employees’ 
work load and their motivation to learn affect 
the results of e-learning and its transference into 
improvements in on-the-job performance; some 
individual abilities and willingness to access 
learning courses may have some effects on the 
e-learning results. Interested readers in the topic 
are referred to academic works as Brown (2005), 
Evans (2003) or Freitas and Oliver (2005) and to 
professional oriented articles as Broadbent (2001), 
Hartley (2001) or Vaas (2001).
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