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CHAPTER 3

High-Commitment HRM Policy and
Practice

LEARNING OUTCOMES

By the end of this chapter, readers should understand and be able to explain:

o the meaning of "best practice’/high-commitment HRM, and review its application in practice

e the ways in which bundles of HR practices can be combined together and the problems that might
arise if this leads to inconsistencies in application

e the major theoretical, methodological and empirical concerns about claims that ‘best practice’
HRM can be applied universally in all organisations irrespective of sector, country or type of
organisation.

Drawing on this knowledge and insight, readers should be able to:

e contribute to the implementation of leading-edge HR policies and practices that can maximise the
contribution of peaple to organisational objectives

e advise on whether high-commitment HRM makes sense for all organisations irrespective of
country, sector, type of workplace and staff profile

® benchmark their own organisation’s HR policies and practices against those of competitors.

3.1 INTRODUCTION

Much of the literature on HRM assumes that there is one ‘best way’ to manage people,
and that the approaches taken by leading organisations should be copied carefully in
order for others to be successful. This has led to a search for what are thought to be the
best practices available, and a strong body of literature trying to examine the links
between HRM and organisational performance, which we review more systematically in
Chapter 14,

The current chapter seeks to outline and explain which practices might be seen as ‘best’
in the sense of providing a high-commitment model around which employers can develop
their own HR policies and practices. The two terms — best practice/high-commitment
HRM - are used interchangeably. The list varies between publications but broadly it
includes a commitment to some form of employment security and internal labour
markets, sophisticated forms of recruitment and selection, extensive forms of learning and
development, high levels of pay and benefits typically linked in some way with
performance, and a strong focus on involving and engaging employees in organisational
communications and consultation. Other practices have been added more recently to
reflect changing circumstances — such as work-life balance and harmonisation, though the
latter seems less apparent as disparity between the benefits accrued by top earners and
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other workers continues to grow. We also examine the notion of ‘bundles” of HRM, the
argument that the integration of different sets of HR practices is what makes the
difference. There have been numerous attempts to define the precise bundle that has the
greatest effect and thus provide what are termed ‘powerful connections’ as opposed to the
‘deadly combinations’ of HR practices (Kepes and Delery 2007).

We conclude with a critique of the high-commitment model, and in particular the idea
that it is universally applicable in all workplaces. This leads us nicely into Chapter 4,
where ‘best fit' is examined, and to Chapter 5, where we review international and
comparative HRM. These chapters question the notion that the HR practices used by
leading (typically US and UK) firms should be emulated by other organisations if they
want to be successful. Why, for example, would it be appropriate for a small firm in a
highly competitive sector with low barriers to entry or a public sector organisation in
China to adopt the same HR policies, practices and processes as a large global firm with
its roots in the developed world?

3.2 AN OUTLINE OF HIGH-COMMITMENT HR POLICIES AND PRACTICES

Many years have elapsed since Pfeffer’s original book on the business benefits of adopting
the ‘high road’ approach, yet despite numerous publications on the topic, we are no nearer
to identifying an agreed set of HR practices that comprise the perfect bundle (Paauwe et al
2013). Sometimes this literature refers to ‘high-performance work systems or practices’
(Appelbaum et al 2000; Kautman 2015a), ‘high-commitment’ HRM (Guest 2001) or ‘high-
involvement’ HRM (Wood et al 2015). From the mid-1990s, a range of studies emerged
from the USA examining the notion of high-commitment HRM (for example Delaney
and Huselid 1996; Delery and Doty 1996; Pleffer 1998; Appelbaum et al 2000; Cappelli
and Neumark 2001; Batt et al 2002). These were then supplemented by an increasing
number of studies on Britain (for example Guest and Conway 2011; Wood and de
Menezes 2011; Guest et al 2003; Purcell et al 2003), several being published by the CIPD.
Over recent years, studies have been undertaken in a wider range of countries, such as
Australia (Peretz and McGraw 2011), New Zealand (Fabling and Grimes 2010), Spain
(Pena and Villasalero 2010), Turkey (Collings et al 2010), China (Akhtar et al 2008) and
Korea (Lee and Lee 2009), and a number of review papers have summarised the evidence
to date, such as Boselie et al (2005) and Boxall and Macky (2009); each examines slightly
different samples of work, uses different datasets and comes up with different conclusions.
Some of the principal differences between the empirical studies examined relate to:

e the nature and type of HR practices examined

e the proxies for each of these practices

o the organisations, sectors and countries in which the studies took place
e the methods of data collection

o the respondents from whom information was sought.

While a number of these studies perform sophisticated statistical tests and have their
own merits, Guest (1997, p263) argued some time ago that they are often of ‘little additive
value [and] lack theoretical rigour’. This assessment is supported by Boselie et al (2005,
p81), who state that although ‘a steady body of empirical evidence has been accumulated
since the pioneering studies of the mid-1990s ... it remains the case that no consistent
picture exists on what HRM is or even what it is supposed to do’. More recently, in his
2011 review paper, Guest also expresses concern that we still know little about what
constitutes an HR bundle and that the growing sophistication in quanlitative research
methods might lead us down a blind alley and deter qualitative researchers from analysing
HRM. Despite pleas for more theoretical models to underpin empirical research, this has
not prevented yet more statistical studies taking place, and there remains concern about
the strength of the conclusions that can be drawn from them. There are also more serious
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and deep-seated disagreements about the extent to which high-commitment HRM is
something all employers might wish or be able to implement, and to what extent the
precise mix of practices varies between countries and types of employer, as well as
whether or not it is equally attractive to workers. These issues ave taken up later in the
chapter,

Rather than review all of the studies mentioned above, we summarise the key high-
commitment HR practices identified by several sources. The list presented in Box 3.1 has
been iteratively refined through the six editions of this textbook. It was originally adapted
from Pfeffer (1998) in order to make it applicable to a UK/European context, and then
extended by adding further HR practices based on developments in practice and related
literature (Boselie et al 2005; Purcell and Hutchinson 2007b; Boaden et al 2008).

BOX 3.1: KEY COMPONENTS OF BEST PRACTICE/HIGH-COMMITMENT
HRM

@ employment security and internal labour markets

® selective hiring and sophisticated selection

® extensive training, learning and development

@ employee involvement and participation, worker voice

o self-managed teams/teamwaorking

@ high compensation contingent on performance

e performance review, appraisal and career development

® reducing status differences/harmonising terms and conditions
@ work-life balance

Source: Compiled from a number of sources (see above) but initially adapted significantly from
Pfeffer (1998).

— e ]

3.2.1 EMPLOYMENT SECURITY AND INTERNAL LABOUR MARKETS

Pfeffer (1998) argues that employment security underpins the other best practices he
identifies, principally because it is unrealistic to ask employees to offer their ideas, hard
work and commitment without some expectation of continued employment and career
development. This is supported by studies showing the contribution a positive
psychological contract makes to open and trusting employment relationships (Holman et
al 2003), the role that mutuality plays in partnership agreements (Johnstone et al 2009),
and the negative impact that employment instability can have on firm performance (Ji et
al 2014). The most recent WERS results revealed a reduction in the proportion of
employees in the UK feeling that their job was secure, from 67% in 2004 to 61% in 2011
(van Wanreoy et al 2013). This is not surprising given the recession following the 2008
financial crisis, but may also be affected by other factors, including workplace and
individual-level changes. The survey responses indicated a reduction in the provision of
job security guarantees from 14% to 7% of the entire sample, primarily manifesting in the
form of voluntary redundancies in the first instance at least to facilitate rather than eschew
workforce reductions. Employee perceptions of job security also declined from two-thirds
to three-fifths of all employees (van Wanrooy et al 2013, pp35-6). This shift was markedly
more evident among public sector employees, which could be attributed to the more
immediate impact of national deficit pressures and budgetary cuts.

Alongside this perceived vulnerability, the incidence of zero-hours contracts, which
provide individuals with no guaranteed working hours, has increased to the highest levels
seen since 2000 (CIPD 2013¢; ONS 2015). Approximately 23% of organisations now use
these types of contracts, primarily in the hospitality and retail sectors. 1.8 million workers
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in the UK have zero-hours contracts, and for nearly 700,000 this is their main or only
source of employment (ONS 2015). Zero-hours contracts are more common among
women, those aged 16-24 and those in full-time education (Sedghi 2015).

[n Japan, the employment security pillar of HRM has weakened somewhat over recent
years, with many managers seeking to limit the number they employ on standard
contracts and concerns over the sustainability of lifetime employment in the face of
increasing marketisation and globalisation (Kambayashi 2015). Nevertheless, it continues
to feature the highest levels of job security among OECD countries, second only to
Switzerland (OECD 2014a).

Following the global financial crisis, there are limits to any guarantee of
employment security. Many manual workers have lost their jobs, but it is still apparent
that some organisations — such as those employing professional and qualified staff —
have tried to hold on to employees for as long as they can. There have been a number
of examples where employers have reached agreement with staff that everyone works
reduced hours, albeit for reduced pay, rather than maintaining full hours/pay for some
workers while others are made redundant. Similarly, firms such as Honda and GM
granted their staff unpaid sabbaticals so as to trim their wage bills. Both of these are
viable short-term strategies because they allow employers to retain key staff, offer
continuing work for those that would have been redundant and, if decisions are taken
following consultation with workers, shows a degree of loyalty that might well prove
beneficial in a subsequent upturn.

It should be stressed that employment security under high-commitment HRM was
never meant to imply that employees could expect to stay in the same job for life or that
staff whose performance was unacceptable would be kept on. Instead, employers should
seek to avoid job reductions wherever possible, and employees could expect to maintain
their employment, perhaps through internal transfers. Employment security can be
enhanced by well-devised and forward-looking systems of human resource planning (see
Chapter 8) and an understanding of how organisations may be structured to achieve
flexibility (see Chapter 2). The key issue is that workers are treated not as a variable cost,
but as a critical asset in the long-term viability and success of an organisation. As Pfeffer
(1998, p66) notes, rapid cuts in staffing ‘constitutes a cost for firms that have done a good
job selecting, training and developing their workforce ... layoffs put important strategic
assets on the street for the competition to employ’.

Proxies for employment security vary greatly, depending partly on whether information
is'sought about policy or practice. For example, Macky and Boxall (2007) asked workers
in New Zealand whether their employer had a formal policy of avoiding compulsory
redundancy. Research in Korea (Lee and Lee 2009) used similar measures, asking about
formal commitments to employment security, guarantees that compulsory redundancies
would be avoided, and whether sincere efforts were made to secure employees’ jobs. More
recently, Teague and Roche (2014) examined the impact of the economic crisis on the
bundles of HR policies and practices adopted by private sector firms in Ireland. Forty-
eight per cent introduced compulsory redundancies, 10% had a policy of no compulsory
redundancies and most used a bundle of employment stabilisation measures. These reflect
Pfeffer’s (1998, p183) alternatives to compulsory lay-offs — reductions in working hours to
spread the pain, job transfers, recruitment freezes and pay cuts. They are all some way
short of full-blown employment security, and it is clear that such ‘guarantees’ are not
expected to reduce corporate profitability. Case Study 3.1 provides examples of
employment security - flexicurity; mutuality in a partnership agreement; and limited or
no security.
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CASE STUDY 3.1 @

VARIETIES OF EMPLOYMENT SECURITY

European Commission

Flexicurity is a key component of the EU’s
2020 Employment Strategy and provides
member states with guidelines to enable
labour market modernisation and the
achievement of employment rate targets.
It seeks to simultaneously enhance both
flexibility and security in the labour
market through the integrated
deployment of four levers: flexible and
reliable contractual arrangements,
comprehensive lifelong learning
strategies, effective active labour market
policies and modern social security
systems. ‘Flexibility, on the one hand, is
about successful moves during one’s life
course: from school to work, from one
job to another, between unemployment
or inactivity and work, and from work to
retirement ... It is about progress of
workers into better jobs (and) flexible
work organisations, capable of quickly
and effectively mastering new productive
needs and skills. Security, on the other
hand, is more than just the security to
maintain one’s job: it is about equipping
people with the skills that enable them to
progress in their working lives, and
helping them to find new employment. It
is also about adequate unemployment
benefits to facilitate transition. Finally, it
encompasses training opportunities’
(European Commission 2007). However,
recent analyses have shed light on the
implications of austerity measures for the
realisation of the EC's aspirations, as
flexibility has overridden employment
security in some member states (Heyes
and Lewis 2014). Indeed, unemployment
has increased in many member states
since 2008, notably among young
workers, standing at above 50% in the
case of Greece and Spain in the fourth
quarter of 2014 (Eurostat 2015).

Co-operative Group UK

Following a volatile period exacerbated
by heavily reported scandals, the

group reported record losses of £2.5
billion in 2014 and set out a three-year
plan to return to profitability. This
included a need to implement severe
cuts in headcount, but wherever
possible, redeployment was offered to
avoid the need for redundancy. This

is because the group has sought to
retain its commitment to long-term
employment security and continuity in
the face of dynamic markets and
financial adversity. This arganisational
strategy arguably shares parallels with
the EC’s principle of flexicurity
mentioned above to some extent, as it
requires staff and organisational
flexibility to realise shared security and
success. In 2015, it returned to profit
and was able to show a reduction in
debts.

Amazon

The firm has continually expanded to
become the biggest online retailer in the
world. However, it employs many of its
distribution and warehouse staff on zero-
hours contracts. The company prioritises
numerical flexibility over the extension of
job security to staff. It is unrivalled for
speed, yet has attracted criticism over
the way it treats some of its distribution
staff and the intensity of their working
patterns.

Sources: Adapted from European
Commission (2007); Heyes and Lewis
(2014); Gracely (2014); Roue (2014);
Butler and Kollewe (2015).

To think about:

Looking through these extracts, discuss
whether (a) it is essential to provide
workers with some degree of security in
order to get better-quality work from
them, or (b) workers perform best when
they are put under pressure through
insecurity and work intensification.
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3.2.2 SELECTIVE HIRING AND SOPHISTICATED SELECTION

Recruitment and selection decisions are crucial for organisations that wish to develop the
high-commitment model, but mistakes are often made due to deficiencies in knowledge
about the best techniques and poor implementation (Schmitt and Kim 2007). The
increasing focus on talent management means that the right employment choice should be
central to the high-commitment package because it helps to achieve sustained competitive
advantage (Boxall and Purcell 2011), where the selection of these employees meets
perceptions of organisational justice (Gelens et al 2014). In terms of selection, WERS
shows that around a fifth of all UK workplaces employing ten or more people routinely
use personality tests and that nearly half routinely use performance tests. These were used
more widely in larger workplaces, in larger organisations, where there was a specialist HR
presence, and where unions were recognised. Recently, interest has also grown in how to
generate and manage a strong pool of suitable talent via online recruitment (Parry and
Tyson 2011).

Increasingly, employers want applicants to passess a range of social, interpersonal and
tearnworking skills in addition to technical ability. For example, Wood and de Menezes
(1998) asked about the importance of social and teamworking skills as selection criteria,
while other studies found employers were keen on trainability and commitment (for
example Hoque 1999). Indeed, in a growing number of situations, employers now feel
they can provide technical training for people so long as they have the ‘right’ social skills,
attitudes and commitment (Marchington, Cooke and Hebson 2003; Warhurst and
Nickson 2007; Thompson 2011), and indeed in some jobs, it is the way employees look or
speak that is regarded as crucial for generating customer satisfaction (Warhurst et al
2011). The proxies used to measure ‘selective hiring’ include the following:

e the number of applicants per position (Delaney and Huselid 1996) or as many good
applicants as the organisation needs (Guest et al 2003)

o the proportion administered an employment test prior to hiring (Huselid 1995; Guest et
al 2003; Orlitzky 2007)

e the sophistication of (selection) pracesses, such as the use of psychometric tests (Schmitt
and Kim 2007) and realistic job previews (Guest et al 2003).

These measures capture different components of the recruitment and selection
process, with some assessing the general approach taken by employers while others
examine the precise techniques used. Moreover, some emphasise inputs rather than
outputs in terms of the quality of those eventually recruited. For example, rather than
being seen as a good outcome, the attraction of a large number of applicants may
indicate poor HR procedures due to failures in defining the job and field adequately
prior to advertising. As we see in Chapter 8, it is possible that selective hiring,
especially when it focuses on how new recruits fit with the prevailing organisational
culture, can lead to underrepresented groups being excluded from employment.
Moreover, excessive ‘cloning’ of employees could be problematic if the organisation is
keen to promote diversity, and counterproductive if business needs change. On the
other hand, there may be situations where it is hard to attract sufficient applicants
because of the highly specific nature of the job (for example surgeons) or to skills
shortages. In these cases, the key issue is to generate a pool of potential recruits rather
than finding more sophisticated ways of choosing between them.

Recruiting high-quality, committed staff is seen as central to ‘best practice’ HRM, and
the use of psychometric tests, structured interviews and work sampling is likely to increase
the validity of selection decisions (Carless 2009). Competencies sought include trainability,
flexibility, commitment, drive and persistence; and initiative. It is important to remember
that ‘best practice’ selection does not necessarily involve the most sophisticated techniques
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but should be systematic, making use of the techniques which are appropriate for the
position and the organisation, and administered by individuals who have themselves been
trained.

3.2.3 EXTENSIVE TRAINING, LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT

Having recruited successfully, employers need to promote skills development, not only in
terms of professional expertise and product knowledge, but also as team members or in
interpersonal relations. Boxall (1996, p67) views this as part of ‘organisational process
advantage’, whereby employers aim to synergise the contribution of talented and
exceptional employees. There is little doubt there has been growing recognition of the
importance of individual and organisational learning as a source of sustained competitive
advantage as employers introduce more skills-specific forms of training and experience,
continuing skills shortages in some areas. WERS 2011 showed an increase in the
proportion of employees receiving off-the-job training compared with the last survey,
particularly for health and social workers. The duration of this training for all employees
was shorter than reported in 2004, though satisfaction levels were higher, As with past
WERS findings, this was more extensive in larger workplaces and organisations, and
where an HR specialist was employed (van Wanrooy et al 2013). IiP accreditation, which
is arguably an indicator of high-commitment HRM, is also more common in large
organisations (see Box 3.2). These types of organisation are perhaps more likely to
recognise the value of additional training, especially where workers contribute directly to
improved quality and/or customer service.

BOX 3.2: INVESTORS IN PEOPLE (IIP)

liP was launched in 1991 as a national quality standard for good L&D practice. According to IiP,
the standard improves profitability, helps organisations meet their strategic goals, manage
change in a downturn, support retention, and provide a benchmark for good management
practice. Some of these claims have been supported by the findings of independent academic
research (Bourne and Franco-Santos 2010; Walsh et al 2011; Gloster et al 2010). Indeed, mast
studies show improvements in employee attitudes, but much of this relies on employers’
responses rather than those of employees. Critics point to the uneven distribution of liP, its
inability to reach SMEs and new employers, and the lack of concrete proof of benefits. IiP
accreditation is most likely in targer organisations; in the public sector; in unionised workplaces;
and there is an imbalance across industrial sectors with concentration on professionals and
managers (Walsh et al 2011; Gloster et al 2010). Research also questions whether there are
proven benefits in reduced absenteeism, labour turnover and workforce injuries.

Over 15,000 organisations are currently liP accredited across 75 countries. Gloster et al (2011)
link the learning capacity of employers and high-performance working practices with take-up of
liP, which could indicate that those organisations accredited would be doing the good work with
or without liP ratification. In 2015, its sixth generation framework — developed in collaboration
with accredited organisations, academics and market leaders — was introduced with the aim of
underpinning high-performance people management. Accreditation is structured around three
benchmark pillars: leading, supporting and improving. The new framework is a maturity
progression model from stage 1 (developed) to stage 4 (high-performing). For further details, see
http://www.investorsinpeople.co.uk/journey/framework-vi
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? REFLECTIVE ACTIVITY 3.1

Is your own organisation (or one with which you are familiar) {iP accredited? If yes, evaluate the
advantages this brings. If not, list the potential advantages which could be gained.

Training, including learning and development, is one of the most widely quoted and
important elements of high-commitment HRM. The use of the word ‘learning’ is crucial
as it shows that employers encourage and facilitate the development of staff rather than
just provide specific training to cover short-term crises. The focus has been at different
levels, ranging from a fully fledged ‘learning organisation’ through to task-based and
interpersonal skills training (see Chapter 10). The time and effort devoted to learning and
training opportunities is important. The proxies used to measure this include the average
number of days’ training undertaken by each worker, the proportion of workers trained,
the budget set aside for training, or the establishment of agreed training targets
(Castellanos and Martin 2011; Peretz and McGraw 2011). A Canadian study by Ng and
Dastmalchian (2011) used measures such as the percentage of employees that received
training, worker motivation to undertake training, opportunities for employees to transfer
acquired skills to their jobs, and the extent to which the organisation evaluates the
effectiveness of its training.

WERS 2011 used a simple absence/presence distinction for induction training, finding
that 83% of all workplaces engaged in this. The analysis differentiates between the
proportions of employees in the largest occupational group in a workplace receiving
formal job training. Forty-two per cent of workplaces were identified as high trainers (80%
or more trained), 22% as medium trainers (20-79% trained) and 19% as low trainers (1-
19% trained). The percentage of workplaces training 0% of their largest occupational
group dropped from 24% in 2004 to 19% in 2011. However, the proportion reporting zero
training requires further analysis and investigation, as it is unlikely that all of the 19% of
workplaces provided absolutely no training to their largest occupational group. WERS also
demonstrated that more training was provided in the public sector than the private sector
in the UK and in unionised workplaces (van Wanrooy et al 2013}, while the Australian
study by Peretz and McGraw (2011) found no difference. Some analyses focus on average
direct training expenditure per employee. The annual ‘State of the Industry Report’
compiled by the Association for Talent Development in the USA showed that, taking
inflation inte account, expenditure has recovered since the 2008 financial crisis from
$1,068 to an average of $1,208 per employee in 2013. Training expenditure was notably
higher in healthcare/pharmaceuticals ($1,392) compared with manufacturing ($535).

Of course, problems arise in trying to measure investment in training and learning.
While it is important to establish how much time and resources employers allocate to
formal training, and whether or not this covers the entire workforce, it is also crucial to
identify the type of training provided. Many studies look solely at the money or time
invested in training but ignore the quality or relevance of training and learning that is
provided, or the impact it has on productivity. It is widely acknowledged that most
workers are overqualified for the jobs they do (Grugulis 2003), and as such extra training
may add little to organisational performance or worker skills. The quality of training
delivered is clearly more important than a simple count of the amount provided, though it
is interesting to compare time spent on formal training in European countries (see Case
Study 3.2 and Marsden and Dickinson 2013 for further details). The issue of training,
learning and development is explored more fully in Chapter 10.
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3.2.4 EMPLOYEE INVOLVEMENT AND PARTICIPATION (EIP)/WORKER VOICE

There are many reasons why EIP is a key factor in the high-commitment literature. First,
communication of financial performance and operational matters not only ensures
workers are informed about organisational issues, it also conveys a symbolic and
substantive message that they are trusted with such information. Second, for problem-
solving groups to be successful, workers require information to provide a basis from
which to offer their suggestions and contribute to performance improvements. Third, the
use of EIP provides management with some legitimacy for its actions as ideas put forward
by workers can be considered before decisions are ultimately made. As we argue
throughout the book, even though management is typically more powerful than workers,
the employment relationship is ill-defined and therefore open to interpretation over how
it is enforced. Of course there are also arguments that workers have a moral right to EIP,
but these are considered elsewhere in the book, particularly in Chapter 12.

WERS 2011 found that EIP was extensively applied and that the incidence of methods
for sharing information had increased since the 2004 survey — at least according to
managerial respondents - in a majority of UK workplaces employing ten or more
workers, Face-to-face meetings were used in nine out of ten organisations, but were more
prominent in the public sector and larger workplaces. Team briefings or their equivalent
face-to-face meetings were found in over 95% of all workplaces where 20 or more staff
were employed. Unsurprisingly, the use of regular emails to all employees increased from
35% to 49% of workplaces. Suggestion schemes were used in a quarter of workplaces, the
same as 2004, but problem-solving groups were less prominent in 2011 and present in
only 14% of the surveyed workplaces (van Wanrooy et al 2013, p65). On-site joint
consultative committees (JCCs) had become rarer (just 8% of all workplaces), but this
reflects the fact that small workplaces have little need for a representative committee and
are not covered by the ICE regulations if they employ fewer than 50. At multi-site
workplaces, JCCs were much more likely to operate at divisional level or above than they
were at the workplace (van Wanrooy et al, pp61-2).

EIP includes downward communications, upward problem-solving groups and project
teams, all of which increase the involvement of individual employees at the workplace.
The precise mix of EIP techniques depends upon context, but the range of measures used
and the ‘flexible’ definition of involvement can be confusing. Some studies regard EIP as
synonymous with downward communications from management to employees, and
measures include the frequency of information disclosure, the regularity of team briefing,
or the extent to which workers are informed or consulted about business operations or
performance (Guest et al 2003; Lee and Lee 2009). The frequency of attitude surveys is a

63



64

Human Resource Management at Work

routine measure in many studies (for example Guest et al 2000a). This ties in with the
growth of interest in employee engagement in recent times (Purcell 2014), not just in the
UK, where it has received a public policy boost through MacLeod and Clarke’s (2009)
report, but also in other countries as employers have sought to build employee loyalty as
they address the effects of the 2008 global financial crisis (Marchington and Kynighou
2012; Marchington 2015b). Leading firms now report the results of the latest employee
engagement survey in their annual reports and vie to improve their reputation and
attractiveness to new talent by being seen as one of the best employers in this area. For
example, the top five companies in the FTSE 100 include Barclays, BT, British Land
Company, GSK and RBS (Business in the Community and Towers Watson 2014). Some
key enablers and outcomes of engagement are included in Box 3.3.

BOX 3.3: EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT: STRATEGIES AND OUTCOMES

Key drivers of employee engagement

@ visible empowering leadership with a strong strategic narrative about the organisation and its
path

@ organisational integrity

e engaging managers who focus, coach and stretch staff as individuals

@ meaningful work

® employee voice and the use of a range of communication channels

e good HR practice

Key outcomes of employee engagement

@ higher productivity, performance and organisational advocacy

e engaged employees are more likely to be innovative

e employees are less likely to be absent or quit

e engaged employees enjoy greater levels of personal well-being, but excessively high levels of
engagement might lead to ill-health and burnout

Source: Adapted from Engage for Success (2015); Truss et al (2014).

The proxies used to measure EIP vary greatly, making it hard to draw firm conclusions
about its importance to high-commitment HRM. The fact that EIP in some firms can
involve little more than passing on information to staff means that meaningful worker
contributions are unlikely, Indeed, an objective of team briefing is to reinforce the
supervisor as a key figure in the management chain, and this might result in EIP being
viewed as indoctrinating, emasculating and controlling, rather than educative,
empowering and liberating as the terminology might imply (Wilkinson, Dundon and
Marchington 2013).

Most studies only examine dilute forms of EIP, but a few (for example Batt et al 2002;
Dundon et al 2004; Boxall et al 2007; Wilkinson et al 2015) specifically include voice as a
component of high-commitment HRM. It could be argued that workers should have an
opportunity to express their grievances openly and independently, in addition to being
able to contribute to management decision-making on task-related issues. Employee voice
may be achieved through trade union representation and collective bargaining as well as
through formally established grievance and disputes procedures, but in addition it could
be through speak-up schemes, which offer employees protection if their complaints are
taken badly by managers (Marchington 2007). EIP and voice has also developed in
countries such as the Ukraine with no tradition of organisation-level information and
consultation (Croucher 2010; this case is reviewed in greater depth in Chapter 12).
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3.2.5 SELF-MANAGED TEAMS/TEAMWORKING

This has become more prevalent since the introduction of Japanese manufacturing
practices into US and UK companies in the 1980s and 1990s as a way of pooling ideas,
improving work processes and reducing costs. It has been identified as a critical
component of organisational success and is a key attribute that employers seek in new
recruits, Teamwork is typically seen as leading to better decision-making and the
achievement of more creative solutions (Pfeffer 1998, p76). Employees working in teams
often report higher levels of satisfaction than their counterparts working under more
‘traditional’ regimes, although they also report working harder (Batt and Doellgast 2003;
Procter and Burridge 2008).

The range of measures used to assess teamworking is quite narrow, generally referring
to team size, the proportion of workers in teams, the use of formal teams and the right to
make decisions relating to differing job aspects without reference to higher management
(see Nijholt and Benders 2010), However, many studies do not establish whether teams
actually are self-managed or act as autonomous groups, and much depends upon
decisions concerning, inter alia, the choice of team leader (Fribel and Marchington 2005).
Distinctions between offline teams — such as quality circles - and online teams where
workers are involved in daily decisions about work organisation also need to be made
(Batt 2004). WERS 2011 showed teamworking increased from 62% to 71% among core
employees in all workplaces, this being most extensive amongst professional and
elementary workers and least likely when people worked in customer service or sales.
However, this raw statistic does not tell the full story, as respondents appeared to have
quite different conceptions of what teamworking meant. For example, whereas over 67%
of these teams jointly decided how work was done, only one-third were able to exercise a
lot of influence over their work start and finish times and just 15% were allowed to
exercise this level of influence over all of the five aspects of teamworking examined in the
survey (van Wanrooy et al 2013, p106). In short, fully autonomous teams are rare. Indeed,
even in fields where a high degree of creative autonomy might be expected - such as video
game development - this can be constrained by a variety of pressures (Hodgson and
Briand 2013),

In contrast to the view that teams are universally good, there is a less optimistic
perspective which argues they are intrusive and difficult to implement in practice, and
that they strengthen — rather than weaken — management control. It may not be possible
to introduce any realistic version of teamworking when workers are unable to enlarge
their jobs to embrace higher-level skills or where there are legal, technical or safety
reasons that prevent workers from making key decisions — for example, in an aircraft or
2 nuclear power plant. Moreover, prospects for teamworking are limited where the
rotation of a range of low-level jobs means that one boring job is merely swapped for
another boring job (Marchington and Wilkinson 2005). In situations such as these,
teamworking may only make work more stressful and intrusive, adding nothing to the
skills or discretion workers are allowed. For example, Bacon et al (2010, p1245) found in
their study of steel plants that teams were not made up of multi-skilled workers but that
each person had a different set of skills as part of efforts to reduce costs in a wider
change programme. While some might regard this as a failure of implementation, others
view teamworking as fatally flawed because it gives the impression of control without
devolving any real power or influence. Barker (1993, p408), for example, suggests that
self-managing teams produce ‘a form of control more powerful, less apparent, and more
difficult to resist than that of the former bureaucracy’ because it shifts the locus of
control from management to workers ~ what he terms ‘concertive control’. Under this,
peer pressure and rational rules combine to ‘create a new iron cage whose bars are
almost invisible to the workers it incarcerates” (p435).
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? REFLECTIVE ACTIVITY 3.2

What is your experience of working in teams? Do you think that peer pressure is more likely to
generate better performance than supervisory control? Is teamworking automatically ‘positive’
in your view?

3.2.6 HIGH COMPENSATION CONTINGENT ON PERFORMANCE

Pfeffer (1998) outlines two elements to this component - higher than average
compensation and performance-related pay (PRP) - although both send a signal to
employees that they deserve to be rewarded for superior contributions. To be effective,
this needs to be in line with worker expectations and at a level in excess of that for
comparable workers in other organisations so as to attract and retain high-quality labour.
In addition, rewards should equitably reflect different levels of worker contribution,
perhaps being paid as a regular bonus or through profit-sharing schemes. Despite
extensive criticisms of PRP (see Chapter 13) it is included in most lists of ‘best practice’,
particularly among US studies. Given that UK researchers are more sceptical about the
value of incentive pay, it might make sense to include the entire reward package in this
HR practice so it is not restricted t¢ pay alone, but includes group-wide incentive
schemes, profit-sharing and other benefits,

Huselid (1995) used two measures: the proportion of the workforce with access to
incentive schemes and the proportion whose performance appraisals were used to
determine compensation. UK studies have focused on merit or performance-related pay.
Wood and de Menezes (1998) enquired about merit pay and profit-sharing, Guest et al
(2000a) included performance-related pay for non-managerial staff, whereas Hoque
(1999) asked about merit pay and appraisal schemes for all staff. Macky and Boxall (2007)
asked about profit-sharing/employee share ownership schemes or bonuses based on
individual/team performance in New Zealand, whereas Lee and Lee’s (2009) interview
schedule focused on fairness in pay and appraisals. In other words, measures vary between
PRP both at individual and group levels, as well as profit-sharing, each of which relies on
quite different incentive effects.

According to WERS, at least one form of PRP scheme operates in about 55% of
workplaces, and perhaps surprisingly these apply both to managerial and non-managerial
staff in more than half these situations. Incentive systems were three times more common
in the private than public sector, and especially well used in financial services and much
less common in unionised workplaces. WERS also treated share ownership schemes and
profit-related payments as examples of variable pay systems where reward was related in
some way to performance at an organisational, business unit level or individual basis.
Share incentive plans operated in about 9% of workplaces, while profit-related pay was
found in about 29% of establishments. In other words, these forms of variable pay scheme
are used in a significant minority of workplaces (van Wanrooy et al 2013, pp94-8). The
proportion of large workplaces covered by these sorts of arrangement in Japan is broadly
similar (Keizer 2009).

Interestingly, a European study by Arrowsmith et al (2010) showed that variable pay
systems (VPS) were widely used in Austria, Norway, Spain and the UK - albeit in
different forms. For example, while most of the firms studied used some form of merit
pay, the UK and Spanish companies also used bonuses based on performance at group,
departmental or corporate level, while the Norwegian organisations used profit-sharing
more extensively. The Austrian organisations also provided spontaneous bonuses rather
than having them written into the formal system. Their conclusion is that strong common
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tendencies have arisen towards VPS, notwithstanding ‘the national segmentation of
product markets for retail banks and differences in formal institutional structures’. The
bigh levels of variable pay received by senior city bankers have attracted widespread
criticism, particularly following the financial crisis and subsequent increase in pay
dispersion. The average pay of senior risk-taking bankers in London was £1.3 million in
2013, 50 times the average annual pay in the UK (Slater 2014). At Goldman Sachs, the
average was as high as £3 million. The EU has introduced a cap of 200% of fixed pay, but
it is likely that this will be circumvented to some extent through the reconfiguration of
pay packages.

3.2.7 PERFORMANCE REVIEW, APPRAISAL AND CAREER DEVELOPMENT

Performance review, appraisal and career development is also a key component of high-
commitment HRM, both in terms of defining performance expectations and in providing
workers with the targets to aim for future employment opportunities. As we see in
Chapter 9, review and appraisal is just one part of a rather wider process that starts with
HR resourcing and systematic induction into the workplace. While performance review is
concerned with ensuring that current levels of performance are acceptable, and instigating
action if this falls below required standards, it also helps workers to plan their future
and determine any learning and training needs (see Chapters 9 and 10). In short, the
results of individual performance reviews need to be aligned with those of the department
and organisation as a whole if they are to be effective, Managers should be able to
communicate clearly to staff, through the appraisal process, the need for vertical
integration between individual activity ~ say, in forging stronger relationships with
customers or in improving product quality - and its impact on bottom-line performance.
The role played by first-line managers is especially important here, and evidence suggests
that employee attitudes to work are heavily influenced by the quality of their relationship
(Brown and Lim 2010). This notion of leader-member exchange (LMX) is explored more
fully in Chapter 7.

Both West et al (2002) and Guest et al (2003) focused on appraisal as a key factor; in
the former, appraisal had an extremely significant impact on performance, as we see in
Chapter 14. Some studies focus on specific types of appraisal, such as developmental
reviews rather than those which are linked to potential pay increases (Macky and Boxall
2007), and it could be argued that this taps into a quite different mindset — for example,
learning and development opportunities and careers — from the situation where appraisal
focuses on rewards alone. As ever, it is critically important to be aware which proxies are
being used for this factor in the high-commitment paradigm when comparing results
across different surveys. WERS finds the use of performance reviews is growing in the UK,
to the extent that 63% of workplaces indicated that appraisals were undertaken for all
non-managerial employees. In 25% of workplaces appraisals were linked to pay {(van
Wanrooy et al 2013, pp98-9).

The use of performance review and appraisal in non-Anglo-Saxen countries depends
greatly on the cultural and institutional arrangements in operation there - as we see in
Chapters 5 and 9. In China, for example, Claus and Briscoe (2009, p191) note that cultural
factors such as face, harmony and power distance have a significant impact on what is
regarded as acceptable conduct during and after performance reviews, and in particular in
the acceptability and value of using 360-degree appraisal there. Activity in MNCs is likely
to vary, even within the same host country, depending on whether the firm seeks to
achieve greater cross-fertilisation of staff and ideas or instead attempts to maintain a clear
line of separation between subsidiaries; see also Chiang and Birtch (2010).
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? REFLECTIVE ACTIVITY 3.3

Do you think performance reviews really do offer opportunities for workers to develop their
careers or are they solely a tool for managers to check up on staff and make sure they comply
with organisational goals?

3.2.8 REDUCING STATUS DIFFERENCES/HARMONISING TERMS AND
CONDITIONS

The egalitarian principles underpinning the HR practices of firms in the co-operative
sector and in some Japanese companies are meant to convey messages to lower-grade staff
that they are valuable assets who deserve to be treated in a similar way to their more
senior colleagues. It is also seen as a way to encourage employees to offer ideas within an
‘open’ management culture. This could be visible through similar forms of dress, and
shared canteen and car-parking facilities, but it is also achieved via the harmonisation of
many terms and conditions of employment ~ such as holidays, sick-pay schemes, pensions
and hours of work. The purpose of single status and harmonisation is to remove artificial
barriers between different groups of staff and so encourage teamworking and flexibility.
Extending employee share ownership to all workers, typically after one or two years’
employment, is another way to reduce status differences. Indeed, Pfeffer (1998, p38)
argues that ‘employee owmership, effectively implemented, can align the interests of
employees with those of shareholders by making employees shareholders too’.

The proxies used to measure harmonisation and the reduction of status differentials
varies greatly, encompassing both substantive and procedural factors. For example, Wood
and de Menezes (1998) ask about whether or not any employees have to ‘clock in’ to
work, and about the existence of employee share schemes and welfare facilities/fringe
benefits. Guest et al's (2003) questions varied between the highly specific (harmonised
holiday entitlements for all staff) through to whether the organisation had a formal
commitment to achieving single status. Macky and Boxall (2007) asked workers to
respond to the statement: “There are few status differentials in my organisation between
managers and the rest of the employees. We are all at the same level.” Those answering
positively to this had significantly higher levels of job satisfaction and trust in
management.

The reduction of pay differentials is arguably a key issue in this area. Some early
proponents of high-commitment HRM proposed a ratio between the highest paid and the
median level in the organisation of about 7:1. Apart from firms in the co-operative sector,
and especially fully worker-owned firms, where this ratio is likely to be around 5:1, recent
evidence from organisations in developed economies suggests differentials can be more
than a 100:1, and even more once share options, pension payments and severance
payments for board members and investment bankers is taken into account. The pay of
investment bankers and professional footballers can be more in one weel than an average
worker can earn in a decade, and despite threats from governments in many countries to
put a lid on forms of executive pay which do not seem to be closely related to effort and
performance, little has changed. In some countries, notably Sweden and Japan, the ratio is
single figures. However, in 2014 in the UK, FTSE chief executives’ pay was 130 times the
salary of their average employees, according to the High Pay Centre. The largest multiple
was at WPP at 780 times the pay of the average employee at the firm. The Hutton Review
(2011b) into differentials in the public sector was asked to consider imposing a ratio of no
more than 20:1, still some distance from that suggested by the original proponents of
high-commitment HRM, and came up with the idea not of a ratio but of a transparent
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and well-communicated pay multiplier instead. However, the application of this multiplier
has so far failed to materialise, and on current projections is highly unlikely to do so.

3.2.9 WORK—LIFE BALANCE

Over the last decade, employers have appeared more supportive, at least in general terms,
of attempts to achieve a better work-life balance for staff in their organisations. Although
it could be argued that this is hardly new (Lewis et al 2007), business interest has been
stimulated by legislation that may have forced some employers to improve their policies.
It is also clear that family-friendly policies are most embedded when there is pressure on
employers to offer these, for example where it is difficult to recruit and retain staff and
where trade unions have pushed employers to introduce arrangements (White et al 2004,
ppl12-13). At the same time, there has also been a growing awareness of the business
case for improving work-life balance, and because more women are engaged in paid
employment greater effort is needed to attract and retain female staff with responsibilities
for childcare. Continuing gender imbalances in the domestic division of labour reinforce
the ‘dual burden’ faced by women who have to combine paid employment with an
extensive commitment to caring for other family members (Crompton et al 2005).

However, while the influx of women may have initially forced employers to offer more
flexible working patterns, issues of work-life balance are not restricted merely to this
group alone. For example, some men now want to be given the opportunity for career
breaks or to play a bigger role in childcare, some workers have increased responsibilities
for elder care, and yet others just want to devote more time to leisure activities. For the
most part, however, the way in which employers tend to view the question of work-life
balance, and the limited extent to which flexible patterns of working time are taken up by
men, ensures that this issue remains categorised as a women'’s problem (Groysberg and
Abrahams 2014). When young children are in need of care, fathers tend to work roughly
twice as many hours as mothers, and although there are examples where men are
househusbands, this is still relatively rare. Recent changes to the maternity and paternity
laws might help to change perceptions and practices here over the next few years, as might
more role models for men to copy. Sturges (2008) notes that younger workers, men and
women, value the idea of work-life balance, and in some cases specifically aim to find
work that will not interfere with out-of-work commitments.

The proxies used to measure work-life balance tend to focus either on the strength of
employer commitment to the practice or on the availability and take-up of specific forms
of flexible working practices. In relation to the former, Heywood et al (2010) use both the
presence of an explicit commitment from an employer and their ability to keep that
commitment when it is tested. In relation to the latter, WERS (van Wanrooy et al 2013,
ppl13-14) provides data on the types of working time flexibility available as a proportion
of workplaces employing ten or more staff (see Table 3.1). The first column in Table 3.1
shows the responses of management, the second that of employees.

This indicates only two areas (the ability to shift from full-time to part-time or vice
versa) were available at more than half of all these workplaces, while others (for example
term-time only) were unavailable at eight out of ten workplaces. Interestingly, when
employees were asked the same question, in general much smaller proportions of
respondents thought these options were available to them, and in some cases - for
example the chance to reduce working hours and homeworking - it was considerably less.
Even more worrying, case study research (Carroll et al 2008) suggests that people who
might be in most need of these forms of flexibility are employed in workplaces where it is
extremely difficult for this to be offered. For example, it is rare for care workers — who are
predominantly women - to take advantage of time off to care for their own children
because of client demands.
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Table 3.1 Availability of flexible working arrangements, as reported by managers and
employees, in workplaces employing ten or more employees

Flexible working arrangement Percentage of managers Percentage of employees 1
who say it is available who think it is available
(%) (%)

Reduced working hours 56 38

Flexitime 34 41

Job-sharing 17 17

Homeworking 30 25

Term-time only 16 16

Compressed hours 19 27

Source: Adapted from van Wanrooy et al (2013), pp113-14.

Moreover, as Blyton (2011, p313) notes, ‘those in higher level, better paid jobs also tend to
be those with greater time sovereignty, in terms of their discretion over when to start and
finish work, work partly from home, and are the people most likely to be informed about
work-life provisions’. As with each aspect of high-commitment HRM, other proxies could
be used to measure work-life balance in organisations. These include: provision of
childcare facilities at the workplace; assistance with childcare through vouchers;
emergency leave for childcare or adult care; maternity and paternity leave; pay above the
legal minimum.

3.2.10 DIFFERENCES IN EMPLOYER TAKE-UP OF HIGH-COMMITMENT HRM

In summarising this review of high-commitment HRM, it is clear there are differences
depending on the sector, type of firm and country where work is located. First, high-
commitment HRM is generally more prevalent in the public sector than in the private,
with the exception of just two areas - the use of personality tests and incentive pay
systems. This runs counter to the recurrent criticism that the public sector is generally
behind the private sector in adopting more innovative practices. Work-life balance in the
private sector rarely comes with paid benefits. Of course, this might be explained because
we are not comparing like with like, in that all public sector workplaces, no matter how
small, are governed by formal policies that operate across the entire organisation, while
many private sector workplaces are single establishment and typically quite small firms.

Second, take-up levels vary greatly according to the structure and size of the
organisation, For some HR practices, notably those that are required or encouraged by
law, or are seen as essential to good business practice - for example, grievance procedures,
equal opportunities policy, communications and teamworking — a large proportion of
workplaces have these in place. Whether these are properly embedded is a question we
return to later in the chapter. For other practices, take-up is low, even though they are
regarded as positive and forward-looking; examples of these would be personality tests,
where specialist knowledge and adequate resources are required to operate them
effectively, or provision of childcare facilities, which require both a commitment on the
part of management and a workplace of adequate size. This is not to say that small firms
never implement high-commitment HRM. As research by Harris and Foster (2005, p9)
demonstrates, small firms often have the potential to operate in a highly informal and
flexible way to retain valued members of staff.

Third, while researchers from the USA and the UK initially developed research into
high-commitment HRM, other Anglo-Saxon economies — such as Australia, New Zealand
and Canada - soon followed. This model has since been used as the basis for research into
the HRM-performance link in CMEs across Europe and in the Pacific Rim, as we saw
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earlier. However, Boselie et al (2001) remind us that high-commitment practices that are
discretionary in economies with relatively light levels of regulation (such as the UK) are
often part of the legislative framework elsewhere; indeed, they are an expected part of the
HR bundle in the Netherlands. So, while it is relatively rare to see full-blown high-
commitment HRM at workplace level in the USA, in the Netherlands it would be unusual
not to see this. In their review of low-wage work across a number of high-income
countries in northern Europe, the UK and the USA, Appelbaum and Schmitt (2009,
pp1929-30) argue that institutions — such as the legal framework and the power of
organised labour - have a strong influence over the take-up of HRM. In short, high-
commitment HRM depends not just on employers but also corporate governance and
actors at national as well as organisation level.

Interestingly, evidence suggests the high-commitment model is under increasing threat.
In the US, where high-commitment HRM originated, fewer workers have high-quality
jobs in comparison with 30 years ago (Schmitt and Jones 2012). Similarly in the UK, job
quality has fallen to an almost 20-year low according to the ONS job quality index,
dropping from 100 in July 1992 to 93.6 in July 2013 (TUC 2013). In both these countries,
employment rates and unemployment levels have been improving over recent years,
However, a growing proportion work in insecure low-pay and low-skill jobs, where high-
commitment HRM is less likely to be adopted by employers, breaking the traditional link
between rising employment and enhanced job quality. Instead, pay and job quality is
becoming more polarised and unequal. This trend could be attributed to a variety of
factors, including labour market, institutional, economic and employment changes
(Hurley et al 2013; Schmitt and Jones 2012). However, it is important to recognise that
assessments of job quality are influenced by the measures selected by analysts (Green
2013; Green et al 2013).

3.3 BUNDLES OF HUMAN RESOURCE PRACTICES

It is clear that links exist between these high-commitment HR practices. For example,
workers are more likely to be positive about problem-solving groups if they have
employment security and their workplace is relatively well harmonised. Equally, they are
more likely to show an interest in teamworking if their efforts are rewarded with
performance-related incentives, share ownership, work-life balance and access to training
opportunities. Similarly, if sufficient care has been taken at the recruitment and selection
stage and with performance reviews - including induction ~ new recruits are more likely
to adopt flexible working practices and welcome training opportunities, as well as strive
for internal promotion. Overall, if HR practices form a coherent, synergistic and value-
adding bundle, it is likely that the high-commitment paradigm is deeply embedded into
the culture of the workplace. Benson and Lawler (2003, p157) note that ‘research at the
work unit level confirms the importance of viewing practices as complementary’ and that
high-commitment HRM (in general) out-performed control-oriented work systems.
However, the exact combination of HR practices is uncertain and industry-specific.
Gooderham et al (2008) also note that while an HR bundle may influence performance,
this is only one component in the mix; we take this up again in Chapter 14.

There is strong support for the idea that HR practices should be more cffective when
combined together. For example, it is easy to argue that extensive training is essential for
self-managed teams to run effectively, or that higher than average rewards are likely to
increase applications for jobs. An employer may be more inclined to promise employment
security if selective hiring has taken place, self-managed teams are extensive throughout
the organisation, and rewards are contingent upon performance. Several early research
studies support this argument. For example, Wood and de Menezes (1998, p485) find an
‘identifiable pattern to the use of high-commitment HR practices’ and confirm that they
are being used in conjunction with each other. More recently, Kepes and Delery (2007)
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note that, ‘taken together, the (US) results clearly demonstrate that certain HRM activities
fit with each other and form a coherent “bundle”. However, the studies only investigated
fit at the policy and practice levels.’

Guest (1997, p271) categorises previous attempts to examine internal fit into three
distinct groups. First, there are criterion-specific studies, such as Pfeffer, which outline a
number of ‘best practices’ and suggest that the closer organisations get to this list the
better their performance is likely to be. This implies it is possible to specify with some
contidence what Kepes and Delery (2007) refer to as the ‘powerful connections” between
different HR practices so that employers could order a fixed menu of HRM. However,
universal models ignore potentially significant differences between organisations, sectors
and countries, and posit a particular approach - in this case, the US bundle — as the one
to follow. Second, there are two sets of criterion-free categories: fit as gestalt and fit as
bundles. The former assumes synergies are achievable only with the adoption of all the
practices, and if one is missing the whole effect is lost. These approaches are termed
‘multiplicative’ or ‘synergistic’ and it is assumed the whole is greater than the sum of its
parts, so that breaking the chain would undermine its force (Kepes and Delery 2007).
However, Macky and Boxall (2007, p559) suggest that a particular set of HR practices -
fair promotion processes, involvement in decision-making, open performance appraisal,
reduction of status differentials, and information-sharing - underpin fairness in the
employment relationship and thus seem to have the greatest impact on worker attitudes.

In contrast to the synergistic model, bundles are ‘additive’. Generally speaking, the more
practices in place the better, so long as some distinctive core exists. In other words, it may be
possible to adopt some high-commitment HR practices and ignore others, but still gain from
the interactive effects of those used because they form the core of a package (Boxall and
Purcell 2011). Some HR practices may be central to the bundle while others apply to different
organisations, types of workers and contexts, as we see in Case Study 3.3. Questions arise as to
the number of practices needed to make a difference, from what areas of HRM these are
drawn and whether certain practices are fundamental for synergies to work. As we see in
Chapter 14, Guest et al (2003) ‘could not find any coherent pattern of bundles of practices in
the private or the public sectors’, and the ‘only combination that made any sense was a
straightforward count of all the practices’. Provided a certain minimum number of practices
are in place, it is likely (though not automatic) that high-commitment HRM will exist in a
range of different practices — such as selection, training, EIP and harmonisation. But this
raises another issue regarding what bundles or synergies mean: is this to do with the
combination of HR practices across the board (for example from each of recruitment, learning
and development, pay, performance and appraisal, and EIP) or merely within certain
components of HRM (such as recruitment and selection, or learning and development, for
example)? Kepes and Delery (2007) call the former inter-HRM activity fit and the latter intra-
HRM activity fit, arguing that both are important for integration.

@ TWO PERSPECTIVES ON HRM BUNDLES

implemented by employers, recent work

an the NHS (Boaden et al 2008) asked (a) Professional development:
about 200 workers at a range of levels to  Appraisal, training and career
indicate how they saw HR practices fitting  development. These were seen as

o

m HR practices in the largest employer  together. During interviews, they were
E‘ in the UK: the NHS asked what they perceived as meaningful
) While most research analyses the nation ~ combinations of HR practices, and why.
{,_) of “fit’ from the perspective of the HR Three sets of practices routinely

" practices that are intended or combined together. These were:
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important to individuals since they
provided skills and learning opportunities
that enabled them to do their jobs well in
order to offer high levels of patient care.

(b) Employee contribution:

Communication, teamworking and EIP.
These were seen as important to
individuals because it provided an
opportunity to contribute to departmental
and organisational goals and, in
particular, to use their discretion to
improve patient care.

(c) The employee ‘deal’:

Recruitment, pay, non-monetary
rewards, work-life balance and
employment security. These were seen
as important to satisfy expectations that
individuals had from employment, and
were seen as underpinning the contract.
They were essential for workers to
willingly contribute to improvements in
patient care.

Three quotes sum up how these
‘powerful connections’ work:

‘To give good patient care, you've got to
have training obviously, ongoing training
as well. And your appraisals come into
that because when you have appraisals,
you're discussing how you're doing your
job, how you can improve etc. Any way
that you can improve obviously helps with
patient care.’ (Healthcare support worker)

‘We've got a very strong sense of working
as a team within our own profession. The
health visitors all really work together
and are very supportive. How to do the
job? Communication, employee
involvement definitely. They are the main
things that help you do your job.” (Nurse)

‘Obviously pay, that's the reason
everyone comes to work because they
have bills to pay. Job security, again it
goes along with this as you have to pay
bills, you want to stay in the same place,
you don’t want to be moved around, you
want to feel comfortable in the
environment you’re working in, and you
want to build up your team.’ (Nurse)

High-Commitment HRM Policy and Practice

Types of bundles

In line with Subramony (2009), Jiang et al
(2013) propose the distillation of practice
bundles into three categories according
to their intended aims, namely enhancing
human resource Abilities, Motivations
and Opportunities to participate. These
categories are outlined below.

(A) Abilities-enhancing bundles
comprise job descriptions derived from
job analysis, job-based skills training,
recruiting through large applicant
pools, and structured and validated
selection tools.

(M) Motivation-enhancing bundles
comprise formal performance appraisal,
group incentive plans, linking pay to
performance, opportunities for internal
career progression, and health and other
employee benefits.

(0) Opportunities to participate bundles
comprise employee involvement in work
processes, presence of a formal
grievance procedure, job enrichment,
self-managed teams, employee
participation in decision-making, and
systems to encourage feedback from
employees.

This AMO framework was applied by
Bello-Pintado (2015) in the context of
manufacturing firms in Uruguay. His
findings suggest that motivation-
enhancing bundles have the strongest
impact on organisational performance
and outcomes and that there is a
synergistic relationship between bundles
supporting motivations and opportunities
to participate.

Sources: Adapted from Boaden et al
(2008); Subramony (2009); Jiang et al
(2013); Bello-Pintado (2015).

To think about:

Do either of these combinations of HR
practices listed make sense to you, or
would you put different components
together instead? Why is this so? Do you
think that this might vary between
organisations, sectors and countries — or
even methods of data collection?
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While some authors believe employers use high-commitment HRM in a consistent way
across the bundle, others are not convinced this happens in reality. It is argued that
contradictions between ‘best practice’ in one area (say, EIP) and ‘worst practice’ in
another (say, training) will undermine the package as a whole. Workers will soon notice
differences between employment practices, and are quick to spot inconsistencies between
policy statements and workplace practice. There are times when a high-profile cultural
change programme, for example, which has learning and development at its core, has
been undermined by the announcement of mass redundancies. Similarly, new EIP policies
have been introduced without first consulting employees about their shape and functions.
Inconsistencies between different HR practices are likely to be even more apparent in
situations where several employers operate at the same workplace or clients have a direct
or indirect influence over the work of supplier organisations, either through short-term
secondments of staff or through employers exercising joint responsibility for the
completion of work tasks (Marchington et al 2005). There have also been investigations of
how HRM might operate across supply chains, both between different subsidiaries within
the same organisation (Koulikoff-Souviron and Harrison 2007) and between firms
involved in close and continuing relationships with each other (Fisher et al 2008). These
studies all show it is not easy to achieve consistent and integrated bundles of HRM across
internal or external boundaries, even if there are shared goals and long-term patterns of
partnership (Marchington, Rubery and Grimshaw 2011).

In the context of HRM within one establishment, Woed and de Menezes (1998, p487)
find most studies indicate a lack of consistency, a ‘pick and mix’ approach to managing
human resources, and short-term-ism, rather than consistent, integrated and long-term
packages of HRM. Truss et al (1997, pp66-7) saw °little evidence of any deliberate or
realised coherence between HR activities. For instance, one HR Officer commented that
the firm could be recruiting someone in one department and laying-off someone with a
similar profile in another.” Moreover, they saw no evidence of caherence among HR
activities in different parts of the organisation, and while the language of soft HRM was
used widely, the hard model was also evident with its emphasis on financial control. Yet
more worryingly, while Caldwell’s (2003) survey of about 100 major organisations shows
significant progress has been made in the adoption of HR practices, unfortunately most is
in implementing practices that are regarded as least important and least progress with
those that are most important. His respondents recognised the value of bundles but found
the linkages extremely difficult to achieve for a number of reasons: it was felt there was no
universal or magic formula; the size, complexity and multidivisional structure of their
organisation impeded co-ordination; devolution to line managers tended to increase
fragmentation; and the difficulty the HR function experienced in breaking out of its
operational requirement to provide administrative efficiency rather than strategic vision.
Perhaps the lack of any sizeable take-up of these HR practices should not surprise us. As
Pfeffer (1998) suggests, even smart organisations do ‘dumb things’, failing to learn from
evidence or being driven by criteria that are ultimately wide of the mark. Rousseau and
Barends (2011) provide guidance on how to become an evidence-based HR practitioner,
with a résumé of where to start and how to gain accurate and relevant forms of evidence;
we take this up again in Chapter 15,

Although the principle of bundling may appear sound, problems can arise if the
achievement of one of these practices contradicts or undermines (some of) the others. For
example, employers may make employment security conditional on an agreement that pay
rates can be reduced in order to maintain that guarantee through lean times. Selective
hiring on the basis of future potential rather than immediate contribution may require
existing staff to work harder to induct new staff. This may be fine at the margins, but if
the profit-sharing or performance-related component of rewards is a significant
proportion of overall income, it could be problematic to existing staff — as well as to
customers who may have to wait longer to be served. Equally, if workers are routinely
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expected to work long hours, their own quality of life can be adversely affected and their
own well-being and safety and that of others may be impacted. Presumably, there is a
point at which the value of employment security is outweighed by the need for a certain
minimum salary or work-life balance. These are sometimes referred to as ‘deadly
combinations’ (Kepes and Delery 2007) because they can automatically undermine the
ability of other HR practices to work effectively - say, if one HR practice assumes
individuals are motivated solely by personal factors while another is predicated on their
performing well in teams.

Similarly, according to Pfeffer (1998, p77), self-managed teams can remove a
supervisory level from the hierarchy: ‘eliminating layers of management by instituting self-
managing teams saves money. Self-managed teams can also undertake tasks previously
done by specialised staff, thus eliminating excess personnel.’ It is not self-evident that the
personnel who are ‘eliminated’ are actually given other jobs, so the implementation of self-
managed teams - even if it does empower some workers — can result in others losing their
jobs. There are further potential contradictions between the practices. For example,
teamworking may be undermined by the use of individual performance-related pay or by
the HR practices of other firms in a network that cut across internal organisational
coherence (Bacon et al 2010; Marchington, Hadjivassiliou, Martin and Cox 2011). It is
difficult to accept that an employer’s commitment to remove major status differentials or
provide decent wages for lower-level staff can co-exist with the payment of substantial
bonuses to senior managers, especially if executives are paid huge sums to leave the
organisation. The link between effort, commitment and reward then looks very tenuous.

In other words, while there is strong support for bundling in some form, there are
times when it makes no sense to use a specific technique just because it is ‘sophisticated’
and regarded as ‘best practice’ as the benefits can never justify the costs. A prime example
here is the use of over-designed selection systems where the additional hurdle - say, the
use of an assessment centre — adds no more predictive power to the process (Boxall and
Purcell 2011, p230). It is also clear that contradictions and tensions may arise between the
different HR practices in the bundle. Perhaps this is unsurprising because any notion of
organisational coherence inevitably oversimplifies the contradictions at the heart of the
employment relationship. This stems from the fact that ‘there are multiple goals in HRM
and these bring a range of strategic tensions . .. for example between economic goals and
the need for social legitimacy’ (Boxall and Purcell 2011, p231).

? REFLECTIVE ACTIVITY 3.4

Should it matter if there are contradictions between different components of the HR bundle,
which lead to perceived inconsistencies for a specific worker? How about the situation where
inconsistencies and contradictions are between different segments of the labour force; is this as
much of a problem?

3.4 1S HIGH-COMMITMENT HRM UNIVERSALLY APPLICABLE?

A key claim in the celebratory literature is that high-commitment HRM is capable of
being used in any organisation, irrespective of product market situation, industry or
workforce. Pfeffer (1998, pp33-4) produces evidence from many industries and studies
which he claims demonstrates the case for ‘putting people first’. These include ‘relatively
low technology settings such as apparel manufacture to very high-technology
manufacturing processes. The results seem to hold for manufacturing and for service
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firms. Nothing in the available evidence suggests that the results are country-specific. The
effects of high-performance management practices are real, economically significant, and
general - and thus should be adopted by your organisation’. Support for this argument
comes from several other studies. For example, Delery and Doty (1996, p828) find
‘relatively strong support’ for the universalistic argument and some support for other
perspectives, and suggest that ‘some human resource practices always [our emphasis] have
a positive effect on performance’; these were profit-sharing, results-oriented appraisals and
employment security. Similarly, Gould-Williams and Mohamed’s (2010) findings provide
support for the international consistency of the universal thesis drawing on their research
into the effects of best practice HRM on employees in local government service
departments in England and Malaysia.

However, the universal perspective has been widely and extensively criticised (Guest
2011), ranging from suggestions that minor adjustments are needed through to
downright rejection of the case that ‘progressive’ HR practices can always provide
sustained competitive advantage. Indeed, Purcell (1999, p36) is particularly sceptical of
the claims for universalism, which lead us, he argues, ‘down a utopian cul-de-sac’. He
stresses the need to identify ‘the circumstances of where and when it [high-commitment
management; HCM] is applied, why some organisations do and some do not adopt
HCM, and how some firms seem to have more appropriate human resource systems
than others’. Boxall and Purcell (2011, pp95-6) propose an alternative here with the
distinction between surface and underpinning layers of HRM. While the former is likely
to vary between organisations as contexts differ both between sectors and countries, the
latter could reflect some general principles of labour management related to multiple
goals, business pressures and the alignment of management and employee interests. We
saw in Case Study 3.3 that workers might be interested in slightly different
configurations of HRM depending on occupation, level in the hierarchy and nature of
the work undertaken — though of course this might reflect their realistic aspirations for
what employment can deliver.

At a conceptual and empirical level, Marchington and Grugulis (2000) have argued that
high-commitment HRM is more likely when:

3.4.1 EMPLOYERS ARE ABLE TO TAKE A LONG-TERM PERSPECTIVE

The high-commitment model assumes that employers have the luxury of taking a long-
term view. For example, they are encouraged to hire during the lean times when labour is
plentiful rather than when it is harder to attract the most desirable applicants. Similarly,
employers are advised to invest in workers with non-specific skills that offer most over the
longer term rather than fill posts with staff that can address immediate demands. It is also
suggested that employees should be retained during downturns because it will only cost
more to re-hire them when the market improves; this also reinforces employment
security. Moreover, instead of cutting back on training when finances are tight, employers
are urged to spend more during the lean times when it is easier to release employees from
their work. Of course, there are good economic and labour market reasons for employers
to do these things but they all depend, to a greater or lesser extent, upon the luxury of a
long-term perspective and the prospect of future market growth. We should not forget
that institutional and legal forces external to the organisation might encourage employers
in co-ordinated market economies, such as the Netherlands, to take a longer-term
perspective and see some value in using high-commitment HRM (Boselie et al 2001). In
addition, the adoption of a long-term perspective and high-commitment HR practices is
likely to be shaped by firm ownership and stakeholder interests. In their research, Mullins
et al (forthcoming) found that family ownership was positively associated with long-term
high-commitment HRM, whereas transient institutional investors were likely to have a
negative effect and induce a short-term horizon.
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3.4.2 THE COST OF LABOUR 1S LOW COMPARED WITH OTHER COSTS

It is easier to implement high-commitment HRM when labour costs form a low
proportion of controllable costs. In capital-intensive operations, such as in
pharmaceuticals or life sciences, it makes little sense to cut back on essential staff who
have highly specific and much-needed skills. Conversely, when labour costs represent a
significant proportion of expenditure, as in many service sector organisations, for
example, it is much harder to persuade financiers that there are long-term benefits from
investing in human capital, especially if this includes any suggestion that pay rates or
levels of training would increase. We have seen in recent years that bankers in LMEs,
where short-term financial interests dominate capital markets, see few benefits in a
strategic HR perspective because it sacrifices short-term gains. Equally, and
understandably, it is unlikely that customers will agree to slower service - except at the
margins - even if the argument is made that it is helping to develop talent over the longer
term (for example in the health service, pubs and restaurants). Furthermore, given an
emphasis on contracting and re-contracting along supply chains, there is little incentive
for employers to invest in high-commitment HRM if their contracts are of limited length
and they are expected to compete on the basis of reduced costs (Marchington et al 2005).
Given one of the main reasons for contracting-out is to reduce labour costs, high-
commitment HRM is unlikely to emerge because it costs more to implement - though it
can lead to better quality/service and a growth in sales (Marchington and Vincent 2004).

While the high-commitment model does increase worker output, it also raises labour
costs, and if additional costs outweigh increases in productivity or quality achieved it
would be misguided for employers to invest in this approach (Cappelli and Neumark
2001). The implication is that some employers, particularly those that do not put a
premium on high-quality products and services, decide that an ‘intensification” approach
- one which takes the ‘low road” or cost-reduction route to higher performance - offers
greater benefits than high-commitment HRM. Godard (2004) argues that the proponents
of high-commitment HRM ‘overestimate the positive effects of high levels of adoption of
these practices, but also underestimate the costs’. This results in little or no overall gain in
productivity.

? REFLECTIVE ACTIVITY 3.5

Bearing in mind the ongoing arguments about contracting out manufacturing or call centres to
countries where wages are low, could organisations and customers gain more from high-
commitment HRM — in terms of better levels of service and product quality — than they would -
from purchasing at the lowest price possible?

3.4.3 KNOWLEDGE WORKERS ARE EXPECTED TO USE THEIR DISCRETION

It could be argued that high-commitment HRM only applies to workers that
demonstrably add value because of the difference they make to customer service and
product quality. MacDuffie (1995, p199) is often quoted as someone who supports the
universality argument, but a closer reading of his work suggests that high-commitment
HRM may actually require three conditions: when employees possess more knowledge
and skills than managers; when they are motivated to apply this through discretionary
effort; and when the organisation’s goals can only be achieved when employees contribute
such discretionary effort.



78

Human Resource Management at Work

This implies that the circumstances under which high-commitment HRM makes a
difference are quite specific. For example, employers might wish to encourage
discretionary behaviour to achieve organisational goals where work systems and processes
are not easily codified and when there is a shortage of qualified workers; in this situation,
a case can be made for hoarding labour. In many situations, however, the time taken to
train new staff is relatively short, work performance can be assessed simply and speedily,
and there is a supply of substitutable labour readily available. It is hard to see why
employers would adopt high-commitment HRM in these circumstances. In addition, some
jobs are so boring or unpleasant that it is inconceivable workers would see employment
security, basic training or information-sharing — for example — as a benefit. On the
contrary, these workers might resent being expected to take an interest in their
organisation beyond routine work performance, and find it stressful and intrusive. In
short, the high-commitment model may not be attractive or appropriate for all groups of
workers or employers, though research on the use of high-performance work systems in
adult care (Harley et al 2007) shows that positive outcomes can also apply to unskilled or
semi-skilled workers.

3.4.4 ORGANISATIONS AND WORKERS ARE IN A STRONG MARKET POSITION

The previous section focused on potentially differential treatment for workers employed
by the same organisation, but this issue extends to the application of high-commitment
HRM across organisational boundaries (Marchington, Rubery and Grimshaw 2011). The
psychological contract has changed and employment insecurity is now more widespread.
Evidence shows that perceptions of job insecurity have been increasing and that bouts of
unemployment have become more common and widespread in a number of countries
since the onset of the global financial crisis (Gallie 2013; van Wanrooy et al 2013).

In relation to this, Boaden et al (2008) showed that workers employed by sub-
contractors chosen precisely because they offer a cheaper service tend to receive an
inferior employment package because of ‘differentiation’ strategies. Not surprisingly, these
workers are very unlikely to receive high levels of pay and rewards, training and
development, employment security and career development even though the organisation
to which they supply their services may treat its workers in line with the high-
commitment paradigm. Moreover, even when employers use an ‘integration’ strategy,
seeking to remove differentials between staff employed by different organisations wherever
possible, other factors (for example different pay systems or pension arrangements) make
this hard to achieve at a strategic level and because line managers from different
employers have diverse capabilities. Achieving integration and consistency in HR systems
across organisational boundaries is very difficult (Marchington, Rubery and Grimshaw
2011). Rubery and Urwin (2011) found that care workers who had responsibility for the
health and well-being of older people, and therefore would be expected to use their
discretion in dealing with issues that arose, were in fact subject to low wages, unsociable
working hours, virtually no flexibility and limited amounts of training; that is, precisely
opposite to a high-commitment paradigm. This was due to contracts being agreed with
very tight margins, and even if these employers had wished to utilise a high-commitment
approach it would have been very difficult to sustain in the circumstances. The authors
also note (p134) that ‘much of the responsibility for current conditions lies with the local
authority contracts. These fail to cover full employment costs (and) the costs of travel,
training, sick leave, recruitment and retention, and of providing services outside of
standard working times." In other words, costs pressures limited flexibility for the care
workers’ employer. This is taken up in Chapter 4 when we examine ideas about HR
architecture and labour market segmentation within and between organisations.
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3.5 CONCLUSIONS

In this chapter, we have focused on high-commitment HRM and the ways in which HR
policies and practices may be used to provide coherent and comprehensive bundles.
Suggestions that there is one best way in which HRM should be delivered, and moreover
that this has a positive impact on organisational performance, have been examined in
some detail, but this issue is taken up again in Chapter 14.

Interest remains in the high-commitment HRM-performance link, and to ideas that a
specific bundle of HR policies and practices is inherently superior and capable of
contributing to organisational success in all workplaces, both at an organisational and a
policy level, as well as to national and global firms. We have reviewed the evidence here,
pointing to alternative and competing interpretations of the research findings, as well as
calling for greater reflection on whether or not high-commitment HRM really can be
offered to all workers and all workplaces. The high-commitment model has also been
subject to a more radical critique which argues that research in HRM is not only limited
and conservative — tending generally to be conducted within managerial terms of
reference — but also fails to adopt a more critical and theoretical social science framework
(Delbridge 2011; Thompson 2011). This is reviewed in Chapter 14 since it fits better with
our discussion of the HRM-performance link.

While the high-commitment model might be appealing because it supports the case for
implementing ‘good’ people management practices on both business and fairness grounds,
there is also a strong theoretical and empirical basis for arguing that high-commitment
models are not being applied in all workplaces and to all groups of staff. It could be
argued that the growth of these workplaces and types of staff mean the high-commitment
model is now under increasing threat in many settings. Having considered the ‘best
practice’ perspective in this chapter, we are now in a position to analyse the alternative -
‘best fit” - scenario in Chapter 4.
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