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Thirty years on from the seminal works on human resource management (HRM)
by Beer et al., we examine how the subject has developed. We offer a normative
review, based on that model and critique the assumption that the business of
HRM is solely to improve returns to owners and shareholders. We identify the
importance of a wider view of stakeholders to practitioners and how academic
studies on the periphery of HRM are beginning to adopt such a view. We argue
that the HRM studies so far have given us much valuable learning but that the
subject has now reached a point where we need to take a wider, more contex-
tual, more multilayered approach founded on the long-term needs of all relevant
stakeholders. The original Beer et al. model remains a valuable guide to the next
30 years of HRM. © 2015 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.
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uman Resource Management (HRM) as
an academic discipline is now 30 years
old, if we take the publication in 1984
of the classic textbooks by Beer, Spector,

MacMahan, 1992), which developed into empiri-
cally testing the link between HRM and long-term
success in terms of economic measures of firm
performance (Paauwe, Guest, & Wright, 2013).

Lawrence, Mills, and Walton and by
Fombrun, Tichy, and Devanna as the date of
birth. Since then, HRM has established itself,
gained popularity, and developed a strong posi-
tion. The 1980s were characterized by debates
on the definition and the nature of the concept
of HRM (Guest, 1987). The following decade
saw the emergence of the concept of strategic
human resource management (SHRM) (Wright &

The added value focus that was established then,
however, defined outcomes mainly in terms of
economic value (productivity and efficiency),
and neglected employee well-being and soci-
etal well-being (though with notable exceptions;
see, for example, J. C. Collins & Porras, 1997;
Ptfeffer, 1994, 1998). Ironically, this neglect of the
human and societal outcomes as equally impor-
tant with organizational outcomes for assessing
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the effectiveness of an HRM system has made the
discipline of HRM successful. It played to a domi-
nant, narrow (though mythical; see Stout, 2012)
view that the purpose of the firm is to maximize
shareholder value. But we argue that HRM needs
to broaden the focus if we are to catch up with
leading-edge CEOs and their companies, who

We argue that HRM
needs to broaden
the focus if we are
to catch up with
leading-edge CEQOs
and their companies,
who are redefining
the purpose of the
firm and consequently

their HRM practice in

are redefining the purpose of the
firm and consequently their HRM
practice in a way first articulated 30
years ago by Beer et al. (1984).

This article explores the devel-
opment of the territory of HRM, tak-
ing an avowedly normative stance,
arguing that we need to return to
the original Beer et al. (1984) text,
which emphasized the multiple
stakeholders involved, within com-
plex environmental issues, leading
to a range of potential outcomes.
We argue that in the past 30 years,
with some notable exceptions,
the field has become successful by
developing a narrow focus on eco-

a way first articulated

30 years ago.

nomic performance. In the course of
doing so, however, it has lost sight
of the wider group of stakeholders
noted in the Beer et al. (1984) text
and, as a result, has become too

divorced from fields (such as orga-
nizational development, corporate governance,
and industrial relations) with which it should be
closely connected. This has caused academic HRM
to fall behind the wider agenda evident among
some leading-edge companies. We therefore pro-
pose a new agenda for the subject: going “back to
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the future” by reengaging with the original Beer
et al. model.

We proceed by briefly reviewing the origi-
nal Harvard model and comparing it with the
Michigan model, and arguing that the model still
broadly reflects the reality with which organiza-
tions deal. These models have been highly influen-
tial, though they are not without flaws, and in the
final section of this article, we argue for a new and
wider research agenda. We acknowledge the value
of more narrowly focused approaches to HRM, but
argue that it is now time to go beyond that and
to acknowledge the role of multiple stakeholders
that organizations deal with every day and bring
our studies back into line with the reality faced by
those involved.

Outlining the Territory

Going back to our roots can be instructive. The early
models were developed in the early 1980s in a time
of globalization and increasing competitiveness.
These now classic models published in 1984 by Beer
et al., which in recognition of its authors and its ori-
gins was dubbed the Harvard model (Figure 1), and
by Fombrun et al., which for similar reasons was
called the Michigan model (Figure 2), differentiated
the subject from the previous “personnel manage-
ment” studies. While the latter generally examined
the administrative role of personnel departments
and personnel processes, using a short-term focus
and cost minimization as the key evaluation criteria
(Guest, 1987), the new models represented a differ-
ent way of thinking about employee management:
human resource management. This was built on
the role of employees as both the major operating
cost for most organizations and also human and
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Source: Beer et al. (1984), Figure 2-1, p. 16, Map of the HRM Territory.

FIGURE 1.The “Harvard” Model (Beer et al., 1984)
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social capital, the only resource able to generate
value from other resources in order to create orga-
nizational success. HRM gave the subject a long-
term strategic orientation. Both texts argued that
cost-effective HRM was a key to organizational sur-
vival and success. Alongside the long-term strategic
orientation and human capital focus, both models
stressed alignment notions grounded in the stra-
tegic contingency models of the 1970s and 1980s
(e.g., Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967; Mintzberg, 1979).
These approaches emphasized the necessity of
internally consistent and externally relevant HRM
bundles (internal or horizontal fit) in combination
with the importance of aligning such HRM bundles
with organization strategy (strategic or vertical fit).

Despite their similarities, there are some cru-
cial differences between the Harvard and the
Michigan models (Legge, 1995, 2005). Four differ-
ences are central to our argument.

First, and crucially for our argument here,
while the Michigan model (Figure 2) is concerned

Strategic Management and Environmental Pressures

Political
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with returns to shareholders, the Harvard model
(Figure 1) acknowledges a range of stakeholders,
including not just shareholders but also employ-
ees and trade unions, management, community,
and government.

Second, the Harvard model applies a social
systems perspective, acknowledging, for example,
the influence and relevance of multiple stakehold-
ers (internal and external), their social interac-
tions, and their influence on HRM policy choices.
The Michigan model, by contrast, put forward an
individual perspective, which has been taken up
enthusiastically by the industrial psychologists
(Godard, 2014; Shields & Grant, 2010) who now,
arguably, dominate academic HRM.

Third, linked to the first two differences
are varying notions of outcomes. While in the
Michigan model outcomes are

defined in relation to shareholders,
in the Harvard model value creation
builds on notions that firms need
to:

corporations derive

e Create economic value through
organizational effectiveness;
e Contribute to individual well-

The Harvard model,

recognizing that

their right to exist

forces and supporting

being; and, since organizations
derive their legitimacy from
society,

e Have policies and make deci-
sions that will have long-term
benefits for the society.

resources from
society, incorporates

a multidimensional

Mission
and
strategy

Cultural
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Economic

forces performance

Hence, the Harvard model, rec-
ognizing that corporations derive
their right to exist and supporting

construct under the

heading of long-term

Human
resource
management

Organization
structure

The Human Resource Cycle

Rewards

T =

Appraisal

Selection Performance

= Development

FIGURE 2.The “Michigan” Model (Fombrun et al., 1984)
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resources from society, incorporates
a multidimensional performance
construct under the heading of

consequences.

long-term consequences. This con-

struct includes organizational effectiveness (sus-
tainable organizational and financial outcomes),
individual well-being (e.g., satisfaction, commit-
ment, motivation, happiness, fairness, trust, and
health), and societal well-being (e.g., the firm'’s
impact on society and its resulting reputation and
social legitimacy).

Fourth, the situational factors in the Harvard
model comprise three different kinds of ante-
cedents: These are the external elements such as
societal values, the laws, the labor market, and
the business conditions within which the orga-
nization has to work; elements that are more
directly under the organization’s control but
that are limited by previous managerial decisions
and history, including the workforce character-
istics, the task technology and the unions; and
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elements that are directly related to the business
but are outside the direct remit of HRM, such as
the management philosophy and the business
strategy. The situational factors in the Michigan
model represent both internal (mission, strategy,
and organization structure) and external organi-
zation contextual aspects (cultural, economic,
and political forces).

These differences in outcomes are reflected
in a difference in process. The Harvard model
takes a more normative stance, acknowledging
multiple stakeholders and defining long-term
consequences in terms of a multidimensional
performance construct, but it considers employee
influence as a central aspect of the HRM policy
choices, influencing all other policy areas, such as
human resource flows, rewards systems, and work
systems. From a European perspective this fits

A multistakeholder

perspective also

research to move
beyond the “proper”
science paradigm,
in which social
(and management)
science aims to

mimic the physical

the European Democracy models
in HRM (Paauwe, 2004) and indeed
the HRM course at Harvard Business
School included a case on workers’
councils in the Netherlands. An
American equivalent voice or influ-
ence mechanism is the Strategic
Fitness Process that, like several
other organizational development
(OD) methods, enables employees
to speak truth to power about the
organization’s alignment with strat-
egy and values (Beer & FEisenstat,
1996, 2004). From the Harvard
model perspective, the strategic con-
tingency frameworks (emphasizing
the relevance of fit and alignment)
are still relevant (Beer, Voelpel,
Leibold, & Tekie, 2005), but need to
be complemented with a normative

requires HRM

sciences.

values-based framework. The exter-
nal elements of the Harvard model foresaw some
of the currently developing interest in contextual
HRM (Brewster, 1999; Paauwe & Boselie, 2003),
thus prefiguring some of the recent work in com-
parative HRM (Brewster & Mayrhofer, 2012).

A multistakeholder perspective also requires
HRM research to move beyond the “proper”
science paradigm, in which social (and man-
agement) science aims to mimic the physical
sciences (yes/no hypotheses, replicated cases,
sophisticated statistics) that HRM has so enthu-
siastically embraced. HRM practitioners operate
in a complex world in which multiple outcomes
have to be considered. It is, therefore, not sur-
prising that they find little HRM research to be
usable or actionable. The much-debated divide
between the practitioners of HRM and the aca-
demic analysts (Rynes, Colbert, & Brown, 2002;

Rynes, Giluk, & Brown, 2007) mirrors the gen-
eral management academic/practitioner debate
(Guest, 2007; Keiser & Leiner, 2009). The 2007
special issue (no. 5) of the Academy of Management
Journal is an example of this debate, and the
articles in the special issue are all devoted to the
disconnection between HRM science and HRM
practice. Rynes et al. (2007), for example, find
that less than 1% of HRM practitioners read aca-
demic HRM publications. In both cases, part of
the reason for this divide is that while the pres-
sure in the (social) science world of manage-
ment and human resource management studies
is to become increasingly like “proper” science,
practitioners do not operate in a pure science,
“all other things being equal” world. They oper-
ate in a world where multiple stakeholders are
the everyday experience, where practitioners are
always conscious of the environment in which
they operate, and where satisfying a complex
range of (not necessarily entirely compatible)
internal and external stakeholders requires the
balancing of a range of outcomes. If we are to
make our studies relevant, we have to widen the
agenda. The multistakeholder perspective we are
arguing for will require research that is qualita-
tive and case based, with an action science or
action research perspective largely missing from
current academic research.

The First 30 Years of Research

Why was it that HRM academics adopted the
narrow focus on financial performance indica-
tors? First, the late 1970s saw the emergence of
economics as the dominant paradigm, reflected,
for example, in the popularity of agency theory
(Jensen, 2010; Jensen & Meckling, 1976). This
economic- and incentive-focused concept became
one of the leading organization theories on firm
capitalization, performance-related pay, corporate
governance, and corporate strategy. Economics
as the dominant paradigm is also reflected in
Murphy and Cooper’s (2000) comments on the
dominance of “the enterprise culture” since the
1970s for all organizations, including public-
sector organizations.

Second, related to this economic dominance
are the approaches to incentives and employee
motivation. In the 1980s, neoclassic economics
started to dominate one of the key HRM policy
domains: compensation. Individual performance-
related pay and bonuses were linked to organi-
zational performance (via labor productivity)
and financial performance (via sales and profits),
with little or no attention to employee well-being
or the effects on society (Kim & Ouimet, 2014;
Kruse, Freeman, & Blasi, 2010). This assumption

Human Resource Management DOI: 10.1002/hrm



that employees were all “economic men” (in the
sexist language of the day), motivated only by
extra bonuses, was applied in the financial sec-
tor and was arguably one of the reasons for the
economic crisis that began in 2008 and caused
so much havoc in so many countries. That crisis
illuminated the issues raised by previous corpo-
rate scandals and the role HRM played in them
(Cools, 2009; Farndale, Paauwe, & Boselie, 2010).
Economics was hot and sociology (industrial rela-
tions in particular) not.

Third, the HRM and performance debate of
the mid-1990s introduced a focus on empirical
research measuring (1) HRM, (2) performance,
and (3) the link between the two concepts (Guest,
1997). Financial performance indicators are eas-
ier to measure than nonfinancial performance
outcomes, making metrics such as share price,
return on investment (ROI), and return on assets
(ROA) popular outcome variables in HRM research
(Becker, Huselid, Pickus, & Spratt, 1997; Huselid,
19935). Social indicators, for example, represent-
ing societal well-being, are much more difficult
to measure. Alongside the issue of measurabil-
ity (financial versus nonfinancial) is the related
issue of legitimacy of outcomes. Financial perfor-
mance indicators such as sales, profits, and mar-
ket value (Becker & Gerhart, 1996; Becker et al.,
1997; Huselid, 1995; Tichy, Fombrun, & Devanna,
1982) have more legitimacy than nonfinancial
performance indicators. For most of its history
the assumption in the vast majority of HRM
studies has been that the sole purpose of HRM is
ultimately to improve the financial return to the
shareholders.

In effect, HRM colluded with managers
and ignored the wider stakeholder perspective,
which, as we argue here, is in the process of being
reversed by farsighted CEOs (Beer, Eisenstat, Foote,
Fredberg, & Norrgren, 2011). Moreover, there
is often little consensus on the nature and defi-
nition of nonfinancial performance indicators,
while profits and the like are broadly accepted as
important outcome variables. These critiques were
picked up by, for example, Pfeffer (1998), Collins
(2001), and Collins and Porras (1994).

The legitimacy of financial measures of HRM
was a particularly powerful factor in the Anglo-
Saxon, liberal market economies (Amable, 2003;
Hall & Soskice, 2001), which were then at the cen-
ter of most of the work on HRM. In those coun-
tries, the study of HRM has tended to concentrate
on private-sector organizations and, in some cases,
particularly the more researchable and supportive
giant, publicly quoted, multinational corpora-
tions (MNCs). For academics and for managers
in such businesses, the focus on organizational

Human Resource Management DOI: 10.1002/hrm
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effectiveness, often narrowly defined as short-
term financial success, made sense. Employee
well-being and societal well-being were structur-
ally neglected. And when they were taken into
account, they were seen as means toward other
ends (Kaufman, 2010). For example, employee
engagement was argued to be linked to eco-
nomic success (Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002),
and engagement with the local society created
pragmatic legitimacy (Kostova & Zaheer, 1999;
Suchman, 1995).

The employee perspective, including social
partners such as trade unions and works councils,
was often neglected or seen as the exclusive prop-
erty of psychologists and labor relations scholars.
However, from around 2000 onward, increased
attention was paid to the employee perspective in
SHRM studies (Wright & Boswell, 2002), though
even here only limited attention was paid to the

impact of such HRM approaches
on employee well-being and effects
such as stress and burnout, which
have received more recent attention
(Van De Voorde, Paauwe, & Van
Veldhoven, 2012).

There was a similar lack of
interest in and evidence about the
effect of human resource manage-
ment policies and practices on the
community within which the busi-
ness operates. Again, with the more
recent development of notions
such as sustainable HRM (Ehnert &
Harry, 2011; Taylor, Osland, & Egri,
2012) and corporate social respon-
sibility (see the special issue of the
International Journal of Management

In effect, HRM
colluded with
managers and
ignored the wider
stakeholder
perspective, which,
as we argue here,
is in the process of
being reversed by

farsighted CEOs.

Reviews, Lindgreen & Swaen, 2010),
this is beginning to change. Interestingly, and
linked to our argument that the wider view bet-
ter reflects practitioners’ reality, many of these
developments started with practitioners (Palacios-
Marqués & Devece-Caranana, 2013).

The notion of the community raises the issue
of context. In management theory generally and
in HRM specifically, context tends to be assumed.
[tis sometimes referred to as a control, but in many
cases there is an implicit assumption that the find-
ings would apply in all circumstances beyond
those in which they were discovered: it is part of
the “proper science” response that seeks universal
answers (Brewster, 1999). Geographic location, in
particular, atfects how HRM is understood, which
stakeholders it is meant to serve, what practices
have legitimacy, and what effects specific practices
have (Brewster & Mayrhofer, 2012). Rosenzweig
and Nohria (1994) identified many years ago the
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fact that HRM is the most localized of manage-
ment practices, and there is little evidence that
countries are getting more alike in the way they
conceive of and manage HRM, with the possible
exception of the very top executives of multi-
national firms (Gooderham & Nordhaug, 2011;
Mayrhofer, Brewster, Morley, & Ledolter, 2011).
Yet the situational factors in the Harvard model
are frequently left to one side.

Barriers to Change

So there are reasons why HRM has found itself in
this situation, and there are some serious barriers
to changing this. First, there is little or no consen-
sus within the HRM academic community about
the topic of study. Attempts to cre-

approaches,
including “research
by walking around,”
action research, and
narrative research,

which recognize

are more problematic
for young academics

seeking tenure.

ate more consensus on HRM have
not been convincing (Guest, 2011).
The universalist approach with, cur-
rently, a heavy emphasis on human
capital theory and the resource
based view is very different from the
contextual HRM approaches that
highlight multiple stakeholders and
take into account the institutional
environment (Brewster, 1999). With
the rise of strategic human resource
studies from emerging countries in
Asia (N. Collins, Zhu, & Warner,

Qualitative

broad theoretical 2012) and South America (Davilla &
perspectives Elvira, 2012), we can imagine even
less consensus on how to conceptu-

including multiple alize HRM.
Second, the proposed HRM per-
stakeholders and spective does not fit very well with
contextual factors, ~contemporary career planning of

young academics. In order to get a
tenure-track position and to get ten-
ured, publication in a top-ranked
international journal has become
increasingly important. The most
popular research strategy is to apply

“proper” science, usually focused
on narrow HRM topics (often single HRM prac-
tices), ignoring the complex system in which they
exist, collect acceptable quantitative data sets,
and apply advanced statistical techniques such as
structural equation modeling. By contrast, quali-
tative research is likely to yield a deeper under-
standing of the complex reality of HRM in practice
and expose the dynamics of organizational sys-
tems. Although most of the leading journals have
either issued calls for more qualitative research
(Doz, 2011) or have such calls in their objectives,
qualitative research remains “rare” (Doz, 2011,
p- 582). Hence, qualitative approaches, including
“research by walking around,” action research,

and narrative research, which recognize broad
theoretical perspectives including multiple stake-
holders and contextual factors, are more problem-
atic for young academics seeking tenure.

Third, the simplistic “proper science” ap-
proach, with its search for universal laws, fits much
better with the demands of many practitioners and
academics for “straightforward answers.” Pointing
out that the management of human beings is a
complex and multifaceted task, with no simplistic
answers that will apply in all circumstances, may
be accurate but leaves the consultants without a
product to sell and the practitioners without a
solution they can offer their business partners.

Thus, there are vested interests in the situa-
tion revealed by much of the HRM research. But
we must go beyond that if we intend to be of real
value in the future. Going beyond would be a huge
challenge if the notion of multiple stakeholders,
contextual variation, and complex outcomes were
seen by businesses as just a distraction from the
serious business of making money or if there was
not already a stream of academic activity leading
us in this direction. Fortunately, business is tak-
ing these concepts seriously, and there is already
academic interest in a more complex and realistic
view of HRM.

The Next 30 Years: A Multistakeholder
Research Agenda

Such developments are, we believe, pushing the
field closer to the reality that practitioners face.
Even from the limited financial results point of
view, shareholders can suffer if businesses fail to
meet the needs of other stakeholders. As George
Serafeim (2014) has pointed out, such failures risk
punitive fines (Hillman & Keim, 2001), consumer
boycotts (Sen, Gurhan-Canli, & Morwitz, 2001),
and, directly in our sphere, problems in hiring the
most talented people (Greening & Turban, 2000).
It has been widely argued in the developing (if
ungrammatical) “doing well by doing good” lit-
erature (Falck & Heblich, 2007; Laszlo, 2008) that
paying attention to all stakeholders will ben-
efit all stakeholders. In other words, taking this
wider view is of value to shareholders not at their
expense. A Friedmanesque (Friedman, 1970) per-
spective is as outdated and fallacious in HRM as
anywhere else.

In the practitioner world, the corporate social
responsibility (CSR) movement is developing into
notions of conscious business or conscious capi-
talism (Mackey & Sisodia, 2013), where these mul-
tiple stakeholders and complex objectives are seen
as central to the way organizations operate, per-
haps foreshadowing the development of “not-just-
for-profit” businesses. The member companies of

Human Resource Management DOI: 10.1002/hrm



the Center for Higher Ambition Leadership and
the “higher ambition” leaders profiled in a book
of that name (Beer et al., 2011) share such ideas,
for example.

We do not take a simplistic unitary approach
to these issues. Despite the extensive evidence
of mutual value, there will, of course, be many
occasions where there is a conflict between stake-
holders’ perspectives. Shareholders and employee
stakeholders may have differing interests (some-
thing that forms a central part of the industrial
relations literature), and there may be tension
between shareholder value and corporate social
responsibility (Jones & Nisbet, 2011). So the ques-
tions that we academics face concern the way
we research a multistakeholder concept of HRM.
Fundamental to a multistakeholder approach
must be the creation, maintenance, and devel-
opment of a culture of trust among the different
stakeholders. Considering HRM as a social system,
in contrast to the dominant individual perspec-
tive, puts the relationships between stakehold-
ers at the center of our studies. How, given the
inevitable tensions between stakeholders, such
relationships can be built and managed should
be a crucial part of the HRM research agenda.
Because most of the research so far takes a rather
limited, financial-value-only approach to orga-
nizational performance, it has shed no light on
this question. Adopting a multistakeholder per-
spective on firm performance is more complex, as
leading-edge practitioners understand. Our future
research agenda could pay more attention to the
largely unconsidered aspects of the 1984 Harvard
model: the different stakeholders and the varying
situations.

The notion of businesses’ responsibility to the
different stakeholders and societies in which they
operate is hardly a new thought in management
studies (Berle & Means, 1932), but there have been
large strides in stakeholder theory in recent years
(Freeman, Harrison, Wicks, Parmar, & de Colle,
2010), and this is gradually being reflected in
HRM. The meanings that people attribute to the
way they are treated at work (organizational cli-
mate) and the values and assumptions that exist
in a workplace (organizational culture) are directly
connected to stakeholder satisfaction (Schneider,
Ehrart, & Macey, 2013; see also Heskett, Sasser, &
Wheeler, 2008)—these are the very stuff of HRM.
Heskett et al. (2008) suggest that getting custom-
ers and employees to act as if they were owners is
a superhighway to profitability, and the employee
part of that at least also falls squarely within the
remit of HRM. And HRM research must also inves-
tigate how defining a higher purpose for the cor-
poration affects the attraction of the company to

Human Resource Management DOI: 10.1002/hrm
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prospective recruits and then creates meaning and
commitment.

Research is needed to help explain how firms
that intend to treat their owners, employees, cus-
tomers, and their communities as stakeholders
should manage their HRM. Such a firm may be
able to find only limited guidance in the current
HRM literature. Would HRM policies and prac-
tices in multistakeholder-focused firms be, and
how would they be, different from HRM in those
firms that are focused solely on delivering a return
for their shareholders in whatever legal ways they
can find? We might propose that the key effects
would be as much on the strategic management
processes as on the policies themselves—the way
that the business designs and implements its
leadership development strategies, or its com-
pensation policies, for example. It may be that
such firms would be more likely to have extensive
two-way communication policies between man-
agement staff and employees, par-

ticularly perhaps customer-facing
employees. In terms of practices, it
seems likely that issues of recruit-
ment and selection, development,
and retention would become more
salient. The recent development of
“engagement” as a topic of research
would be much strengthened if the
outcomes measured were employee
well-being (physical and psycho-
logical health) as well as business
performance, or if engagement
could be extended to meaningful
influence by employees on orga-
nizational arrangements and HRM
policies and practices. As another

situations.

Our future research
agenda could pay
more attention to the
largely unconsidered
aspects of the 1984
Harvard model: the
different stakeholders

and the varying

example, “talent management”
may be extended to the release of the wider tal-
ent inherent in all members of the workforce on
such criteria (Thunnissen, Boselie, & Fruytier,
2013).

There are wider issues, too. At present, there is
a research gap in our understanding of the role of
leaders in developing a multistakeholder perspec-
tive (see the perceptive article by Meyer & Kirby,
2010) and in spreading and fostering the culture
of trust needed to make such an approach work
(Searle & Dietz, 2012). When leaders do decide
to move to a multistakeholder perspective, are
we able to help them with ideas about how to do
that? Though the numbers in practice seem to be
increasing, there are perhaps too few examples
in the literature for us to rely on the research to
identify what kind of transformation would be
required or to be able confidently to assist firms
to go about it.
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The widest issue of all may be the question of
international comparisons and the role of institu-
tions in fostering a multistakeholder approach.
The literature shows that such approaches are
more common in, for example, the northern
European countries such as the Nordic states and
the Netherlands (Amable, 2003; Hall & Soskice,
2001; Ioannou & Serafeim, 2012) and even
indicates some of the differences in HRM prac-
tices seen in those countries (Wood, Brewster, &
Brookes, 2014). But there is very little evidence on
why this might be. Do certain institutions such as
high levels of trade union membership, or works
councils and codetermination, impact the leaders
and employees of firms such that they are more
likely to develop mutual trust and change the
nature of the culture and climate

Action science
approaches are more
likely to contribute
to our understanding
of how to manage
alignment between
HRM policies and
practices and
strategy as well as
values, exposing the
barriers to change,
and offer insights into
how these barriers

may be overcome.

within the organization? To date, we
do not have the research evidence to
be able to answer the question.

In addition to these questions
arising directly from the Beer et al.
(1984) text, there are others gained
from the insights obtained from the
research over the past three decades
that help us to identify key areas
that were omitted from both the
Beer et al. and the Fombrun et al.
1984 models. These texts miss the
important role of customers or cli-
ents, both as an influence and as
stakeholders. Further, although the
Beer et al. (1984) text noted the
importance of management philos-
ophy and stressed the responsibility
of all managers, it paid less atten-
tion than it could have to the role
of leadership and line management
enactment in the shaping of HRM
in organizations (see Beer et al.,
2011; Brewster, Brookes, & Gollan,

in press; Brewster, Gollan, & Wright,
2014). As a consequence of this omission, there
is another: neither book emphasizes the effective
implementation of HRM, in particular related to
organizational change and development. Recent
insights under the headings of “strategy-as-
practice” (Regner, 2008) and “HRM implementa-
tion strategies” (Becker & Huselid, 2006) refer to
the relevance of effective implementation in cre-
ating HRM value chains. Effective implementa-
tion and HRM implementation strategies require
a close connection between HRM “science” and
HRM practice beyond the contemporary HRM
“proper science” approaches. Action science
approaches are more likely to contribute to our
understanding of how to manage alignment

between HRM policies and practices and strategy
as well as values, exposing the barriers to change,
and offer insights into how these barriers may
be overcome (Argyris, Putnam, & Smith, 1985).
For example, by developing an intervention
they called the Strategic Human Resource Fitness
Process, Beer and Eisenstat (2004) discovered bar-
riers to changing organizations and their HRM
policies and practices.

Finally, and perhaps inevitably in the attempt
of a new discipline to differentiate itself, the link-
ages from HRM to crucial elements of other disci-
plines are ignored. The linkage between economics
and HRM brought many benefits, especially in
relation to the HRM/economic performance
debate (Guest, Michie, Conway, & Sheehan, 2003;
Ichniowski, Shaw, & Prennushi, 1997), but, as we
have argued, an economic focus may be produc-
ing diminishing returns. Even more useful has
been the linkage with psychology (Nishii, Lepak,
& Schneider, 2008), particularly in its rigorous
approach to theory and methodology and the
closely linked field of organizational behavior
(Paauwe et al., 2013). But, again, by ignoring the
social system and by promoting the notion that the
social science of HRM can be addressed through
a “proper science” paradigm, they may have rel-
egated important aspects of HRM that need to be
studied more in the future. HRM has tended to
lose contact with values (Greenwood, 2013), with
organizational development (Burnes & Cooke,
2012), with employment relations (Townsend &
Wilkinson, 2014), and with corporate governance
(Konzelmann, Conway, Trenberth, & Wilkinson,
20006), to take just a few examples.

There are already signs of the integration of val-
ues into the study of HRM, particularly reinforced
by comparisons between the US studies and those
in other cultures, such as China (Warner, 2013)
and Turkey (Keles & Aycan, 2011). Organizational
behavior specialists generally tend to take a more
individualistic or psychological approach than
HRM specialists, but clearly this is a blurry line
indeed, and more attempts could be made to
bring these two fields closer together. Similarly,
the links between OD and HRM have tended to
atrophy over the years. Not only do we argue that
organizational climate and organizational change
are key issues for HRM, but the multistakeholder
perspective directs us toward notions such as
employee-initiated change (see Burnes & Cooke,
2012). Industrial and employment relations stud-
ies, by contrast, tend to take a more sociological
approach, but since trade unions are a key part
of the situational context in many countries, the
need for a more positive link with HRM is clear.
And corporate governance has been largely absent
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from the HRM analyses, though there have been
harbingers of the importance of melding the two
subjects (Bacon, Wright, Demina, Bruining, &
Boselie, 2008; Gospel & Pendleton, 2003), and
they have been linked through the mergers and
acquisitions literature (Cooke & Huang, 2011;
Marks & Mirvis, 2011; Paik & Belcher, 2012).

It is noticeable that many of the texts cited in
the previous few paragraphs have been developed
from research that was based on either case stud-
ies or international comparisons or both. This,
too, points the way forward. It will be a challenge,
however, for researchers trained in sophisticated
statistics and for journals that have not gener-
ally published much of this kind of research to
enact such a strategy. But these “close up” and
“far away” perspectives often provide a more rele-
vant focus on the complexity of HRM. At perhaps
the furthest extension of such different research
methods is the action research approach discussed
earlier. We understand the demand for rigor in the
“proper science” approach, but rigor can also be
applied to these less common forms of research
and, alongside the traditional approaches, can
help us gain more understanding of the way HRM
works in practice.

Conclusion

In the practitioner world, the CSR movement
is developing into notions of conscious busi-
ness or conscious capitalism (Mackey & Sisodia,
2013), where these multiple stakeholders and
complex objectives are seen as central to the
way the business operates, perhaps foreshadow-
ing the development of “not-just-for-profit” busi-
nesses. The member companies of the Center for
Higher Ambition Leadership and the CEOs pro-
filed by Beer et al. (2011) share these ideas. We
believe that 30 years after the publication of the
Harvard model of HRM, the time is right for the
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academic HRM community to catch up with
innovative practitioners and offer research find-
ings about the best way to enact them. This will
require a mix of “proper” science, systematic lon-
gitudinal case-based research, and action science
methods. It is our belief that too much research
has been focused on showing a positive relation-

ship between HRM practices and
financial performance, though that
research has provided important
insights. Given that CEOs and their
companies are already beginning
to move beyond economic value
creation as the only purpose of the
firm, it is time for HRM researchers
to adopt the normative perspective
that the Harvard model introduced
30 years ago and conduct research
that will help practitioners with the
transformation in which they are
engaged. Required is research on (1)
how HRM practices affect employee
and societal well-being; (2) how
HRM practices such as performance
evaluation, compensation, talent
management, and leadership devel-
opment, to name just a few, change
in the context of a multistakeholder
firm purpose; (3) how a “doing well
by doing good” perspective changes
the capacity of the firm to attract
and commit people; (4) how the
governance of the firm must change
with regard to employees and other

We understand the
demand for rigor in
the “proper science”
approach, but rigor
can also be applied
to these less common
forms of research
and, alongside
the traditional
approaches, can
help us gain more
understanding of the
way HRM works in

practice.

stakeholders; and (5) how organizations might
best go about the process of change itself. Answers
to these questions will enable practicing managers
to enact their higher ambitions more rapidly and
contribute to the business and corporate transfor-
mation already under way.
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